






OFFICESPEAK










This book is intended to provide a humorous look at a topic of daily importance to all nine-to-fivers: namely, the corporate drivel known as “officespeak.” It should be obvious to anyone who picks up this book that any references to historical events, real people, real entities, or real locales are used fictitiously and solely for comic effect. I’m glad I got that off my chest. Now that we’re all on the same page, let’s get down to business.
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Beware of all enterprises that require new clothes.

—HENRY DAVID THOREAU

Greed is all right…. Greed is healthy. You can be greedy and still feel good about yourself.

—IVAN BOESKY

Let’s Get the Excellence Edge

—HUMAN RESOURCES POSTER







INTRODUCTION,

OR WHY YOU SHOULD LISTEN TO ME




 

Hello. If you’ve picked up this book, it probably means you’ve come to your senses and are considering working in an office rather than pursuing your dream of taking your scratch-off lottery winnings to surf the Australian Gold Coast or becoming a full-time flu-study guinea pig. Because let’s face it—dreams are nice, but they don’t pay the bills. When was the last time you saw a pony-riding–princess–ballerina—veterinarian making the big bucks? Or a switch-hitting–astronaut–superspy raking in the dough? Answer: never. So put down the quilting needles, toss that Peace Corps application in the incinerator, strap on a shirt and tie, and start making money.

Then again, perhaps you are already well on your way to a life of PowerPoint presentations, computer freezes, and copier jams, not to mention a raging case of carpal tunnel syndrome. Now, before you get defensive and sulk off, understand that I’m not criticizing you. I just don’t want to see you sucked into the whirlpool of office malaise that claims the lives of so many promising workers. We sacrifice the best eight hours of our day pinned like moths in the suffocating display case that we call the office. Some break free from these confines, but most of us perpetually bump our heads on the glass ceiling until we fall limply to the ground, our little moth wings vainly trying to muster one last flight, our moth mouths gasping for air, our dusty moth bodies fading into oblivion.

But, dammit, it doesn’t have to be that way. Be the moth that breaks free to endlessly circle that big, bright lightbulb known as success. You can make it happen; you just need to step up to the plate. The key to slam-dunking your success is mastering the inane language of the office—all those pat, empty phrases that sound important but mean nothing and those seemingly innocuous euphemisms that actually foretell massive layoffs or no year-end bonuses. Phrases like “strategic decision,” “Let’s make this happen, people,” “Are we having fun yet?” and “worker efficiency measures,” to list just a few. This is the language of the powerful: safe, vague, migraine-inducingly dull. If you master this language, you can control the information and, ergo, control the office. You can make everyone miserable instead of being the miserable one.

The key to parlaying your career into a success is understanding how to use officespeak. I can teach you this language. I can turn you into one of those people who make you throw up in your mouth every time they say something like, “Time to knuckle down, team,” or “The squeaky wheel always gets the grease.” I can transform you from a moth into Mothra. Trading in your principles for capital never hurt anyone.

The last thing you should ever do is put this book down. If you could have every word of this text grafted onto your skin, by all means do so. You think I’m crazy, don’t you? Well, here’s something you don’t know about me: I worked my way up the corporate ladder and became CEO by the age of twenty-four, earned my first billion on my twenty-eighth birthday, and became king of the country I founded when I was thirty-six and a half. If that’s crazy, then tie me down, give me a lobotomy, and fit me for an adult diaper.

Look, I too was in your position: sitting behind a desk, moving one stack of papers from pile A to pile B, dealing with an unbearable boss, getting minor promotions to keep me inching slowly toward that dangling carrot of a significant raise, finding myself bogged down by the office machinery. My eyes glazed over every time another mindless memo about “team unity” or “strategies to manage workplace change and transition” crossed my desk. I wanted to jump out the window whenever an interminable boardroom meeting became even more interminable because some gung-ho manager decided to rally the troops for the big end-of-quarter push. All the officespeak was draining the life out of me. I thought of quitting, following an old dream I had of establishing a soup kitchen in downtown Philadelphia, maybe helping those whom life had overlooked.

But just before I packed it all in and became a failure, I had a vision. J. P. Morgan came to me in a dream, wearing nothing but a feather boa and a thong (look, it was a dream, and I’d drunk a lot of tequila that night), and after a limber striptease, he coyly whispered, “I’m in room 254.” The point is, I realized that I loved business; I loved the thought of making money. There are plenty of people who can dish out soup to homeless folk, but there is only one me. So for the next month, I collected every stray memo I could find, read through every corporate newsletter, sat in all the meetings, hung out at the watercooler for hours on end, watched hour after hour of corporate videos, and spent two whole days at a urinal making small talk. It was quite an education. I absorbed it all and turned the language that was once my enemy into a valuable tool. All those words and phrases such as “troubleshoot,” “See me,” and “Be my quarterback on this one, champ,” no longer bothered or confused me. I appropriated them and caused a paradigm shift (don’t worry, this will all be explained later).

Listen, my life now is great. I have a wife, two kids, and three mistresses. When the view from my penthouse in Paris bores me, I build a better Eiffel Tower. When I crave adventure, I kidnap some men, abandon them on my private island, and hunt them for sport. Envy away.

I want you to have that life too. And it’s quite simple. By reading this book, you will learn how to master the byzantine language that is officespeak. I imagine that if your eyes have scrolled down this far, you can at least read. Congratulations! Reading is a diminishing art. (Of course, if you had as much money as I do, you could just hire someone to read this book for you. I once employed a man to read James Joyce’s Ulysses for me, and after six months of furrowed brow he proclaimed it quite good. I now have him working his way through the John Grisham oeuvre.)

But I digress. Time is money, and the whole point of life is to take money from other people and keep it for yourself. To give you an example, this evening I have a very well-paid speaking gig at the Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania, where I will deliver a lecture entitled “A Win-Win Proposition: Interfacing Synergy in a Go-To Environment.” Now, if you are honest with yourself, this tongue twister probably makes very little sense to you (though by the end of this book, I guarantee you will be composing your own little riddles). All I know is that it sounds impressive, and for 100 percent of these businesspeople, that alone will suffice. That’s right, 100 percent. I’ll let you in on a little secret: Businesspeople are sheep. Dirty, cud-chewing sheep. If you know how to control these sheep, then, my friend, you will prosper. And how do you control them? Quite simply, through language—the language of the office.

Is officespeak nonsense? Of course it is. Wonderful, delightful nonsense that you can manipulate for your own benefit. Those unwieldy legal disclaimers at the end of e-mails? Throw in a few subliminal messages and watch as you rapidly ascend the corporate ladder. I did! Do you have an important presentation tomorrow for which you have nothing prepared? No worries. This book includes my surefire phrases for success, the same phrases I used when I convinced a local government to raze an orphanage to make way for the deluxe apartments I wanted to build, not to mention the time I bought Ecuador.

As you’ve probably guessed by now, I’m a bit of a maverick. I play by my own rules—I don’t always drive on the right-hand side of the road, or tell my children I love them when they ask, or wash my hands after I use the bathroom. I’ve been known to embellish at times and to inflate my position by making up “true stories” about myself with prominent people. Despite such forays into fiction, in my heart I mean well. I’m still your best source on how to get ahead in life.

I wrote this book for people who prefer bossa nova to disco; for people who still care about circumventing SEC regulations; for people who, late at night, when all the world is asleep, think to themselves that maybe, just maybe, the British should recolonize parts of the world.

This book provides you with all the key words and phrases you need to know to impress your boss, wow your colleagues, and garner fame and fortune. Is this the Rosetta stone of officespeak? Yes. You can thank me later by sending donations, care of the publisher. Now excuse me as I slip into something a little more comfortable. We have work to do.









CHAPTER 1

HOW TO TALK LIKE A PROFESSIONAL




 

I’m just going to come right out and say that this is the boring part of the book. The necessary but slightly tedious section before the fun starts. It’s rather like the surgeon general’s warning on a beer stating that you shouldn’t operate heavy machinery while under the influence. You read it, think about it, and then do some joyriding on that wheat thresher. I do hope you appreciate how forthright I am being with you. I could have easily claimed that the next few pages would make for a more thrilling read than, say, free-falling 10,000 feet without a parachute. But I didn’t. Because I want to gain your trust. Trust is the cornerstone of any business relationship, and I want us to be trust friends. I want you to trust everything I write.

This section deals with the technical aspects of officespeak, such as passive voice, circular reasoning, and rhetorical questions. These are the nuts and bolts of the Rube Goldberg contraption that is the language of the office. Obscurity, vagueness, and a noncommittal stance on everything define the essence of officespeak. No one wants to come out and say what they really think. It is much safer for the company and those up top to constantly cloak their language in order to hide how much they do know or, just as often, how much they don’t know. And once you realize this, you can use their techniques to your advantage. I didn’t get where I am today by putting my hand on the Bible and swearing to tell the truth; the truth is for the weak.

Yes, it’s frustrating when you’re on the receiving end of officespeak, but you’ll work through it and your career will thank you. So let’s dive in like the great Renaissance artists who dissected cadavers in order to better comprehend the human form. We’ll immerse our hands in the abdominal cavity of officespeak—pushing aside the intestines, fingering our way past the gallbladder—and, God willing, we will emerge smarter and wiser for it.




Passive Voice

The bread and butter of press releases and official statements. For those who have forgotten their basic grammar, a sentence in the passive voice does not have an active verb. Thus, no one can take the blame for “doing” something, since nothing, grammatically speaking, has been done by anybody. Using the passive voice takes the emphasis off yourself (or the company). Here are a few examples of how the passive voice can render any situation guiltless:


	“Five hundred employees were laid off.” (Not “The company laid off five hundred employees,” or even worse, “I laid off five hundred employees.” These layoffs occurred in a netherworld of displaced blame, in which the company and the individual are miraculously absent from the picture.)

	“A decision has been reached: You’re fired.”

	“The numbers were added wrong.”

	“The papers were misplaced.”

	“The Employee of the Month plaque was ripped off the wall.”



The passive voice can be your best friend. Use it to get out of jams, deflect blame, and thwart responsibility. But there are times when you never want to use the passive voice, such as when you have good news to deliver:

	“Profits were increased by fifty percent using strategic marketing endeavors.”


Never sell yourself short—take full credit, whether or not it’s due. Let’s make this baby active:

	“I increased profits by fifty percent using strategic marketing endeavors.”


That’s more like it.




Circular Reasoning

Another favorite when it comes time to deliver bad news. In circular reasoning, a problem is posited and a reason is given. Except that the reason is basically just a rewording of the problem. Pretty nifty. Here are some examples to better explain the examples:


	“Our profits are down because they did not go up.”

	“People were laid off because there was a surplus of workers.”

	“We didn’t get the client because the client went to another firm.”

	“I was late for work because I was not early.”

	“I ate the last birthday doughnut because it was the last doughnut. Sorry.”

	“I slept with the intern because she wanted to sleep with me.”



You will encounter circular reasoning in the boardroom, at financial meetings, at any juncture when someone has screwed up or has to deliver bad news. It’s a wonderful way to give a seemingly substantial answer so as to appear in control of the situation. In fact, that last excuse about the intern bought me three more years with my first wife. Don’t be afraid to bring officespeak into the home.




Rhetorical Questions

The questions that ask for no answers. So why even ask the question? Because it makes it seem as though the listener is participating in a true dialogue. When your boss asks, “Who’s staying late tonight?” you know he really means, “Anyone who wants to keep their job will work late.” Still, there’s that split second when you think you have a say in the matter, when you believe your opinion counts. Only to be reminded, yet again, that no one cares what you think. Are you ready for some examples?


	“Do you have a problem with the decisions I make?”

	“Everybody ready for the big fourth-quarter push?”

	“Who thinks it’s okay not to try their hardest?”

	“Are we having fun yet?”

	“Who doesn’t want to make a profit?”

	“Can I get a ‘Let’s go for it, team!’?”

	“Who wants to be known as a quitter?”

	“So you think you could do a better job than me?”



Rhetorical questions are most commonly found in human resources materials and during motivational speeches from management.




Hollow Statements

The second cousin of circular reasoning. Hollow statements make it seem as though something positive is happening (such as better profits or increased market share), but they lack any proof to support the claim.


	“Our company is performing better than it looks.”

	“Once productivity increases, so will profits.”

	“Most of our success derives from intangibles.”

	“Outside of the numbers we’re doing real good.”

	“Even though we haven’t shown a profit in over two years, we’re just as successful as we’ve always been.”

	“Money isn’t everything.”

	“Keep up the good work.”

	“I love my job.”



Hollow statements are a form of damage control, with an emphasis on putting a positive spin on a given situation. When uttered by a master, the hollow statement sounds like a substantial point; its emptiness slips unseen beneath the BS radar. These statements are great to use when you’re being bombarded with questions after a big presentation, as they seem just like real answers. That’s why, in my seminars, I refer to hollow statements as the “chameleon of officespeak.” On my first kayak trip down the Amazon River I trapped a chameleon and even named him “Hollow Statements,” out of deference to the aforementioned technique. Sadly, Hollow Statements never made it back to the United States; I had to eat him after my guide and our food supply were devoured by a school of piranhas. For six weeks, I survived on only bark, dirt, and my own filth as I waited for a rescue party. When they found me I weighed seventy pounds and bleated like a goat.




I Think, I Guess

Ever notice how few people in the business world say “I know”? Sure, you hear it occasionally, but more often, people say “I think” or “I guess” or “maybe” or “possibly.” It is always best to leave yourself wiggle room whenever you make a proclamation. Never commit to anything. Whether it’s a budget plan, a new hire, or a pitch to a client, remain as aggressively noncommittal as possible. Yes, of course you want to succeed, and that’s the sentiment you will project. But if you throw in enough qualifying terms, then you will be able to say “I told you so” if everything fails. Hedge your bets, straddle the fence, play for both teams. You only put yourself in a corner when you say “I know.” Be willing to sacrifice your smarts.


	“I think that’s a great idea.”

	“Yes, I think we can increase your revenues.”

	“I guess he’ll make a good VP.”

	“I think we can make this a very successful campaign. Sure. Possibly most definitely.”

	“We can bring your product to a new and diverse audience…maybe.”

	“Quite possibly we can get those shipments out to you by tomorrow.”

	“I guess we can maybe give you a raise. I think possibly sometime in the next three months.”



Be sure to “think” and “guess” your way through your entire career. Sure, you’ll tick off some people, but you’ll never be the fall guy.




They and Them

Pronouns used to refer to the high-level management that no one has ever met, only heard whispers about. “They” are faceless and often nameless. And their decisions render those beneath them impotent to change anything. “They” fire people, “they” freeze wages, “they” make your life a living hell. It’s not your boss who is responsible—he would love to reverse all these directives if he could. But you see, his hands are tied. “They” and “them” have more in common with the tooth fairy and “student athletes” than any CEO or chairman of the board. “They” don’t exist. “They” are the bogeymen that allow your manager to proceed with unpopular moves and still save face. He can always blame “them” for the absence of a Christmas bonus or for his inability to promote you.


	“I’d love to give you that raise, you know I would. But they’re the ones in charge.”

	“Okay, gang, bad news, no more cargo shorts allowed. Hey, I love the casual look, but they hate it.”

	“They said we had to take away two vacation days this year. Unfair? Completely. Do I hate it? Of course I do. But it’s what they want.”

	“This just in. They said you have to refer to me as the Messiah. A little strange, I know, but this came from up top. They must know what they’re doing.”



Remember, your goal is to one day be “them.”




Obfuscation

A tendency to obscure, darken, or stupefy. The primary goal of the above techniques is, in the end, obfuscation. Whether it’s by means of the methods outlined above or by injecting jargon-heavy phrases into sentences, corporations want to make their motives and actions as difficult to comprehend as possible. They hope to obscure the truth and camouflage their own lack of knowledge about the issue at hand. Good luck getting a straight answer from management when you have a question. They will resort to one of the above techniques to make it seem as though they are addressing your issue, when in reality they are either sidestepping it or giving you the runaround. (Remember those last two phrases—you’ll be using them a lot when complaining to your colleagues.) A manager’s speech looks like the bottom of the muddy Mississippi; it’s as clear as a blind dog’s cataract. At least that’s what Ted Turner used to tell me.

Most of these examples should be familiar to you, since you probably encounter them every day at your workplace. Still, it’s good to name and identify the various techniques so you’ll know how to use them to your advantage the next time you’re in a bind, screw up a project, or miss a deadline. With a little practice, you’ll be crossing eyes in no time.
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