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Praise for J. Tucker Miller and


The First Four Words







Over the years I’ve watched as professionals at all levels struggle to have hard conversations. Most avoid conflict out of fear that the conversation will backfire or destroy an important relationship. The First Four Words inspires readers to move beyond avoidance to curiosity, and from curiosity to possibility. I sincerely believe this book will help more people have these necessary conversations, with positive outcomes.


— Mikaela Kiner


Founder and CEO of Reverb and Author, Female Firebrands


The First Four Words offers a game-changing strategy for those of us who are uncertain about starting difficult conversations. Author and executive coach Tucker Miller has cracked the code by illustrating how four words can foster understanding and collaboration.


— Michelle Marchant


Senior Employment Attorney, Formerly with Hewlett Packard and Microsoft


Tucker Miller’s extraordinary new book, The First Four Words, gives us simple, usable tools to make sure even our most challenging talks strike the right tone beginning with our very first few words. Why’s this important: because many important conversations never take place or start off wrong and never recover. Why: because we just don’t know what to say. This happens at work, with family, and in other day-to-day situations. Tucker’s distilled a lifetime of personal and professional wisdom to give us a vital, practical guide for launching meaningful conversations where understanding and impact are so critical.


— Stephen M. Paskoff


Founder, President & CEO Employment Learning Innovations, Inc.


When Tucker Miller told me about her new book, I ordered ten copies! As an executive coach myself, The First Four Words is a book I plan to give to every one of my clients. The First Four Words is just what I’ve needed to share with leaders I support. In her book, Tucker Miller brings her usual wisdom, insight and empathy to this important topic in a way that will help all of us in business and in life!


— Kristina Moris


Founder and President of The Washington Firm, Ltd.


Tucker Miller puts a new spin on how leaders can more easily engage people into meaningful conversations. As she explains in her book, The First Four Words, “Eliminating the tendency to avoid difficult conversations is key to honing leadership capabilities and preparing for expanded roles of influence and impact. Your success comes from showing up and sharing your opinion, and your ability to do that lies just on the other side of avoiding discomfort.” Throughout my career I have witnessed leaders avoid the difficult conversations because they are not comfortable in having them. Her practical strategy will help leaders communicate more confidently and effectively.


— Marilyn Thiet


Certified Business Coach, President and CEO of EDGE Performance Acceleration


I am thrilled to endorse Tucker Miller and her book, The First Four Words. The First Four Words is not just a book; it’s a roadmap for those who understand that the key to success lies in the subtle nuances of conversation. I wholeheartedly recommend this book to anyone eager to elevate their communication game and make a lasting impact both professionally and personally. Prepare to be inspired, enlightened, and equipped with the tools to unlock the true potential of your words.


— Bruce M Pflaumer


Founder of Michael Bruce Image Consulting and host of The Wisdom of the Wardrobe podcast


As much as I appreciate models and tools for how to have a meaningful conversation, in the heat of the moment I can’t recall any of it. The First Four Words eliminates that problem by providing a strategy that’s easy to remember, apply and practice. Drawing on her experience as a business leader and executive coach, Tucker Miller has provided an invaluable resource that inspires and instructs.


— Alison Talbot


Senior Human Resources Executive for national insurance company


So many leaders, from the CEO on down, struggle with knowing what to say to start an important conversation. As a result, they avoid the conversations they should be having to strengthen relationships, build trust and resolve conflicts. The First Four Words is just the resource I’ve needed to support and inspire my clients to reach out and engage. It’s not a gimmick – it’s a practical and easy to remember tool that can help anyone seeking a method to communicate more clearly and effectively. I look forward to sharing it with my team and all the leaders I support. Highly recommend!


— Marie Tjernlund


President and Executive Coach, Noble Edge Consulting
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introduction





Have you ever felt you needed to say something to someone but then convinced yourself not to do it? Perhaps you imagined it would be too hard or it might not go well. You may have feared that the other person would react badly. You may have even convinced yourself you didn’t know what to say.


Somewhere between thinking you should have a conversation and imagining how it might go, you decided to neglect it altogether and hoped things would resolve themselves on their own. But here’s the problem: they rarely do. More often than not, issues tend to fester over time and, as they do, they become harder to solve.


If you can relate to any of this, this book is for you. If you want to make it easier to engage in conversations—especially those that are difficult, unfamiliar, or uncomfortable—this book is for you. If you are a leader of a team, this book is for you. If you have been agonizing about how to start conversations, or if you’ve been uncomfortable asking for what you want or providing feedback, this book is for you.


Who Should Read This Book


You deserve to be heard. Your opinions matter. While I have written this book with business leaders in mind, the concepts can be applied to initiate conversations with teams, colleagues, friends, and family members, helping you engage in conversations that matter in work and in life.


Why I Wrote This Book


I’m on a mission to convince you that starting a conversation is a lot easier than you might imagine. I also know that once you start a conversation, more often than not, you’ll finish the conversation. It may not be perfect, it may not be smooth—but once started, you’re more than halfway through. It’s walking away that undermines results, relationships, and confidence.


So, what if beginning these conversations could be so simple that there would be no reason not to have them? Throughout this book, I will demonstrate that you don’t need scripts or complex conversational models to be successful in engaging someone in conversation. To the contrary, with only a few words to get started, you can achieve deeper understanding, engagement, and connection.


Overcoming Resistance


The number one reason why conversations fail is simply because they don’t happen. Fear, uncertainty, and discomfort are a few of the reasons why people avoid asking for what they truly want and need. The stories we tell ourselves before even starting a conversation are the biggest barriers to achieving what we want. These narratives are rarely based on fact. As I coach clients, I often answer their resistance to, for example, giving feedback to a team member, by asking, “Is that really true they will react that way?” and “How do you know it’s true?” Often, the reason for not giving feedback has little to do with reality and is based, instead, on story and justification. Avoiding conversations actually makes things worse: frustration mounts, poor performance is protracted, resentment and distrust increase.


This is the dilemma I’ve felt as a leader from time to time, whether considering conversations with team members or persons to whom I’ve reported. And it’s a challenge I see frequently with my clients. How do you overcome natural inclinations to play it safe and avoid conflict when circumstances require boldness and honesty? My quest to solve this conundrum is what led to this book.


From Resistance to Possibility


Inspiration is the birth-child of being in nature. On one of my frequent hikes through my Pacific Northwest neighborhood trails, while pondering how to help people more confidently converse with one another, I recalled the classic game show I watched when I was young, Name That Tune. A segment of that show involved contestants facing off with each other and declaring that they could “name that tune” in only a few musical notes. They would go back and forth, daring each other to name the tune in eight, five, or four notes, sometimes even fewer. If the person who bid the lowest was successful, they were the winner.




Well begun is half done.


—MARY POPPINS





Once a conversation is started, half the work is done, but on my mission to fine-tune these exchanges, I wondered if there was a sweet spot for how many words were effective in starting a conversation. If people were open to the possibility that having a conversation was as simple as starting it with just a few words, they might move away from excuses and rationalizing their lack of action and instead engage in meaningful conversations. Finding those opening words might even feel more like a game. Once they became open to the idea that there was an easy and effective way to start the conversation, might leaders find themselves having more timely, proactive, and meaningful conversations? The answer turned out to be yes, and the number of words was surprisingly few.


Just Four Words


As I worked with clients, I consistently observed that as few as four words, adapted to the particular circumstance, were all it took to start a conversation. You might question, then, if only four, why not one, or two, or three? I had the same thought. My observations, experimentation, and interviews have convinced me, however, that fewer words consistently fall short. One or two words can feel peremptory, demanding, even rude. Anna, a colleague, also explained that her one-word responses often conveyed to her husband that she was distracted or uninterested.


So, while one or two words were often too few, it became clear that ten words were too many. The more words, the less clarity. Ultimately, I came to see four words as a sweet spot—memorable, succinct, and straightforward. Starting a conversation might be as simple as any of these:


• “Let’s have a conversation.”


• “When are you free?”


• “I’d like your opinion.”


• “Please help me understand.”


Sounds simple, right? And it is. Time and time again, I’ve seen that once the conversation is started, the conversation is had.


Whole conversations could be built around simple four-word phrases to start, additional four-word phrases to keep the conversation going, and a few four-word phrases to conclude a conversation that amounted to meaningful, memorable, and strategically transformational conversations. I observed that not only did this work well, just as in the Name That Tune game show, this strategy actually resulted in people feeling more empowered. This simple approach was fresh and, dare I say it, even fun. The question of what to say became far less daunting and invoked puzzle-solving curiosity, and I discovered people more readily leaning into conversations instead of avoiding them.


Better Communication Is Fundamental to Good Leadership


While the focus of this book is on ways to start a conversation, this is first and foremost a book on leadership. Think of me as your advisor and your coach as you read the following pages. I want to help you engage people more effectively with greater ease and confidence. Eliminating the tendency to avoid difficult conversations is key to honing leadership capabilities and preparing for expanded roles of influence and impact. Your success comes from showing up and sharing your opinion, and your ability to do that lies just on the other side of avoiding discomfort.


Ultimately, while I sincerely hope this book instills a new sense of possibility and encouragement for how to have conversations you may have previously avoided, I also hope you find this approach to be fresh, simple, and practical, and that it produces more of the results you want. Choosing four words—the words that will initially engage your listening—is both strategic and kind. You’re breaking things down so that you can be heard and your listener can hear the invitation to the conversation.


Allow me to offer some useful tips:


• First and foremost, have fun with this approach. Whether you view this as a game or a puzzle, the process of condensing a message into four words engages your brain creatively, moving you from fear to curiosity, from curiosity to possibility.


• Always bear in mind the bigger goals: collaboration, understanding, and clarity.


• Develop a few four-word phrases to invite conversation. There is no way to write a script for every meaningful conversation, but you can plan where your conversation might go.


• Avoid phrases with fewer than four words. (I’ll explain why in the next chapter.)


• Keep it simple: contractions are allowed; hyphenated words count as one word.


• Don’t get so stuck on the rules that you sacrifice meaning. If it turns out to be five or six words, that’s OK, but challenge yourself to think of a four-word phrase. (This will also be explained in the next chapter.)


• And finally, be mindful of phrases that will likely do more harm than good. For instance, I’ve yet to find a situation where starting a conversation with “over my dead body” works well. (I’ll share more examples in chapter ten.)


What You Will Find in This Book


As I take you on a journey through different conversational scenarios, I want to show you that starting a difficult conversation is easier than you may think. I’ll share some stories and examples and suggest some four-word phrases for you to use. I have intentionally created space for you to jot down some four-word phrases of your own, and I invite you to try some of the exercises and reflections provided at the end of each chapter.


• Chapter one will provide information about why starting a conversation with four words works so well and how this strategy helps to overcome our natural tendency to avoid challenging conversations.


• Chapter two is for leaders, in particular. I will identify the most important conversations leaders have with their team members, and I will provide some examples of how to address these critical areas and why they should not be avoided or postponed.


• Chapter three focuses on building and maintaining trust. We’ll look at real-world examples of trust gone wrong, and I’ll provide examples of how to get better at building and maintaining trust.


• Chapter four provides strategies for building consensus and navigating through conflict at work or in life.


• Chapter five offers examples and inspiration for encouraging each other at home and at work.


• Chapter six is definitely for everyone. It is about networking and how to overcome resistance when it comes to attending events. I’ll also offer some tips on how you can break the ice to build connections. The goal for this chapter is to get you thinking about how to build your social and professional network and to find fun in doing it.


• Chapter seven is to assure you that the concepts and skills introduced in this book are not just for work. In this chapter we’ll look at real-life examples and strategies for smoothing family gatherings. This will give you a chance to practice the concepts described in this book with people you love and presumably will continue to love even if things don’t go as well as you hope.


• Chapter eight is about hard times. What do you say to each other in the middle of a setback or grief? I was struck while writing this chapter about how much tragedy I’ve witnessed in my life and in the lives of those I care about. This chapter will help you show up more fully for someone in need of comfort.


• Chapter nine is about deepening understanding and building connections. This is certainly a theme throughout this book, and this chapter offers some examples of ways to move beyond starting a conversation and building stronger ties with others in your life.


• Chapter ten will help you avoid applying our “four word” strategy in ways that will likely make things worse. Consider, for example, “over my dead body.” In the moment, such a quip might seem funny or clever, but such a dismissive comment may cause lasting damage to the relationship.


• Chapter eleven explores what to do if “four words” just isn’t working. I share other ideas and permission to try alternatives.


• Chapter twelve answers, at least in part, what’s next. What do you do after starting a conversation? Where do you go from here? Spoiler alert: I suggest keeping the conversation going by being vulnerable with others. Being vulnerable doesn’t just happen, but opening up to each other becomes easier over time as a result of the investment of conversation, deeper understanding, and reconciliation when tensions flare.


How to Use This Book


As you explore the contents, feel free to jump around. You’ll see that I offer examples for a variety of settings and situations, as well as some suggested activities and experiments that you can do on your own or with teams (and family members). Let this book be a source of insight and inspiration; let it also be your journal. I want you to experiment, play, and assess as you go along. I’ve made reference to research and relevant analytics for those requiring data and proof that this four-word strategy actually works. (My editor suggested that would be important to some of you.) To that, I say: You are very welcome.


Bear in mind that the value of this book is best realized when put into action. To add opportunities for both insight and practice, you’ll find some exercises and challenges at the end of each chapter. I encourage you to make notes along the way and invent your own four-word phrases to experiment with and add to your toolbox.


So, buckle up. It’s about to get fun.


Try This


As I experimented with four-word phrases to start conversations, I engaged my family in some of the fun. With my two college-age children having returned home to wait out the early months of the pandemic, I shared my four-word ideas with my family of four (no pun intended). We immediately started brainstorming. I laid out a big sheet of white poster paper on our dining room table, and as we came up with phrases, we would jot them down. This activity in itself prompted even more conversation as we reacted to each other’s ideas and tested things out during dinner. We quickly discovered that, to be effective, a promising four-word opening requires a sincere, engaging delivery. The tone of delivery significantly impacted whether the outcome of starting the conversation would end in success or failure.


As I shared my ideas with friends, many of them started keeping track on their fingers how many words they were using. I would notice their hands moving, and then see them smile. “You’re right, it was just four,” they’d say.


I answered, “Not always, but often.”


With your team or your family, explain the premise of four-word phrases that could initiate a conversation, or which might be useful in the context of an interaction. Place a poster-sized sheet of paper on a wall or table, have some markers available, and invite people to brainstorm and add examples. Note: you may need to set some ground rules about inappropriate words or comments to ensure that the exercise remains productive and fun for everyone. In addition to brainstorming phrases, consider testing them out with different tones of voice or in different situations. Discuss what works well and why. You may also identify phrases that you prefer not be used with each other.
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Four Words at a Glance


• I won the lottery!


• I just got promoted.


• We’re moving to Australia.


• Will you marry me?


• We’re having a baby.


Each of these statements has the power to change the trajectory of a person’s life in some capacity. Notice that it doesn’t take much to get someone’s attention. Think about news headlines. Short phrases are enough to draw people in, creating pause and igniting curiosity. Our attention is interrupted, and suddenly we are determined to find out the rest of the story. Like those leading headlines, in as few as four words, you can start an impactful conversation. Bottom line: Start strong; don’t bury the lede!


Engage Listening with a Few Words


Regardless of what your story is about, it’s up to the leader to obtain interest from the audience. Look around as you talk. Are people distracted? Are they scrolling through their phones? Are they nodding off? The barometer for how engaging you are is right in front of you. Blaming millennials, short attention spans, COVID-19, too many online meetings, and the like will explain only part of why you’re losing them. At the end of the day, leaders have a responsibility to communicate in ways that will attract the attention of their colleagues. If people aren’t listening, try changing things up.


Brevity Enhances Clarity; Clarity Engages Attention


Have you ever asked someone to take a look at something, and their first question has to do with how long the task will take? Rather than asking what it is you want from them, they are more focused on how much of their time you plan on taking up.
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Certainly, attention spans aren’t what they used to be. Studies have shown that in the last ten years, attention spans have shortened dramatically. Where the average length of a commercial was sixty seconds a decade ago, today’s ads can be as short as ten or fifteen seconds.1 Why the change? People begin to tune out, scroll, or swipe if they’re exposed to longer ads.


As a leader, you can capture and hold the attention of even the most distractible listener in one of two ways: tell a story or keep your message brief and impactful. Our brains love stories.2 Seen a TED Talk lately? Stories cut through distractions and pull listeners into the action, causing them to anticipate what will happen next, and invest in the characters and outcome. Stories connect us through shared experiences and are great ways to illustrate key points.


Regardless of whether storytelling is in your personal wheelhouse, everyone has the ability for brevity. Notice, though, how rarely you experience brevity in the meetings you attend. How many times do presentations begin with apologies or elaborate business cases to introduce the message? Too often people begin with the rationale instead of the point. Worse, by the time you get to the point you want to make, you may have lost your audience. Ironically, the more words you use to make your point, the less you communicate.


• Wordiness dilutes the message.


• Wordiness creates unnecessary confusion.


• If you’re using too many words, you’re likely saying nothing.


Let Brevity Be Your Differentiator


Save the business case, the research, the data and analytics, and get to the point. Don’t get me wrong … the details are important; have them available to respond to questions and objections after you’ve captured the attention of your audience.



OEBPS/html/docimages/imgtitle.jpg
>
?

the
first four
words

a fresh approach to
starting conversations with
ease and confidence

#vantage | Books






OEBPS/html/docimages/img16.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
the
first four

words

j. tucker miller






OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/img13.jpg
e WJovas
o
my F

S
My Four Wovd





