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DEAR READER,

Welcome to this transformative journey toward developing your communication intelligence, finding your true voice, and unlocking your full potential while eliminating anxiety. I am grateful and honored that you have chosen to embark on this path with me.

In these pages, we will explore science-backed strategies and techniques that can empower you to communicate with confidence, authenticity, and impact. The goal is to equip you with the tools and insights necessary to navigate both personal and professional interactions with clarity and conviction.

Throughout this book, my intention is to provide practical guidance, share knowledge, and inspire you to embrace your unique strengths and abilities. I firmly believe that each person possesses untapped potential, waiting to be unleashed through effective communication.

I have poured my passion and dedication into crafting these pages, drawing upon my own experiences, research, and the wisdom of others. But I want to acknowledge that this journey would not be possible without you, the reader. Your willingness to explore these ideas and apply them in your own life is what makes this journey worthwhile.

I extend my deepest gratitude to you for joining me on this quest for personal growth, self-awareness, self-discovery, and enhanced communication skills. Together, let us embrace the transformative power of communication intelligence, find our confidence, and unleash our true voices.

I wish you an insightful journey as you “CQ with Su”!
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Introduction

What if I told you that you could share the brilliance of your mind with any audience, at the drop of the proverbial hat, void of any anxiety, nervousness, or physiological response? That’s what I help people achieve. Communication intelligence. CQ. Whoever you are, whatever your message and your goal, communication intelligence will transform your speaking and your life.

Contrary to the traditional belief that one’s communication ability (or inability) is a fixed state, the methods I will present in the following pages hinge on the notion that we each have an amazing capacity for transformation. As you work through this book, you will learn how to overhaul your communication style and habits—just as my clients do—through a combined mastery of the science of speaking and psychology. This journey will teach you to “self-hack” through self-awareness, mindful intention, and a focused, gritty approach to developing your confidence and mastery of communication skills.

“But what about fear?” you ask.

Or perhaps you respond with one of these comments:

• “I hate speaking in public.”

• “I’m a terrible speaker.”

• “I get too nervous in front of people.”

• “Soft skills? It’s just fluff—I am a technically strong professional, and that is all that matters.”

• “I’m fine until I think about being judged by everyone around the boardroom table.”

• “I have never been a good communicator. It’s just not my strength.”

• “I am not like the typical extrovert who can wow a crowd or schmooze a room—it’s just not me.”

• “I start off strong and get nervous when I see people are starting to lose interest in what I am saying.”

• “I can’t get my words out. My heart throbs; my knees feel weak. I get a lump in my throat; I lose all train of thought.”

• “I have always been quiet. I don’t think people value what I have to say.”

• “I know my stuff. I just can’t get it across to my superiors.”

• “I’m the most experienced on the team but never ‘heard’ by my superiors.”

And one of the most common self-labels: “But I’m an introvert.”

I have heard these and similar statements repeatedly from clients over the past decade. They earnestly believe that their communication abilities are fixed and that they were either born or had life experiences that have created limitations within them with respect to their communication skill.

Many people refer to them as excuses. I believe this is insensitive and inaccurate, given how personal this skill is. If any one of these mindsets has crossed your mind, I invite you to take your very important first step this moment and shift your language. Shift to the belief that this phrase or collection of words is merely a mindset that is driving you. In fact, it is these types of mindsets that hold people back from achieving their peak communication performance.

By the time you finish this book, you won’t let any of these inner messages keep you from communicating with all the power you possess. That’s not to deny that one or more of those mindsets may be your reality right now. Glossophobia, or the fear of public speaking, is one of our society’s most widely documented phobias. According to the National Social Anxiety Center, “The fear of public speaking is the most common phobia ahead of heights, spiders, and death.”1

Do remember, though, the definition of phobia: “an extreme or irrational fear of or aversion to something.” Synonyms include terms like abnormal fear, irrational fear, obsessive fear, dislike, and distaste. All of these are temporary states, as is glossophobia, when you have the tools to eradicate their causes or empower you to shift your perspective to one that is within your control.

Most of us have experienced moments when we question our ability to translate what is in our heads—both the messages we wish to deliver and the effectiveness with which we wish to deliver them—into reality. When this happens, we are really questioning our ability to communicate with impact. Ultimately, we are questioning our CQ. This book will teach you how to push through these stressful moments of self-doubt as you develop awareness of your physiology.

Inherent in mastering communication intelligence is the understanding that you have a remarkable degree of control over the physical responses frequently triggered by high-stakes or high-pressure speaking events and situations. It is those physical responses that impact how (and the success with which) you share the content and message you know so well and whether you are impactful and memorable. The heart of this book consists of a series of exercises I use successfully with my own clients, be they beginning student speakers or high-level CEOs. These exercises integrate the neuroscience of communication, and combined with the six-week journal at the end of the book, they will help you develop your CQ, starting the very first week.

FLOW: WHAT YOU’LL ACHIEVE BY MASTERING YOUR COMMUNICATION INTELLIGENCE

If you are to feel and be perceived as a strong communicator, you’re going to need the tools contained in this book. First, you’ll need the grit that motivates you to practice the tools. Then, as you master communication intelligence, you’ll achieve a state of flow similar to the psychological state referenced in Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s groundbreaking book Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience.2 When it comes to communication, flow is the ability to consistently self-correct—in the moment—and ensure an impactful and memorable impression, unhindered by the physiological triggers that derail even the best-prepared presentations and speeches. One is in a flow state when they are in a state of intense concentration. Their thoughts are focused on an experience rather than on themselves, they lose a sense of time and feel as if there is a merging of their actions and awareness. This is balanced by their skill so that they are fully involved in the present moment. Some refer to this as being “in the zone.” These experiences are intrinsically rewarding and one has complete awareness and control throughout.

Use this book to remove your personal limits and labels while becoming a naturally authentic communicator. Learn how to switch on the ability to speak with confidence and charisma when necessary—without attempting to change your personality.

Step by step, you will learn how to achieve a communication growth mindset through practical exercises that help put your ideas into action. You will examine the challenges presented by the fixed mindset and explore how your internal dialogue impacts your confidence and ability to develop communication skills. You will learn how to tap into the strengths-based character development of positive psychology to shed limitations imposed by labels you previously accepted for yourself.

WHY THE TWENTY-FIRST-CENTURY HUMAN WORKFORCE IS DEFINED BY COMMUNICATION

As our technology improves, hard skills (those abilities that can be defined, measured, and programmed) are becoming increasingly mechanized. Meanwhile, soft skills—those less tangible human qualities such as empathy, humility, and the ability to emotionally connect with an audience—are in growing demand.3

I often think of my early days as a junior lawyer, sitting in a boardroom for the entire summer and reviewing documents, putting sticky tabs on certain pages to identify whether they were relevant. Was that a great learning experience? In a special way, I suppose; at least, so I thought at the time. I remember thinking at the time of all the critical thinking skills required.

Software has revolutionized work efficiency and cost-effectiveness, dramatically reshaping the landscape of traditional practices. Take the case of young lawyers: no longer do they wade through a sea of documents with sticky tabs. This shift mirrors the ongoing evolution of the global workforce.

Artificial intelligence (AI) has become a powerful influence, with generative AI like GPT-4 seizing the spotlight in the news. In this brave new world, our personal currency is our ability to communicate. Yet the pandemic has challenged our communication capabilities profoundly, from remote work dynamics to the rise of online education.

The younger generation stands at the epicenter of this shift. Stripped of crucial developmental time, they grapple with communication and social skills, their lives increasingly intertwined with technology and online platforms. As we watch this narrative unfold, it’s clear that the global implications will be substantial.

Amid this turmoil, the pandemic has also fueled a surge in technology use across all generations, altering our capacity for communication. As AI continues to mature, it presents us with tremendous opportunities: gateways to pursue our passions, optimize our time, and augment the collective human knowledge.

The world of consulting offers a striking illustration. My clients are investing in the growth of their employees’ soft skills, preparing them for a future where client-facing roles take precedence. With the relentless advance of AI, many “technical skills” are becoming obsolete, replaced by the intelligent systems that are reshaping the fabric of our workforce.

The major area in which AI cannot supplant human talent is, appropriately enough, humanness. The arena of communication skills is still the jurisdiction of human beings, and as such, it is increasingly important and a key skill to harness to be competitive. When we’re able to overcome our communication limitations and maximize our abilities, we’re not simply enhancing our self-validation in a casual or vague way. We are securing our vitality and relevance in a twenty-first-century world; communication intelligence is the future personal currency that contributes to success.

THE EFFECT OF A PANDEMIC ON COMMUNICATION

This book was originally written before the COVID-19 pandemic. I could not help but update it, given the complete disruption to the global workforce, home, and schools. Digital technology was a lifeline during the COVID-19 crisis. It made work and connection in many domains possible, allowing over 1.4 billion children to remain “in school,” but it did so in ways that were “often intrusive, exhausting, and potentially corrosive to face-to-face relationships.”4 Schools are also observing the long-term social impact students are experiencing because of the loss of face-to-face communication due to masks and online learning during the formative periods. An entire generation has been impacted, and it is yet to be seen how this will affect their futures. It also catapulted the world into a situation in which professionals had a new skill to harness—online impression management.

What was once a world where people communicated in a most human form—in person—surreally transformed into one where Zoom, Teams, Google Meet, and other videoconferencing “meetings” became the norm and essential to maintain business and the economy.

Firms and organizations had to rely upon their employees to learn to communicate in what was, for many, a foreign manner. Overnight, individuals had to learn to adapt to a new form of “communication,” with limited or no guidance, with no runway to prepare for the new reality. Partners at professional firms have seen the negative impact videoconferencing has had on team connectivity, the lack of motivation and energy in calls, and the blank faces that were once gleaming with innovation and drive.

While, for some, the screen has become a protective shield from people who might otherwise have been intimidating (resulting in a confidence boost), for others it has become a major challenge, as they are not comfortable onscreen, and this may cause additional anxiety. Due to the higher cognitive demands that videoconferencing places on viewers, attendees in videoconferences tend to be more influenced by heuristic judgmental cues than they are by the quality of the content presented by the speaker.5

The screen has become a mirror that the mind is constantly scanning for others’ reactions to what we are saying. This has resulted in videoconference fatigue for many, but more importantly, it can be challenging to be heard, maintain audience attention, and recreate meaningful connection. Such communication difficulties can cause our brains to release cortisol,6 which you’ll read more about later.

In addition, this has nixed a huge component of our communication message—much of our nonverbal communication and behaviors—which, as we will learn later, are key to making an impact on our audience. They often speak louder than words and comprise over 50 percent of your communication message—put simply, we must mind our microexpressions! Your gestures, posture, and tone of voice, and the way you make eye contact, send strong messages. They can put people at ease, build trust, and draw others toward you. They can also offend, confuse, and undermine what you’re trying to convey!

Nonverbal communication is incredibly important for businesses, from interacting with customers to negotiating with vendors, building trust to launch campaigns, and coordinating efforts between employees. Body language plays a significant role in deciding the fate of any videoconference. It’s hard to build the same trust one achieves with face-to-face communication. When you can’t see the person you are talking to, you are missing out on important social signals including affirmation, assurance, agreement, empathy, doubt, confidence, and lack of clarity.

From a leadership perspective, building trust through one’s communication is always important to develop confidence in one’s community or organization, but it is even more important in a crisis situation. Leaders were called upon to, overnight, manage their personal anxieties/worries while concurrently kindling an elevated self-awareness within themselves that would inspire vision and hope within their organizations.

There was much discussion in the corporate arena about the missing “human factor” during the COVID-19 crisis. On Zoom calls, leaders had to keep in mind that no one could see their body language, and they couldn’t see the body language of their audiences. Without the visual cues of body language, words and vocal nuances are even more important in all our interactions.

I believe that this crisis will continue to remind us all how “humanness” is so key to connection; the screen removes our ability to interact despite the human need for touch. I believe it will show us that in a new world, there may be a need to reenvision communication in the future. There will likely be an increased importance on “displaying” candor, vulnerability, and transparency through both tone and language choice. There may need to be a refocus of both content and the ability to inspire confidence through a leadership vision that promotes resilience and perseverance. While organizations to date have been creative in making the best of this, it is expected to take a major toll on the mental health and well-being of workers, adding a layer of concern for leaders who will need to reignite the corporate culture from a distance.

It will require a new skill set through which a person will need to make a fantastic “virtual first impression” to be hired—and somehow overcome the fact that humans instinctively look for heuristic cues to form judgments. It may in some ways be “virtually perfect” for those who feel intimidated by others who are physically more imposing, louder, or more boisterous, allowing them to finally speak their brilliance and be heard. It may, in some way, level the playing field from a gender perspective, and it may also be beneficial, as one’s self-awareness, authenticity, vulnerability, and intrinsic self-talk are positive traits that actually increase one’s virtual presence and ability to connect quicker, void of any external factors on how a corporate meeting unfolds. It will be interesting to see the impacts of COVID-19-induced virtual workplace settings and the resulting conversations at the corporate table.

While the bulk of this book is focused on in-person communication, you will find a section on nonverbal communication designed to build trust, engagement, and audience attention, specifically in the context of distance-work videoconferences—which may, unfortunately, be the new normal for years to come. Interestingly, we may also need to consider whether AI will analyze our nonverbal communication and whether this is something we need to prepare for. The future may look very different from what we currently experience.

Accordingly, this book will walk you through the concrete process of eliminating any obstacle that inhibits your natural, strong communication. When you are able to work through your physiological responses to anxiety and shift your inner belief system about your communication skills, you will be able to verbalize your messages with strength and persuasion. The death of self-confidence equals the death of effective communication. However, self-awareness is the key to reviving and restoring your confidence. I know it will because I see it repeatedly with my clients.

Through the activities that fill the following pages, you will master the concrete scientific formula behind CQ. Mastering it will enable you to

• think quickly,

• structure your speech clearly and sensibly,

• craft persuasive language, and

• reduce the anxiety often triggered by speaking publicly or socially.

The book applies to many people on many journeys. Are you experiencing any of the following?

• Struggling with a presentation you have to give

• Feeling too reserved

• Dealing with the loss of a job

• Questioning yourself and whether you are heard

• At a crossroads with identity

• Not treated with respect at work

• At the top of your game and pushing yourself

• At the top of your game and not sure how you got there

• Dealing with change brought about by life-altering surgery or accident

• Maintaining confidence and internal dialogue during such times of pain and personal challenge

• Newly graduated and applying for a professional program

• Transitioning to a global from a regional role

• Trying to redefine who you are or get back to being “you” after putting your career on hold for parenting

• Regrouping after being a professional who was taken advantage of and made redundant

• Questioning your future competitiveness

• Being groomed for a future partnership or C-suite position

• Being overlooked for a corporate position you worked diligently to qualify for and left wondering why someone else was selected

• As a C-suite executive, implementing and managing change within an organization while motivating employees toward new objectives

• As a C-suite executive, establishing your personal branding and reputation as a thought leader in your industry

With dedication and the mindful practice of the skills outlined here, anyone—regardless of age, previous experiences, or predisposition—can gain the ability to speak with influence. You can. No matter which of the categories listed above is most relevant to your personal journey, you will find insights and interactive activities in the chapters ahead that apply to and will benefit you.

ABOUT ME

I affectionately call myself a recovering lawyer, but to sum it up, I’d say I’m a speakologist—I take my passion for persuasive speech that I developed as a litigator, combine it with the psychology and scientific research related to the physiology of nervousness and the neurochemistry of the audience, and help people from all walks of life master both as they improve their communication intelligence, or what my clients and I call “CQ.” I support clients in unleashing their confidence through communication; this is achieved through a personal mastery of one’s mind, body, and voice. In summary, I am a communications consultant.

I am committed to empowering people, which is what happens when you learn that you are in complete control of your physiology and you realize how closely linked your physiology is with your presence. Once you accept that you are on a journey of self-development, and that, through the science of communication and the very purposeful and easy-to-execute exercises in this book, you can track your progress, you become privy to experience your transformation as it unfolds through an intentional process.

When people are trying to learn how to speak with impact, they frequently pull bits and pieces from various sources. My goal is to make this book your one-stop resource to better understand yourself, address any temporary limitations and mindsets, and, using a holistic formula, achieve the transformation I believe is within your reach.

All I need from you is commitment. If I asked you to track your heart rate, protein intake, or number of bicep curls needed to reach your optimal physical health, you’d track them, wouldn’t you? Isn’t it just as important to reach your optimal level of communication? This is what I’m offering you—peak performance in any moment. Let’s get started.






 



CHAPTER 1

What Is CQ, and Why Do You Need to Master It?

Knowing others is intelligence; knowing yourself is true wisdom. Mastering others is strength; mastering yourself is true power.

—LAO TZU, FOUNDER OF TAOISM

Freezing rain slammed against the windowpanes of an Ivy League hall, the ice outside shimmering in the reflected light. Guests still trickled in, shaking the sleet off their coats and sliding into seats just as the room darkened and the stage lights went up.

After a moment, a man whose appearance suggested a retired professor approached the podium, adjusted the microphone, and said, “Welcome. It is my pleasure to introduce you to tonight’s lecturer …”

The biography he gave was brief but powerful, and as the fortysomething speaker emerged from backstage, he shook hands with the master of ceremonies, smiled warmly at the audience, and reached into his inner coat pocket for his note cards. The young professor had become a world authority in his field in a very short time, and the results of his most recent research could have international impact. Those in the audience went silent and seemed to lean forward in anticipation.

“Good evening,” he began, his voice confident and assured.

He proceeded to give a riveting lecture, barely glancing at his notes—speaking effortlessly. He made eye contact, it seemed, with each audience member. He was funny but authoritative. His words and his energy sparkled, and he finished to a standing ovation.

During the question-and-answer period that followed, he was calm yet engaged, answering questions thoughtfully. After the allotted time, he thanked the audience for their attention. Those in attendance were buzzing with excitement; they felt they had been in the presence of greatness and left feeling inspired.

It might surprise you to know that this renowned academic had once suffered from a debilitating fear of public speaking. When he first began to teach, he had used note cards as a crutch, staring intensely at them. He rushed through his lectures in hushed, timid tones, his words further muted by his inability to look up and into the eyes of his students.

Initially thrilled to have gotten into a course taught by such a young yet learned man, after just a few minutes of trying to listen, most of his students gave up, leaned back, and turned their attention elsewhere.

Although the professor had shared a great deal of information, he did not understand CQ—communication intelligence. The voice in his head whispered, “So much to share—where do I start? I cannot miss a statistic. Must make every point. Oh no, they’re looking at me … now they’re not looking at me.”

His end-of-semester reviews were awful, despite his obvious expertise and careful preparation.

His department head met with him and told him in no uncertain terms that despite his brilliant research, publications, and reputation, his job was in jeopardy unless he could learn to connect with his students.

He knew he needed to do something. I was so fortunate to have crossed paths with him. He explained his goal. I am always thrilled when I meet someone so personally invested in lifelong learning and self-development—particularly when they are superbrilliant and as humble as he was. His goal was to become a riveting speaker, and he committed fully to the necessary work. This was a truly motivating goal for him, as he had originally become a professor because he hoped to connect with others and share his knowledge.

But his early life had led him to believe that brilliance was all he had. His parents, not knowing any better, had only been interested in his grades, not in him holistically as a person. So he had studied hard but had never learned how to connect with people. And of course, he felt anxiety, and it stopped him cold.

The physiological reaction of cold flashes—that head-to-toe wash of chill in response to heightened anxiety—is the body’s way of cooling off the extra heat created as anxiety builds and the system kicks into “fight or flight” mode. It is this very natural human response, and it hinders the ability to communicate. You, like this scholar, need to understand the physiology of communication because it is a core component of CQ.

The professor and I worked together during the break between semesters. He turned his formidable intelligence and commitment to the task and worked diligently at turning his communication intelligence around. It was thrilling to see his confidence in himself grow.

The new semester began. The professor, a fantastic student himself, integrated all he learned. This time, he used the strategies he’d learned with me to work through his fears and beliefs about himself to connect with his students. And it worked! He turned his performance around completely, and his job was secured. He became one of the most popular professors at the university as well as a sought-after lecturer!

As I mentioned in the introduction, communication intelligence helps you achieve a psychological “state of flow” in daily communication and in those crucial exchanges that can change lives and careers. When you have mastered CQ, you will be able to control cortisol and the stress you may currently experience when communicating—regardless of where you are now. I’ve seen the results again and again—with CEOs of major companies, with executives who want to improve, and even with children who have been labeled “shy.”

Perhaps you are wondering what we mean by CQ. You’ve probably heard of EQ, emotional intelligence. Well, our focus in this book, CQ, is the quality that will lead you to your goal of speaking in flow. You just need to commit to practicing the tools I have developed exclusively for this book. When you can speak in flow, you will have achieved the vocal image of your dreams, whether it is addressing a large audience as many of my international clients do or engaging in a one-on-one negotiation.

THREE JOURNEYS

Let’s take a look at three different characters, each of whom is striving to master communication intelligence while remaining authentic to their true self.

THE NEW LEADER: GOAL TO CONNECT

A senior manager of a Big Four firm reclined in his leather office chair, reflecting on the past six months of his life. Last year, he had received word that he would be moving to a new office in England—a country both unfamiliar to him and very different from his home country in the Middle East. As excited as he was for the opportunity, he had mixed feelings about the move. Part of the reason for his relocation was the confidence his regional manager had in him to head up a new team, one that was being carefully chosen over several months to achieve a very specific goal. They came from diverse cultural backgrounds, each of them with different slang and idioms, and expectations that diverged significantly from those of his previous office.

Additionally, this man’s title was changing. He would not just be managing his new team; he would be leading them. This was the opportunity of a lifetime, an opportunity that could propel the trajectory of his career. There was one problem, though. He knew deep down that although he was a technical guru, his skills would not be sufficient to lead this highly able team, who would be assessing his leadership style along with his every word.

The clock was ticking: he had seven weeks to his relocation. He had to make a perfect first impression. He had no idea how to achieve this. I was called upon to help him develop a CQ strategy, action plan, introductory speech, and messaging narratives. Before leaving for London, he committed to transforming his communication style and presence so he could make a positive impact during a first impression. Fortunately, the firm principals had made it their mission to empower future leaders with communication intelligence, which they recognized as a key twenty-first-century skill that would differentiate them and maximize their leadership capacity and effectiveness.

The leader had originally trained in it to improve his public speaking in the context of speeches and managing his team, but more recently, he’d been using it to extend his professional development, specifically in developing his personal messaging as he entered his new role. He knew that the first impression he made on day one of his new position would have long-term effects on the team’s functioning and results, as well as how effective he was when viewed by his team. He was determined to purposefully craft his message and perfect it in the weeks leading up to his transition.

He’d made it his mission to improve his articulation, messaging, tone, and physicality of communication—all areas he’d identified as ones he needed to improve on. He still held the very first lesson of communication intelligence close to his heart: “Take advantage of every opportunity to practice your communication skills and develop your character so that when you are called upon, you can shine.” This is a key message we share with all our clients.

Turning his attention to the near future, the senior manager began to think about the impression he wanted to make on his new team. How did he want to come across to them? What was the personal brand he wanted to portray—one that was authentic to him and that came across clearly from the very first introduction? His delivery would be vital. He needed to be certain about his tone and his message, as well as how he would define his leadership style to support his long-term vision and goals. He had little time on his side, and he had no idea where to start until he learned the formula we’ll explore in chapters 8, 9, and 10 and the concept of vocal image.

As I worked with this man, he began reflecting on his communication skills in a structured and disciplined way. I was able to observe how he methodically considered which skills would impact the evolution of his career. He practiced articulation on a daily basis, consistently sending me videos of his practice sessions as a way of checking his progress. He was a stellar example of what it means to exhibit “communication grit,” which is the engine that drives your journey to communication intelligence and, ultimately, flow. With effort and consistent practice, he remained mindful of his communication goals in his daily life and followed through on those goals with concrete action. He is one of those clients who will always remain in my mind for his determination and commitment—his grit.
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