[image: cover-image, Power Words/ The Million-Dollar Communication Secret That Transforms Relationships]

 

Power Words: The Million-Dollar Communication Secret That Transforms Relationships

Susan Leys M.Ed.

 




Copyright

POWER WORDS: The Million-Dollar Communication Secret That Transforms Relationships
© 2025 Susan Leys

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

First Edition: 2025

Susan Leys
Mansfield Center, CT
www.SusanLeys.com

The techniques and advice described in this book are based on the author's experiences and research. They are not intended to replace professional advice. The author and publisher disclaim any liability arising directly or indirectly from the use of this book.

Names and identifying characteristics of some individuals mentioned in this book have been changed to protect their privacy.


 




Author's Note

This book was created using an assistive approach that combined human expertise and artificial intelligence. While I utilized AI technology as a writing and research assistant during the development process, the final content, including all concepts, examples, and recommendations, has been thoroughly reviewed, edited, and approved by me. The perspectives, insights, and guidance contained in these pages reflect my professional judgment and experience.

All rights to this work belong exclusively to me as the author. By publishing this material, I affirm that I have exercised appropriate oversight throughout the creative process and take full responsibility for the content presented herein.

This statement serves as legal confirmation that this work, while benefiting from technological assistance, represents my authentic intellectual contribution to the field of communication.

With appreciation for both human and technological creativity,

Susan Leys 




Dedication

For everyone who has ever felt the sting of misunderstood words, the frustration of conversations gone wrong, or the silent pain of things left unsaid—this book is for you.

May these pages help transform your most challenging conversations into your deepest connections.

Remember, as Maya Angelou wisely observed: "People will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never forget how you made them feel."

The words you choose matter; tact is everything.
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Conversations That Change Us

My career in healthcare has spanned a few decades. During this time, I've witnessed some of the most poignant conversations between patients and their families—moments where words carry immeasurable weight and lasting impact. These exchanges aren't just heard; they're felt, remembered, and often transform how we approach communication forever after.

When you experience these powerful conversations personally, they don't just make you a better healthcare professional—they fundamentally reshape how you communicate in every aspect of life. Three such conversations have embedded themselves in my heart and mind, each carrying lessons in compassion, tact, and emotional intensity that continue to guide me.

The First Conversation

The first occurred early in my career. My mother developed a severe autoimmune illness that led to a late-night emergency. After calling 911, my father and I watched helplessly as her condition deteriorated rapidly. In the Emergency Department, her temperature had soared to 107 degrees, and she had become septic.

"I'm sorry, she's not going to make it through the night," the emergency physician told us—not once, but twice.

There's something unforgettable about how those words are delivered—the gentle tone, the compassionate eye contact, the weight of each syllable. They stay with you forever.

Somehow, the team stabilized her enough to transfer her to Intensive Care, still in critical condition. Before I left her side, she weakly instructed me to return home for her medical power of attorney. When I came back with the documents, she began, "I know it's not fair to ask you to care for your father..."

I didn't let her finish. "Mom, of course I'll take care of him. We'll make it work. I love you."

That night, sent home by the ICU team, I lay awake watching my father pace the hallway, unable to sleep. One of us needed rest for whatever awaited us the next day—after hearing twice that she "wouldn't make it through the night."

When the phone rang early the next morning, I held my breath as my father answered. "Okay, thanks for letting me know," was all he said.

"Where do we need to be and what time?" I asked when I found him in the kitchen.

"They stabilized her overnight. She's at Yale New Haven now. We can get there when we can."

It wasn't what either of us expected. But my mother, the fighter she'd always been, had defied those words we thought would be final.

The Second Conversation

The second conversation came during my participation in a clinical trials program as a "healthy volunteer" at the National Institutes of Health. During my fifth and final screening—a physical examination—a newly practicing doctor from Howard University noticed something concerning.

"What's this on the back of your leg?" she asked.

I laughed, "Who looks at the back of my leg?"

"No, I'm serious," she replied, her tone shifting. "There's a mole here that should be checked out."

Having recently been laid off and unable to afford COBRA insurance at $900 monthly, I admitted I had no coverage.

Without hesitation, she said, "Let me see if I can have someone here take a look at it."

That "someone" turned out to be the head of Dermatology at NIH, who examined the small mole and stated with unmistakable urgency, "You need to have this removed right now. Don't wait—get it done."

Her definitive tone and directness left no room for postponement. Within days, her colleagues had arranged an affordable payment plan for removing what was confirmed to be malignant melanoma.

The Third Conversation

The third conversation involved my mother again, years later. She had continued battling various autoimmune conditions but had also experienced TIAs (transient ischemic attacks) that led to rapidly progressing vascular dementia—not yet officially diagnosed.

During a cardiology appointment, I quietly asked her physician, "Do we think this is vascular dementia?" He nodded without verbal confirmation.

My mother, a retired ER nurse who had meticulously managed my father's care with professional precision, overheard my question. "Why do we need to call it anything?" she asked.

The question stunned me, coming from someone who had always insisted on precise medical terminology. But as I reflected on her words, they revealed her wisdom, with maybe a little dash of fear in having to navigate her journey ahead: "Why do we need to call it anything?"

So we didn't. Instead, we adjusted her schedule to preserve the activities she loved, spent more time at the beach, and created routines that worked best for her. She was happier, and life became easier for everyone.

These conversations have made me more attentive to how I communicate with patients and families daily. They've shaped me professionally and personally, teaching me that words carry power beyond their definitions—they can comfort, heal, warn, or guide us through our darkest moments.

The most important message I've learned? Spend time with the people you love most and tell them how you feel about them. Because in the end, it's these conversations that matter most.


 




Introduction - The Hidden Language of Success

Have you ever watched someone ruin a relationship in just ten seconds? I have. It happened during a team meeting I attended years ago. Mark, a talented project manager, had spent weeks perfecting a presentation. As he finished sharing his innovative ideas, the CEO leaned forward and said, "This is completely wrong. I can't believe we wasted time on this." The room went silent. Mark's face flushed red. In that moment, his enthusiasm died, his confidence crumbled, and his relationship with the CEO was damaged beyond repair. Three months later, Mark left the company, taking his brilliant ideas elsewhere.

What if that CEO had said instead, "Mark, I appreciate all the work you've put into this. I see some aspects that might need adjustment to align with our strategic direction. Could we discuss how to refine this approach?" Same message, entirely different outcome.

The difference between these two approaches is what this book is all about: tact—the million-dollar communication skill that most people never master. The ability to say what needs to be said in a way that respects others' feelings and builds rather than destroys relationships. It's not just being nice; it's being effective.

Every single day, relationships are damaged, opportunities are lost, and potential is crushed—not because of bad intentions, but because of poorly chosen words. The cost is staggering. Businesses lose talented employees like Mark. Marriages fall apart over conversations that spiraled out of control. Friendships end because of words spoken in a moment of frustration. Children lose confidence because of well-meaning but tactless parents.

The good news? This massive problem has a surprisingly simple solution. The way we communicate isn't fixed. It's a skill, and like any skill, it can be learned, practiced, and mastered. This is true whether you're 18 or 80, whether you're naturally outspoken or reserved, whether you're a CEO or a student. The principles you'll learn in this book have transformed the lives of thousands of my clients—from Fortune 500 executives to struggling couples, from team leaders to parents trying to connect with their teenagers.

Why do most people get communication wrong? It's simple. We're taught what to say, but rarely how to say it. From early childhood, we learn to be honest, to speak up, to share our opinions. But few of us receive explicit training in the art of tactful delivery. It's like being handed a powerful tool without an instruction manual. Yes, you can still use it, but you'll likely cause damage in the process.

This communication gap becomes increasingly costly as you progress in life. The higher you climb in your career, the more your success depends not just on your technical skills but on your ability to communicate effectively with others. The deeper your relationships grow, the more important tactful communication becomes during inevitable conflicts. The more diverse your world becomes, the more essential it is to communicate across differences with respect and understanding.

What can you expect when you master the art of tactful communication? The changes are often remarkable:

At work, you'll be the person known for giving feedback that actually improves performance instead of crushing spirits. You'll navigate office politics with ease, diffusing tensions before they explode. You'll present ideas in ways that get approved and implemented. You'll build a reputation as someone who can handle difficult conversations skillfully.

At home, you'll transform conflicts that used to last for days into productive conversations that strengthen your relationships. You'll be able to discuss sensitive topics without triggering defensive reactions. You'll raise children who feel heard and valued, not criticized and judged.

In your social life, you'll become the friend others turn to for honest perspective, knowing you'll deliver truth with kindness. You'll build bridges across different viewpoints instead of widening divides. You'll leave people feeling better after interactions with you, not worse.

The best part? These transformations don't require years of therapy or complete personality overhauls. The techniques in this book are practical, actionable, and can be implemented immediately. Many readers report noticeable improvements in their relationships within days of applying these principles.

But I need to be clear about something: this book isn't about becoming artificially polite or suppressing your authentic self. It's not about walking on eggshells or avoiding difficult conversations. In fact, it's exactly the opposite. When you master tactful communication, you become more honest, not less. You have more genuine conversations, not fewer. You address problems more directly, not less.

Tact gives you the tools to be truthful without being hurtful. It allows you to address difficult issues in ways that strengthen rather than damage relationships. It empowers you to express yourself fully while respecting others' dignity. In short, tact makes honesty more effective, not less important.

Throughout this book, you'll meet real people who have transformed their lives through tactful communication. Like Jennifer, a manager whose team was on the verge of falling apart due to internal conflicts. After learning the techniques in Chapter 5, she transformed team dynamics so dramatically that productivity increased by 34% in just three months.

Or Michael and Sarah, a couple married for 12 years who were considering divorce because they "couldn't communicate anymore." After applying the principles in Chapter 8, they developed a new language for discussing sensitive issues that rekindled their connection instead of pushing them further apart.

Or Raj, an immigrant physician who struggled to connect with patients due to cultural differences in communication styles. The cultural bridging techniques in Chapter 9 helped him develop a communication approach that honored his heritage while building stronger connections with his American patients.

These stories aren't exceptional—they're typical of what happens when people apply the principles of tactful communication consistently. And throughout this book, you'll find dozens more examples of real people who have transformed their relationships through the power of well-chosen words.

How is this book different from other communication books you might have read? First, it's practical, not theoretical. Each chapter includes specific phrases, techniques, and exercises you can implement immediately. Second, it's comprehensive, covering all aspects of tactful communication from the underlying psychology to specific applications in different contexts. Third, it's based on both extensive research and real-world experience, combining the latest findings in communication science with proven techniques that work in the messy reality of everyday life.

As we begin this journey together, I want to share a truth that has transformed my own understanding of communication: Words have an almost magical power to build or destroy. A single tactful conversation can heal a relationship that's been damaged for years. A moment of thoughtful phrasing can open minds that have been closed for decades. A carefully chosen question can help someone see themselves in an entirely new light.

This power is available to you right now. In the pages that follow, you'll discover exactly how to harness it to transform your relationships, advance your career, and create the life you want.

Are you ready to become a master of tactful communication? Turn the page, and let's begin the transformation.

 

 




1. The Tact Revolution: Why Kind Words Are Your Secret Weapon

Think about the last time someone said something that really hurt you. Maybe it was a boss who criticized your work in front of colleagues. Perhaps it was a partner who pointed out a flaw in a way that felt like an attack. Or it might have been a friend who shared an "honest opinion" that felt more brutal than helpful.

Now imagine the same message delivered differently—wrapped in respect, presented with care, offered with your best interests at heart. The core information might be identical, but your reaction would be completely different.

This contrast reveals the revolutionary power of tact. It's not what we say that matters most—it's how we say it. The exact same truth can heal or hurt, motivate or discourage, strengthen relationships or damage them beyond repair. And here's the exciting part: the choice is entirely yours.

The science behind this is fascinating. When researchers at UCLA studied brain responses to criticism, they discovered something remarkable. Criticism delivered tactfully activated brain regions associated with positive change and growth. The exact same criticism delivered harshly triggered the brain's threat response—the same reaction we have when facing physical danger. In other words, tactless communication literally puts people's brains in survival mode, making them less capable of learning, changing, or even hearing what you're saying.

Dr. Amy Edmondson of Harvard Business School calls this phenomenon "psychological safety"—the feeling that you can take risks, ask questions, and make mistakes without being punished or humiliated. Her decades of research show that teams with high psychological safety outperform others by wide margins. They innovate more, solve problems faster, and achieve better results. And how do leaders create this psychological safety? Primarily through tactful communication that respects dignity while addressing issues directly.

Throughout history, the most influential leaders have understood this instinctively. Abraham Lincoln was known for his remarkable ability to criticize without offending. Rather than attacking Confederate sympathizers directly, he would ask questions that led them to examine their own thinking. Rather than belittling cabinet members who disagreed with him, he sought to understand their perspectives before sharing his own. His tactful approach helped hold a fractured nation together during its darkest hours.

Eleanor Roosevelt, faced with opposition to her progressive views, never responded with anger or contempt. Instead, she engaged critics with genuine curiosity and respect, disarming opposition through understanding rather than attack. Her tactful approach enabled her to advance causes that would have stalled under more confrontational leadership.

In the business world, the late Tony Hsieh built Zappos into a billion-dollar company while maintaining a culture of kindness and respect. His communication style emphasized tactful honesty, making it safe for employees to admit mistakes, share unconventional ideas, and challenge leadership when necessary. The result was extraordinary innovation and employee loyalty.

These historical examples illustrate a powerful truth: Tactful communication isn't just nice—it's effective. It gets results that forceful, blunt, or inconsiderate communication cannot achieve.

Unfortunately, we're experiencing an alarming decline in tactful communication in modern society. Social media platforms reward extreme statements that generate outrage rather than thoughtful exchanges that build understanding. Political discourse has devolved into personal attacks rather than substantive debate. Even in workplaces and homes, the art of tactful disagreement is increasingly rare.

The costs are enormous. Workplace studies show that tactless communication is a primary reason people leave jobs, even more than inadequate pay. Family therapists report that communication style—not the content of disagreements—is the best predictor of divorce. Medical researchers have linked tactless communication environments to increased stress, reduced immune function, and poorer health outcomes.

Why has tact declined so dramatically? Several factors contribute. Our digital communication environments strip away nonverbal cues that help us gauge emotional reactions. The pace of modern life leaves little time for thoughtful phrasing. Our entertainment often models confrontational rather than tactful exchanges. And perhaps most importantly, few people receive any formal training in tactful communication. It's a skill we're somehow expected to develop on our own, with predictably uneven results.

Your first step toward transformation is recognizing your current communication style. Most people fall into one of four patterns, each with distinct strengths and weaknesses:

The Direct Communicator values honesty above all and prides themselves on "telling it like it is." Their strength is clarity—people always know where they stand. Their challenge is that this directness often comes across as harsh or insensitive, damaging relationships even when their intentions are good.

The Conflict Avoider values harmony and goes to great lengths to avoid tension. Their strength is maintaining pleasant interactions. Their challenge is that important issues often go unaddressed, leading to festering problems and resentment over time.

The Emotional Responder communicates based on their feelings in the moment. Their strength is authenticity—what you see is what you get. Their challenge is that emotions can overwhelm message clarity, and they may say things they later regret.

The Calculated Communicator carefully plans what to say to achieve specific outcomes. Their strength is strategic effectiveness. Their challenge is that this approach can come across as manipulative or inauthentic if not balanced with genuine care.

Most of us have a primary style with elements of others depending on the situation. None of these styles is inherently wrong, but each needs to be balanced with tactful awareness to be truly effective.

Take a moment to reflect: Which pattern best describes your typical approach? When have your communications gone remarkably well? When have they gone poorly? What was different about those situations? This self-awareness is the foundation for growth.

The good news is that regardless of your natural style, you can develop tactful communication skills that complement your strengths while addressing your challenges. The Direct Communicator can learn to deliver truth with gentleness. The Conflict Avoider can learn to address issues while maintaining respect. The Emotional Responder can learn to channel feelings productively. The Calculated Communicator can learn to balance strategy with authentic connection.

The transformation begins with a simple but powerful shift in perspective: Recognizing that how you deliver a message is just as important as—and sometimes more important than—the content of the message itself. This doesn't mean being less honest. It means being more effective in how you convey that honesty.

Throughout this book, you'll develop specific techniques for tactful communication in different contexts. But this fundamental principle underlies all of them: Words have power. They can wound or heal, motivate or discourage, build or destroy. And with the right skills, you can harness this power to transform your relationships and your life.

Your tact awakening starts with a commitment to be more intentional about how you communicate. Before your next important conversation, pause and ask yourself: "What do I need to say, and how can I say it in a way that will actually be heard?" This simple question, consistently applied, can revolutionize your communication effectiveness.

In the chapters that follow, we'll explore the specific techniques that make tactful communication possible, from the foundational skills of emotional intelligence to advanced approaches for navigating the most challenging conversations. Each chapter builds on the previous one, giving you a comprehensive toolkit for communication mastery.

By the end of this book, you'll approach conversations differently. You'll have greater confidence in difficult situations. You'll experience fewer communication breakdowns and more genuine connections. And you'll possess a skill that consistently distinguishes the most successful, respected, and effective people in every field: the ability to convey any message, no matter how difficult, in a way that maintains dignity and strengthens relationships.

That's the tact revolution—and you're about to become part of it.

 




2. The Four Pillars of Tactical Communication

Have you ever watched someone walk into an emotional minefield and somehow emerge completely unscathed? Or witnessed a person deliver difficult news in a way that actually brought people closer rather than pushing them away? These communication wizards aren't born with special powers. They've mastered what I call the Four Pillars of Tactical Communication—a framework that can transform even the most challenging conversations into opportunities for connection and growth.

Pillar 1: Emotional Intelligence as the Foundation

Imagine trying to drive a car with your eyes closed. That's what communicating without emotional intelligence is like. You might eventually reach your destination, but the journey will be dangerous, and you'll likely cause damage along the way.

Emotional intelligence is the ability to recognize and understand emotions—both your own and those of others—and to use this awareness to manage your interactions effectively. It's the foundation upon which all tactful communication is built.

Think about Maria, a team leader at a marketing firm. In a high-stakes meeting, she noticed her colleague John becoming increasingly tense as the discussion progressed. While others continued presenting as if nothing was happening, Maria paused and said, "John, I sense you might have some concerns about the direction we're taking. I'd really value hearing your perspective before we move forward." This simple acknowledgment defused what could have become a contentious situation, and John's insights ultimately improved the project.

Developing your emotional intelligence starts with self-awareness. Before important conversations, take a moment to check in with yourself. What are you feeling? Are you anxious? Frustrated? Excited? These emotions will color your communication, so acknowledging them helps you manage their influence.

A study by the Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence found that people who can accurately identify their feelings are better equipped to regulate them during challenging interactions (Brackett, 2019). This regulation is crucial—if you're boiling with anger, even the most carefully chosen words will be undermined by your tone and body language.
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