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Fondly dedicated to Lawrence Tureaud
(better known as Mr. T)
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He said it best:
“Don’t gimme none o’ that jibba-jabba!”







[image: logo]


Photo Courtesy of CNN/Getty Images





June 17, 2003 (transcript)


CNN Moneyline with Lou Dobbs


A new software program sends a clear message to corporate America—cut out the bull.


New York–based Deloitte Consulting admits it helped foster confusing, indecipherable words like “synergy,” “paradigm,” and “extensible repository,” but now it has decided enough is enough. On Tuesday, the company released “Bullfighter” to help writers of business documents to avoid jargon and use clear language.


“We’ve had it with repurposeable, value-added knowledge capital and robust, leveregable mindshare,” Deloitte Consulting partner Brian Fugere said.





THE LANGUAGE OF BUSINESS
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Let’s face it: Business today is drowning in bullshit. We try to impress (or confuse) investors with inflated letters to shareholders. We punish customers with intrusive, hype-filled, self-aggrandizing product literature. We send elephantine progress reports to employees that shed less than two watts of light on the big issues or hard truths.


The average white-collar worker goes to the office every morning, plugs into e-mail, dials into voicemail, and walks into meetings only to be deluged by hype and corporate-speak:


After extensive analysis of the economic factors and trends facing our industry, we have concluded that a restructuring is essential to maintaining competitive position. A task force has been assembled to review the issues and opportunities, and they will report back with a work plan for implementing the mission-critical changes necessary to transform our company into a more agile, customer-focused enterprise.


He sees right through it, too, because these contrived communications are the exact opposite of the natural conversations he engages in everywhere else. Outside of work, he has a fundamentally different kind of conversation—a human one, with stories and color. Informal, spontaneous, warm, funny, and real. Then he hops online, and the natural and unfiltered dialogue continues in chat rooms, message boards, blogs, and instant messaging. Even his virtual life is more real than his office life.


There is a gigantic disconnect between these real, authentic conversations and the artificial voice of business executives and managers at every level. Their messages lack humanity in a world that craves more of it. Between meetings, memos, and managers, we’ve lost the art of conversation. Bull has become the language of business.


But most business people stumble forward in a haze. They copy and paste and crank out hollow and vapid communications that become the butt of jokes as soon as they leave the e-mail server. Even worse, they get ignored. They’re full of jargon, they say very little, and—most important—these messages are out of touch, arrogant, and condescending. And everyone knows this, except for the idiot hitting the Send button.


PERSUASION


We’ve become immune to these empty, generic messages. And as a result, no one really listens anymore.


Enough with the endless charts and graphs; enough with the templatized mission statements; enough with the pre-digested language. What’s the compelling point? Why should I listen? Is anyone worried about what I’m worried about? Do they get it? Will the truth ever show up in my inbox? Don’t hold your breath.


This is troubling, because almost any time we need to deliver a message at work, it’s because we want to persuade someone to think or do something. We persuade people to hire us. Then we persuade them to approve our budgets, sponsor our projects, or buy what we’re selling. If we’re lucky, we’ll also persuade people to do their assigned tasks, and persuade others to promote us.


When everyone tunes out, this persuasion doesn’t happen.


Persuasion is so important. One 1995 study by Donald McCloskey concluded that one-quarter of the gross domestic product is linked to persuasion.1


So here’s what you need to know: You have a huge opportunity to become more persuasive. To be that one infectious human voice—the one that’s authentic and original and makes people want to listen. In a world of business idiots who can’t make anyone care, this is your golden opportunity.


How can we have such confidence in you, having only met you a page ago? Well, we can’t. You may be the poster child for mediocrity when it comes to writing or giving presentations. Or you may run the Microsoft grammar checker in Word and think, “This is brilliant, an incredible gift—I should accept every suggestion!”


But we’re betting that you’re like us.


We’re betting that you want to be heard.


ORIGINS OF THE BULL SPECIES


So how did it get this bad?


There are many reasons, all of which ensure that nobody makes any real promises or delivers any real meaning. The tide of political correctness has stranded us so that business idiots can’t speak frankly about anything. Fear of liability or even responsibility rules the day, and attorneys shape every document into a promise-free blob of text that deliberately says nothing. And then there are business schools, consultants, and gurus, all of whom make a living repackaging old concepts as something “new.”


Beyond that, there’s technology, which makes it all too convenient to automate the one part of business that should never be outsourced: our voice. Whether it’s using someone else’s jargon, a generic template, or even a speechwriter, too many business people give away their biggest chip in the influence game without a thought. The temptation is everywhere. We now have the option of deleting our personality from what we say and write.


YOUR OWN FUZZBUSTER


Navigating our way through business communications is like driving on a Georgia highway—there are traps everywhere. What we need is our own business Fuzzbuster. If you want to connect with an audience, the traps are a roadmap to being heard: if you know them, you can avoid them.


At their root, the traps are about obscurity, anonymity, the hard sell, and tedium:


• The Obscurity Trap. “This is just the kind of synergistic, customer-centric, upsell-driven, churn-reducing, outside the box, customizable, strategically tactical, best-of-breed, seamlessly integrated, multi-channel thought leadership that will help our clients track to true north. Let’s fly this up the flagpole and see where the pushback is.” These are the empty calories of business communication. And, unfortunately, they’re the rule. The Obscurity Trap catches idiots desperate to sound smart or prove their purpose, and lures them with message-killers like jargon, long-windedness, acronyms, and evasiveness. The ones who escape do so through plain language and candor.


• The Anonymity Trap. Businesses love clones—they’re easy to hire, easy to manage, easy to train, easy to replace—and almost everyone is all too happy to oblige. We outsource our voice through templates, speechwriters, and e-mail, and cave in to conventions that aren’t really even rules. What business idiots have forgotten is that your personality is the thing that helped you make friends, find a date, get a mate, and probably even get a job. It may take some work to create an original message, to make people smile, or to stop running your office life through your e-mail inbox, but if you want to escape the Anonymity Trap, that’s where you have to start.


• The Hard-Sell Trap. Legions of business people fall prey to the Hard-Sell Trap. We overpromise. We accentuate the positive and pretend the negative doesn’t exist—not because we received our business training on used-car lots, but because we’re human, and we like to be optimistic. The result is that we do too much hard selling. This may work for those pushing Abdominizers on late-night television, hoping to sway a few clueless, lonely, or drunken souls. But it’s dead wrong for persuading (sober) business people to listen. At the end of the day, people hate to be sold to, but they love to buy. With access to loads of information and instant communication, people today question everything. They know the hard sell and—with trust in business at an all-time low—even the slightest whiff of it sends people running for the exits.


• The Tedium Trap. Everyone you work with thinks about sex, tells stories, gets caught up in life’s amazing details, and judges others by the way they look and act. We live to be entertained. We all learned that in Psychology 101, except for the business idiots who must have skipped that semester. They tattoo their long, executive-sounding titles on their foreheads, dump prepackaged numbers on their audience, and virtually guarantee that we want nothing to do with them. Death by generalization replaces those spontaneous, personal, and compelling details. But if you have a good working knowledge of storytelling, conversation, procreation, and recreation, you can escape the Tedium Trap.


YOUR HUGE OPPORTUNITY


Great business leaders live life outside the four traps. Honest language; the hard truth; a passion for what they’re doing; a personality that shows up at the office five, six, or seven days a week—we recognize these people, and we love to hear from them. Jack Welch, Warren Buffett, and Jeff Bezos have all found ways to make straight talk a hallmark of their companies, and any of them can fill an auditorium at will. Yeah, the CEO at our company knows widgets and gives speeches. But Virgin CEO Richard Branson is the business equivalent of a rock star.


Jeff Bezos built Amazon.com from a wobbly Internet startup to a viable business, and took a lot of punches from a cynical press. But every time we heard from him during those tough years, it was like listening to a boy who had just unwrapped a mountain of presents on Christmas morning. Bad earnings news was everywhere during the startup years, and Bezos owned up to every bit of it. No jargon, no excuses, no bull. Just a lot of zeal and a lot of personality at the office.


Entire careers can be built on straight talk—precisely because it is so rare.


This goes well beyond grammatical rules or fashionable expressions. It requires honesty, humanity, and confidence from business people. Anyone can put together a presentation that describes the “extensible synergies derived from repurposing intellectual assets.” It takes more work to express the idea (no, we don’t know what it is) in plain English.


We’re not recommending that you go back to Rhetoric 101. And don’t get the impression that this book was written by a bunch of grammar geeks waiting to spank you for using a gerund, unless you’re into that. (Gerunds, we mean.) This book is about being yourself, reclaiming your voice, and letting some personality, warmth, and humor into your work life.


The payoff for this is huge, mostly because so few people are trying. The messages around you are so bad, you’ll be surprised how far a little straight talk, humor, and storytelling will take you.


Beyond that, it’s a lot more rewarding to bring your real voice to work. We may save ourselves some effort by using templates, burying our noses in e-mail all day, and sticking to the same stifling agenda all the time, but that’s not what makes us happy outside of work. It’s a fool’s—that is, an idiot’s—errand to think it’s going to lead to nirvana in the cubicle.


There is a ton of mediocre books out there on bad business writing. However, there are no mediocre books that get beyond picking on grammar to throw some light on why and how the voice of business became so dull. That’s about to change.


This is your wake-up call. Personality, humanity, and candor are being sucked out of the workplace. Let the wonks send their empty messages. Yours are going to connect.
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I
The Obscurity Trap
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I notice that you use plain, simple language, short words and brief sentences. That is the way to write English—it is the modern way and the best way. Stick to it; don’t let fluff and flowers and verbosity creep in.


—MARK TWAIN





1

THE FOG OF BUSINESS
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Enron’s performance in 2000 was a success by any measure, as we continued to outdistance the competition and solidify our leadership in each of our major businesses. We have robust networks of strategic assets that we own or have contractual access to, which give us greater flexibility and speed to reliably deliver widespread logistical solutions . . . . We have metamorphosed from an asset-based pipeline and power generating company to a marketing and logistics company whose biggest assets are its well-established business approach and its innovative people.


—ENRON ANNUAL REPORT, 2000


Unless a businessperson gets cornered into speaking directly to live people—say English teachers bearing assault rifles—we know what to expect: an indigestible main course of catchphrases and endless prose, with not a lot of substance for dessert.


Jargon, wordiness, and evasiveness are the active ingredients of modern business-speak, and they make up the Obscurity Trap. This trap is particularly pervasive, and its perpetrators are evil people who want to destroy civilization as we know it. (Well, okay, not really, but it felt good to get that out.) We call this a trap because the people who spew jargon and all of that evasiveness really aren’t evil at all.


They’re us.


In normal, healthy conversations with their friends, spouse, cat, and Porsche, these people are brilliant communicators. Ask them to give a presentation or write a press release, though, and say hello to Mr. Hyde. Out comes the 80-page presentation about “synergistic alliances” and “go-forward engagement processes.” And all of this goes right the past the audience, so the lonely yet meaningful point on slide No. 78 doesn’t have a chance of getting through.


And it isn’t just a matter of spending more time and effort. Consider the press release. Almost nothing goes through more editing and review cycles than a press release, which has to be short and is written for the world at large. And yet, press releases seem to show that the more time that is spent on a message, the worse it gets. Shown (p. 13) is an excerpt from an IBM press release.


If you were to take a red marker and cross out the acronyms and meaningless jargon in this press release, the next person who walked by would probably call for an ambulance, because it would look as if you were bleeding all over the page. Once again, here’s a smart and respected firm in technology services that can’t break away from clichés or corporate-speak long enough to tell us anything understandable.


The Obscurity Trap is a serious problem for anyone who wants to connect with a reader or audience: nature has given us the ability to ignore all of this stuff, and we ignore it all the time. Just as you don’t put much thought into walking or breathing, you dismiss the empty or contrived calories of modern business communications without disturbing many slumbering brain cells. And if you tune them out, you can bet your audience does, too.
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Hundreds of Business Application Software Providers Flock to IBM’s Partner Programs


Growth Continues in Industry and SMB Markets


SOMERS, NY—July 19, 2004—IBM today announced that business application software providers worldwide are flocking to IBM’s partner programs for vertical industries and small and medium business (SMB). The PartnerWorld Industry Networks, ISV Advantage for Industries, and ISV Advantage for SMB initiatives provide independent software vendors (ISVs) with the technical, marketing and sales resources and support to jointly capture industry-specific and SMB market opportunities worldwide.


More than 900 ISVs across 43 countries have joined PartnerWorld Industry Networks, a major initiative that is helping an expanding ecosystem of industry focused partners to more effectively work with IBM marketing and sales organizations to deliver customized solutions to customers. Covering the banking, financial markets, healthcare, life sciences, retail, telecommunications and recently announced government and insurance industries, PartnerWorld Industry Networks will continue to expand to support additional verticals, with prioritization based on ISV input . . .
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THE ROOTS OF OBSCURITY


If the Obscurity Trap is all about jargon, wordiness, and evasive language, it’s fair to ask why otherwise decent people feel the need to torture their colleagues. There are external forces—political correctness, risk management, and the herd mentality. But there are more insipid, internal factors at work as well.


ME, ME, AND — COME TO THINK OF IT — ME


The first reason for obscurity is a business idiot’s focus on himself over the reader. In the IBM press release, jargon and acronyms serve the author, not the hapless reader who is supposed to get some meaning from it.


When obscurity pollutes someone’s communications, it’s often because the author’s goal is to impress and not to inform. The low road to impressing an audience is to make them feel inferior, by using words they won’t understand. So a fallback plan when trying to impress (or when you have nothing to say) is to toss in a few ringers like “value proposition,” “mindshare,” and “ecosystem.” This way, the author seems to be a kind of intellectual powerhouse, generating concepts that are too lofty to be expressed in something as mundane as English. There’s a strange insecurity at work here, where someone tries to overcompensate by trying to sound smart.


PERVASIVENESS OF EVASIVENESS


A second reason people fall into the Obscurity Trap, and ultimately speak like idiots, is a fear of concrete language.


In business, we like to avoid commitment. Liability scares us, so we add endless phrases to qualify our views on a topic, acknowledging everything from prevailing weather conditions, to the twelve reasons we can’t make a decision now, to the reason we all agree the topic is important, to the reason why decisions in general require a lot of thought, and so on.


As a study in contrast, consider wedding vows, with the traditional “I do.” Two short words, nowhere to hide. No qualifying clauses, no royal “we” to relieve individual accountability. Just I promising to do.


A lot of the Obscurity Trap stems from evasiveness. If you don’t want to say anything, you’ll find a way to say nothing in a lot of words. Readers will recognize this and give up looking for meaning.


ROMANCING THE DULL: MIAMI RECEIVABLES


The third motive for obscurity is business idiots’ relentless attempt to romanticize whatever it is that they do for a living. All of this romanticizing keeps the business world from talking about work and instead allows business idiots to pretend to be secret agents and quarterbacks.


When it comes to careers, there are basically two kinds of people in the world. The first kind can mention their career at a cocktail party and count on being swarmed by people who want to know what it’s really like. If you’re an international spy, actor, or sports star, you have what doctorates in the career sciences call a “cool job.”


For most of us, though, fame isn’t part of the job description. We get e-mail, send e-mail, detach things from e-mail, save those things, read them, and make some edits. Sometimes we file them or make copies of them so we don’t lose them. We share them with other people who change the format of these things and show them to groups of other people. We stow things away for a while. Then we retrieve them and take little parts of them and put them into bigger files, where they become part of what we call “intellectual capital” (because we don’t want to call them “bigger files”).


Our friend Avril Dell, a consultant based in Canada, put it bluntly: Business is dull, and that’s why we’ve yet to see a television drama along the lines of “Miami Receivables.” It isn’t hard to see her point. We tried, though:


Palm trees sway in front of a sleek glass office building. A tan stud in a five-figure suit hands the Ferrari keys to the valet, sweeps into the office, winks at the supermodel who’s temping as the receptionist between Sports Illustrated swimsuit issue shoots, and brings up PowerPoint.


He launches the auto-content wizard but then—boom—a window explodes (well, OK, bear with us) across his screen announcing that he has a new mail message. Decision time. Will he launch Outlook or continue selecting the color scheme for the presentation? Or get wild and dial into voicemail? Or decide the pressure is too much and head down to the lobby café?


No, it’s voicemail. He swivels in his chair, suavely taps the speakerphone, and slides his finger over to the high-tech button that says VOICEMAIL. After glancing to confirm his privacy Steve Studly taps in his secret access code. A tired voice comes over the speaker: “Forwarding.” Then a bored voice: “Forwarding.” Weary monotone: “Forwarding on behalf of Jim Deevers.” Then a stern, official-sounding “firm communications.” Then an imperious “Jim Deevers.”


The suspense builds, and at last Jim Deevers drops the bombshell: “On behalf of the entire executive committee and other senior people whose photos you may have seen in our annual report, I’m pleased to report that our United Way campaign is 4 percent ahead of last year.” (Commercial break here.)


Even the most skilled screenwriters, none of whom had anything to do with the preceding, would have a hard time selling a drama based on the daily routine of the average businessperson. This insecurity is another reason business people become business idiots. We all want to be stars. So the roots of business idiocy—the disastrous communications from guys like Jim Deevers—have a lot to do with the psychology of making business sound cool.


Before you raise the white flag and sell your soul to the idiots, consider how avoiding the Obscurity Trap and doing away with jargon, wordiness, and evasiveness can make you a star. Put your audience first, and inform them instead of trying to impress them; make a strong, specific commitment instead of resorting to the usual business vagaries; and embrace what you do instead of trying to romanticize it.


THE STARBUCKS STUDY


By now you’re probably wondering if this is really worth it. Obscurity is everywhere, and it takes real effort to avoid it. Does it really matter?


We decided to put it to the test. In August 2003, we chose an Atlanta Starbucks to study the effect obscurity has on people. The approach was simple: We showed a bunch of everyday people one of two actual company writing samples. One was straight and clear, the other was typical corporate speak—full of bull (in both cases the name of the company was not disclosed). We then asked those same people to select, from a list of 30 common psychological traits (15 “good” and 15 “bad”), which traits they would associate with each source company.


Once the dust settled, and we had consumed enough coffee to keep the Costa Rican economy afloat, we learned:
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