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Have you ever been pulled over by the police? If so, you know 
what it’s like. The lights are flashing, You’re looking around. 

What? Oh No! You pull over. Stop. The officer approaches. 
 I got pulled over one day, too. To fully appreciate my expe-
rience, though, there are a couple of things you need to know 
about me first. One is, I can be a very literal person. I don’t know 
why but I tend to get locked on the specific words people use, 
which can make me miss what they’re actually saying. (Happens 
quite a bit, actually.) The other is, I am very respectful of authority. 
Okay, “frightened” might be a better word. For example, I am not 
one of those people who would ever be flip or disrespectful with 
the police. That is just not going to happen with me. I’m too afraid 
of being in trouble. So, with those things in mind, let’s get back to 
the story. My window was down. The officer arrived. He said, “Do 
you have your license and registration?”
 Notice, please, he did not say, “May I” or “Can I” have 

your license and registration? No. What he said was, “Do you 
have your license and registration?" 

 I heard the question. I thought about it. Yep. I’ve got ‘em. 
And I answered with the most honest, accurate and cooperative 
thing I could think to say at the moment: "Yes. I do."  
     That was dumb. I see that now. Expensive, too. I got a big, 
fat ticket.
 So, that was a communication mistake of mine. Here’s 
what’s important in that story for you: the difference between my 
intentions and his perception. 

Introduction
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 My intentions were great. I was trying to be respectful, po-
lite, and cooperative. But the impression he got from me was the 
complete opposite of that. He thought I was messing with him, 
that I was being some sort of wise guy. But I really wasn’t. I 
wouldn’t. I am just not that kind of person. Because of the way I 

communicated, though, that is exactly the kind of person he 
thought I was. 
 The same thing is probably happening to you every day. 
Yours may not be as dramatic an example. And you may not even 
be aware of it. In fact, you are most likely not aware of it. But it’s 
happening. And it’s costing you. 
 Part of my job in this book is to convince you that that’s 
true. The other part, the part I really love, is helping you fix it. 
 You’re going to learn about the Ten Biggest Communica-
tion Mistakes and How to Avoid Them. These are the things that 
cause this difference between intention and perception. Before 
we get into them though, I want to tell you how I got into this 
whole area in the first place, because it speaks to why this is so 
important.  
	 My background is not in communication. About fifteen 
years ago, I was working as an audio producer with professional 
speakers. I would help them put together their audio programs. 
	 At one point, I started to notice there was a difference be-
tween the person I would get to know working on their project, 
and the person they would seem to be from the platform. In other 
words, I would like them less during their presentation than I did 
in person. 
	 That was very curious to me. I couldn't stop thinking 
about it. Even more interesting, though, is that when I started to 
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look into it, and figure out what specifically they were doing to 
cause that different impression, I also noticed that pretty much 
everyone else I met was doing the same thing and was having the 
same problems. And that included me. 
 So I started to work with them on fixing that. And the sur-
prise was how big a difference it made for them. It didn’t just 
make them better speakers. It made them feel better about, well, 
everything - their work, themselves. It really was something.  
	 So it branched out. I started working with other speakers, 
and then with non-speakers - businesspeople, managers and ex-
ecutives. And the results were the same. 
 Here's what I discovered. There are things we do, things 
about us, that give people an impression of us that’s not really 
accurate. That’s somehow LESS than who we really are. And the 
perfect example is me and the officer. My intentions were great. 
The impression he got was less than great. But it’s the same thing 
with all of us and it’s really important. Because it keeps us from 
being successful, from being nearly as successful as we could 
be. Let me explain.
 If I get the impression you're not that nice a person, not 
that warm or caring, I'm going to keep you at something of a dis-
tance. We don't think in those terms, necessarily. That’s just what 
naturally happens between people: We are drawn or not drawn to 
others based on who we think they are as a person. 
	 Now, if I totally "get" you, that's not a problem. You're go-
ing to be right where you should be. But if I don't get you, if my 
impressions of you are wrong, now I'm actually going to keep you 
farther away than I should. Based on who you really are, we 
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should be close. But based on who I think you are, I have you 
way off at a distance. This is what happens in almost every case, 
and it's a real problem. 
 In order for us to be successful in our work and lives, we 
have to be effective with other people, we have to have influence 
and impact with people. Well, if you want influence and impact 
with someone, you want to be close to them. Not off at a dis-
tance. Up close, I’m open to what you have to say. I hear you. 
You have influence with me. At a distance, none of that is true. 
 That’s why communication mistakes are so important. 
This is the link between communication and success. It’s the 
space between "up close" and "off at a distance." I call this 
space The Communication Gap. It’s the difference between who 
we are and how we come off to others. It's created by our com-
munication, and it keeps us from having the influence and impact 
we need to be successful. Communication Gaps are a very real 
problem for people, and something I see all the time. 
	 The good news is, by doing a few simple things, you can 
close that gap. And when you do, it is a beautiful thing. When 
your communication sings, your business soars. Your team, your 
career, your life soar. 
 That’s what this book is really about: closing your com-
munication gaps. The 10 Biggest Communication Mistakes and 
How to Avoid Them! Let’s get to mistake #1.
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If you don’t know, Mr Spock is a character from the show Star 

Trek. He’s from the planet Vulcan, and Vulcans have removed all 
emotions from themselves. So, by "Mr Spock Syndrome," what I 
really mean is, no empathy, no emotion. That’s our first mistake. 
 Here’s an example of this for you. I needed to get my 
watch fixed. The crystal had cracked. I checked the web site, it 
said take it to the store where you bought it. So, I took it in, went 
to the repair counter. The woman there greeted me. “Hello. May I 
help you?”

“Yeah, I cracked my crystal, I don’t know how I did it. But 
anyway, it’s cracked, I need a new one. I was hoping I 
could get that taken care of.”

	
As I’m speaking, I’m taking off my watch so I can give it to her 
because that’s my expectation: I checked the website, followed 
the instructions, they’re going to fix my watch. So I was surprised 
when she said, “No, we don’t do it. You need to send it in to the 
manufacturer.”

“But the manufacturer’s web site said I should bring it to 
you.”

 “No, that’s incorrect. You need to send it to them.”

And that was the end of the conversation. That was all she had to 
say. Well, except for "Have a nice day!" And I’m telling you the 
story because I was not entirely satisfied by it. Okay, the truth? I 
was mad. I’m still mad. 

Mistake #1: 
Mr. Spock Syndrome
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But why? She was polite. She smiled as she spoke. And, to be 
honest, it wasn’t really that big a deal. I’m aware of that. So 
what’s the problem? The problem was, no empathy. Mr Spock 
Syndrome. She made absolutely no mention of what to me was 
the elephant in the room, which was my feelings about the situa-

tion. That was the mistake. 
 As a general rule, people’s emotions trump everything 
else, especially when they’re upset. If I’m frustrated about some-

thing, for example, that's  the biggest thing going on for me right 
then. It’s not the watch, it’s the emotion. That’s the elephant in my 
room. It’s huge. It’s grey. It’s got big sharp tusks, and it’s all I see. 
I may not even be aware of it, at that level. But it’s there, and if it 
gets ignored, bad things happen.  

So when I’m standing there talking with her, elephant by 

my side, and she seems to literally not see it:  Really? You don’t 

see that? 
“Have a nice day!”
What happens then is, now there are two elephants 

there: My first one, frustration, and now a bigger, meaner one 
called ANGER. That’s the way it works: If you ignore the first one, 
meaner ones follow. 
 And you’ve probably had a similar experience. Have you 
ever been dealing with someone, they ask you a question, you 
think you’ve answered it, but they keep coming back to it? Or 
they just go off and get way more upset than seems reasonable? 
This is why. You ignored their elephant. 
 It’s not enough to just hear someone’s words. We also 
need to hear their emotions. When people react like that, it’s be-
cause they don’t feel heard at an emotional level. That’s what 
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happened with me, and why I ended up mad about something 
that was really not that big of a deal. And the sad thing is, it didn’t 
have to happen. It never has to happen. All we have to do is, to 
see the elephant, to mention it. My, that’s  quite the elephant you 

have there! Just make some sort of comment that lets people 
know we recognize and sympathize with their emotions. “Gosh, 
I’m sorry. I know that’s frustrating. I don’t know why it still says 
that on the web about bringing it in, but we have to send all the 
crystals in to the manufacturer now. I’m really sorry.” That’s all it 
takes. 
 That’s what empathy sounds like. And this is how to avoid 
Mr Spock Syndrome: “See” the emotions, acknowledge them, 
using feeling words. 
	 The difficulty people have with demonstrating empathy 
really comes down to a couple of things. One is, they just don't 
think in those terms. They're not thinking about the emotions to 
start with. Two, even if they are thinking about them, they don't 
really know how to talk about them. Here are solutions for both: 
 First, whatever the situation, ask yourself these questions: 
"What does this feel like for them?" "If it were me, how would I 
feel?" That gets you thinking about the emotions. Then, to talk 
about them, all you have to do is mention them, using feeling 
words. There's a list of feeling words in the appendix to give you 
some ideas, but in reality it needn't be more complicated than, 
"Oh, that's frustrating." "Gosh, that's hard. I’m sorry." "Hey, that's 
exciting!" It really is that simple.
	 One more point: Demonstrating empathy doesn't mean 
you have to be more emotional. Just that you recognize and un-
derstand the emotions. And again, all that takes is to mention 
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them. Speak of them. Incorporate feeling words into your conver-
sation.  
	 If you do only one thing to improve your communication, 
let it be this. Not demonstrating empathy is the number one issue 
I see.
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“It’s all about ME!” This is another unhelpful message we send in 
many ways. Here are just a few examples.

Talking About Ourselves 

Hey, guess  what happened to me this  morning? Hey, you want to 

know what I think? Say, that reminds me of something ... about 

ME! 
	

Talking Too Much 

Blah Blah Blah. Some people just love to talk, whether it’s about 
them or any other subject. The problem is, it’s BORING! I’m sorry. 
They go on and on, you have no idea what they’re talking about. 
So you’re stuck there, glazed over, the life force draining from 
your soul. If you've ever been stuck with a soul vampire like this, 
you know what I'm talking about. It's deadly!
 There are other ways we do this, too, that are less obvi-
ous. Whining, complaining, playing the victim, getting defensive, 
blaming others. The focus with these is outward, but the underly-

ing energy is still back on ourselves. Why is  this  happening to 

me? Isn’t this  terrible? It’s  not my fault, don’t blame me! It’s all the 
same thing: Me, me, me.
 So okay, it’s bad. It’s annoying. Sure. But why is it a prob-
lem for being heard, exactly?
 In order to be heard, in addition to the message we’re try-
ing to send, there are three other messages people also need to 

Mistake #2: “Me Me Me” 
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hear from us, or, you could say, things they need to believe about 
us. The three things are, I respect you. I understand you. I care 

about you. I know that can sound a little simplistic but that’s the 
way it works. If people believe those things about us, they’ll be 
open to what we have to say. And to the extent they don’t believe 
those things about us, they will not be open to what we have to 
say. 
 That’s why Me Me Me is a mistake for being heard: It 

sends the opposite message from I Care About You. What Me Me 

Me says is, I don’t care about you. I couldn’t care LESS about 

you. What I care about is, ME!
	 So how do we avoid it? This is another great suggestion. 

Very powerful, in many ways: Keep the focus on other people. 
 Basically, don’t talk about yourself. Talk about other peo-
ple. Be interested in other people. Ask questions about their lives 
rather than talking about yours. Tell stories about others rather 
than about you. 

 Keep the focus  on  other people. That’s the key. Try it 
yourself and see the difference it makes.
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Another big mistake people make is, they insult people. They in-
sult their co-workers, they insult customers, they insult their 
friends, their family. It seems like something that wouldn't need to 
be said, but insulting co-workers and customers is a bad idea. 
Friends and family? That’s fun! But co-workers and customers ... 
not good. 
 Like this, for example. There was a sales team, ten people 
or so. They were having a month-long sales contest. And this was 
not one of those, First Place: New Cadillac! Second Place: Steak 

Knives. Third place: You’re fired! sort of contests. This was just a 
friendly competition. 

At the end of the month, they were having their regular 
meeting when the manager got up and announced the winners. 
(There were two winners.) Everything was fun and upbeat ... until 
he said this: “If the rest of you slackers were as smart and hard-
working as these two, maybe you’d have been up here!” 

Okay, to review, “These two: Great! The rest of you: 
Lazy and Stupid.” Not good.

Now, that was a pretty blatant mistake. I’m sure no one 
smart and insightful enough to be reading this book would ever 
do anything like that. Seriously though, you might think you 
wouldn’t make a mistake like that, but I wouldn’t be so sure. 
There are a lot of ways we send this message. 

Micromanaging, for example. Sounds like this: “Here’s a 
project I’d like you to take charge of. It’s all yours. But please run 
every single detail past me before you do anything.” The mes-

Mistake #3: “You’re an Idiot!”
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sage? “I don’t believe you can do this on your own." Why? 
"You’re an idiot.”

There’s a phenomenon called “Yo Yo-ing” which sounds 
like this: “Please take this task. Do it however you’d like.” (time 
passes) “Umm, no. All right, give it back. I guess I’ll just take care 
of it myself.” Yo Yo-ing: You give the task. You take it back. Mes-
sage? “Idiot!” 

Or even when you just get frustrated, as we all do. You 
get frustrated and say, “Why would you do that?” What the other 
person hears is, “What were you thinking? What’s wrong with 
you? How could you be such an ... IDIOT?!”
 In one way or another, we send this message all the time, 
and it’s a killer. People will not hear you once you’ve made it clear 
to them you think they’re stupid. Would you? 
 Now, if you really DO think someone’s an idiot, that’s a dif-
ferent problem. And by the way, your problem. Not theirs. But this 
is just a classic communication gap: You don’t really think they’re 
an idiot, you’ve just somehow given them the impression that you 
do.
 So, the mistake? “You’re an idiot!” Any kind of insult, 
really, is a mistake for being heard. How to avoid it? Don’t do it! 
	 If only it were that simple. 
 This is a perfect example of one of the difficulties in im-
proving our communication, and why I say “knowledge isn’t 
enough.” People already know not to do this, right? No one really 
thinks insults are a good idea for being heard. But we do it any-
way. So what’s going on? And what can we do? I mean, if we 
know we shouldn’t do it but we do it anyway, how can we avoid 
it? The answer is in our next mistake. 
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One of the biggest mistakes people make in their communication 
is not getting feedback. They don’t run their ideas past someone 
before they put them out there. 
 Think about our manager again, the one we were just talk-
ing about who insulted his sales team. Remember? Feedback 
would have kept that from happening. I have to believe if he’d run 
that past someone first: “Say, I’ve got this idea I’m working on for 
our next meeting. You know we’ve been having this sales con-
test? I’m thinking about motivating the rest of the team by imply-
ing they’re lazy and stupid. What do you think about that?” I have 
to believe someone else would have said, “Hmm, I don’t know. I 
like the motivating part, that’s good. I’m not so sure about the 
‘Lazy, Stupid’ part. You might want to take another look at that.” 
And it would have saved him a lot of trouble.
 I know it seems like we’d catch these mistakes ourselves 
if we just thought about it. I think the same thing about me. I 
mean, come on, I'm the Be Heard! guy! I wrote the book for cry-

ing out loud. Certainly I can do this on my own. But it just doesn’t 
work that way. There’s something about communication. Even 
when we know what we want to say or not to say. We plan it out. 
We write it out. We work on it. We still can’t tell. We miss stuff. It 
happens to me all the time. It happens to all of us. You’ve got to 
get feedback. 
 The fact is, everyone who takes their communication seri-
ously does. Writers use editors. Comedians try new bits out in 
clubs before they put them in their act. Public officials get media 

Mistake #4: “I am a rock! I am an island!” 
(Apologies to Paul Simon.) 
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training and do practice interviews before the real thing. And they 
do it because they know they need it. Getting feedback is the 
only way to make sure that you actually say what you mean to 
say. If you don’t get feedback, you just can’t tell. 
	 Start getting feedback. Okay? Please? It makes all the dif-
ference in the world.
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We’re talking about email, of course, and email is a factor in a lot 
of communication mistakes. 
	 One reason is, it brings out the worst in people. You could 
have the nicest guy in the world. Sweet. Mild-mannered. But you 
give him a keyboard and an internet connection, and all of a sud-

den, he's the incredible hulk. RRARGH!!! HATE ... SO ... MUCH!! 
 The main problem, though, is that we use it wrong. We 
use it when we shouldn’t. Email was never intended to be our 
sole means of communication. And this includes texting, by the 
way. It was never meant to be our only communication. Email was 
intended as a faster, cheaper replacement for snail mail. And it’s 
fantastic for that. But there are other forms of communication too, 
and email is not such a good replacement for those. 
 Here are some interesting numbers for you. In a typical 
conversation, the total message someone hears from you breaks 
down like this: 55% comes from the physical: your facial expres-
sion, your body language. 38% comes from your voice: the tone, 
the rhythm, the emphasis. Now, 55 and 38 adds up to 93 percent. 
What haven’t we mentioned yet? The WORDS! Only 7% of the 
message someone hears from you comes from the words you 
say. Think about that. Only 7% of what people hear comes from 
our words. That’s an incredible piece of information. 
 That’s why email can be such a problem: 93% of the mes-

sage is getting lost! 

 So what’s in that 93%? What is it that doesn’t come 
through without the voice and facial expressions and the body 
language? It’s the emotions, the relationship - the subtlety, the 

Mistake #5. Clicking “SEND”
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context, the connection. That's what gets lost in email and tex-
ting. 
 Is that always a problem? No. Some messages don’t have 
any significant emotional content: 
 “When’s the meeting?” 
 “3:30.” 
Fine. 
 “What’s the number for that new restaurant?” 
 “Here you go!” 
Perfect! Email’s great for that. Texting maybe even better. But 
when the message is more complex, when there’s a potential for 
some emotional issues, pick up the phone, would you please?  
It’ll be quicker, for one. More important, you’ll be able to pick up 
the rest of the message too, figure out what they’re really saying. 
Not using the phone enough is one of people's main mistakes in 
this area.
	 Finally, for the most important, emotionally complex con-
versations, you really want to have those face to face, if at all 
possible. 
     So, the mistake? Using email when you shouldn’t. The 
way to avoid it? Match the message to the medium. 

	 - Basic: texting, email. 
	 - Slightly more complex: pick up the phone. 
	 - Important conversations: face to face. 
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Most of the time, communication mistakes are the result of doing 
something: we send the email, we open our mouth. But some-
times, the mistake is doing nothing. Not speaking up. Avoiding 
difficult conversations.
 There are many reasons why people do this. Some, like 

me, are conflict averse. We don't like any upset, so we avoid the 
conversations in the first place. Others do it because they’re in-
secure or intimidated by authority. (Chapter 6 in Don't Just Talk, 

Be Heard! has a good example of that.) And some do it because 
they just don’t think it’s worth it. Nothing’s going to change any-
way. 
 A great example of this, I was talking with a woman who 
was a software engineer. She said that she, and the other women 
on her team, didn’t feel like they were being heard at work. Just 
not being heard. So she decided to run an experiment. She had 
an idea she wanted to share at an upcoming next meeting. She 
got a male colleague to help with the experiment. She gave him 
the idea too. Here was the plan: She was going to bring up the 
idea first. Then, fifteen minutes later, he would suggest the same 
idea, just in his own words. Guess what happened? Her idea: 
“Okay, thanks. That’s interesting. So ... who’s next?” 15 minutes 
later, "his” idea: “Wow. What a great idea! Oh, we’ll definitely want 
to take a look at that one. Thank you!”

 Isn’t that something? So her reaction was, Why bother? 

What’s  the point? Why speak up? And you can understand that. 

Mistake #6: [ silence ]
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You really can. But the point is, avoiding difficult conversations 
never really helps because problems don’t go away by them-
selves. They only go away when we stand up and work through 
them. And the longer we wait, the harder they are to fix. 
	 So, the question for you is, what conversations have you 
been avoiding? Who do you need to talk to? 
	 I know speaking up is not the easiest thing to do. But I 
also know that silence is almost always a bigger mistake.
	 Now, sometimes the problem isn't that we don't want to 
have the conversation. It's that we just don't know how. We don't 
know what to say. If you could use some help with having difficult 
conversations, see Appendix II: Four-Step Model for Difficult 

Conversations.  
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Another mistake I see a lot is people being very bottom line, es-
pecially in email. It’s all facts, details, information. There’s no rela-
tionship, no connection. It’s almost like they’re not even human. 
Like we’re some sort of android race. (in robot voice) Requesting 

... numbers ... from Tuesday’s ... meeting. 
 Do you ever get emails like that, just cold, dry, bottom 

line? Ever send emails like that? “Well, yes," you're thinking, "But 
robots are cool! What’s the problem?”   
 Robots are cool. The problem is, it’s a disconnect for the 
message “I care about you.” 
 Whenever you interact with someone, if you don’t talk to 
them like they’re a human being, the unspoken message is, “I 
don’t care about you.” And that’s a message you really never 
want to send. That’s about the worst one there is for being heard. 
	 So, how do we avoid making this mistake? Lead with the 
Relationship. 
 What this means is, talk to the other person first, as a per-

son, before you get into the details. “Connect, then  communi-
cate.” That’s the key to being heard.
	 And if you're thinking you don't want to do all of that, 
"How are you? How was your weekend? How are the kids?" gar-
bage, it doesn't have to be that. You just need to wrap the mes-
sage in the emotional reality of the situation. "Hey, I know you're 
busy but ... " "Sorry to be in such a hurry, but ... " That's all it 
takes.
	

Mistake #7: “Just the Facts, Ma’am.” 
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“We’re different from each other, you and I.”
	
I want you to think about someone you've met recently, maybe 
someone you don't know well. Picture them in your mind. Now, 
ask yourself, in what ways are they different from you? What are 
your differences? 
	 Once you have some differences in your mind, think of this 
- and this is very important: Any time you would point out one of 
those differences you would hurt your effectiveness with them. 
 Pointing out differences with others is a mistake for being 

heard. Here’s why. You remember our three main messages?: I 

respect you, I understand you, I care about you? When we point 
out how we’re different from someone, the message that sends 
is,  “I don’t understand you.” That's how people interpret differ-

ences: You don't understand me. You don't get what it's  like to be 

in my situation. So the message, “We’re Different” is a direct dis-
connect for the message we want to send, which is, I understand 

you. 
	 The surprising thing about this is how many ways we do it. 
This is another one of the most common mistakes I see. Here are 
just a couple of examples.

Jargon

Every industry, organization, even department, for that matter, has 
their own jargon, their own specific terms, acronyms, and lan-
guage. “Yeah, Joe, we got enough whimsits for that BG2?” The 

Mistake #8: “We’re Different!”
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problem is, when we use that jargon with others, the message it 
sends is, “I’m part of this group - you’re not. We’re different!”

Humor

This is one you might not think of. Humor can be a pretty good 
way to connect with people. But at the same time, have you ever 
heard someone tell a joke and you thought, “Okay, wow! You 
thought that was funny? Oh my.” Humor can really point out how 
we're different from others. 

We do this in so many ways. We point out money differ-
ences when we talk about where we shop or where our kids go to 
school. We point out power or authority differences when we em-
phasize things like titles, degrees, and parking spaces. We point 
out differences with our clothes, our jewelry, our car, the bumper 
stickers on our car, our voice, our hair. Really, the list goes on, 
and every little bit pushes us that much farther away.
	 So how do we avoid it? We touched on one way earlier 
when we suggested not talking about ourselves. But this is an-
other really big one. The way to avoid pointing out differences is 
to focus on the things we have in common. And the best thing of 

all to focus on is the emotions we have in common. 
 For example, you may not be a country music fan, but you 
can certainly understand loving music. So if you’re in a conversa-
tion with a country fan, don’t say, “Yeah, I don't really like coun-
try.” Say, “Isn’t music great!” Focus on that part of it, the emo-
tional part. If you have kids, your kids might be into different 
things than mine, but they’re still kids. So instead of saying, “My 
kids aren’t into that”, say, “Aren’t kids something? Don’t they 
drive you crazy?”



The Ten Biggest Communication Mistakes   |  "We're Different!"   |   22

 This is such a powerful thing to do. Find things you have 
in common, even the littlest things. Then talk about the emotions 
related to those things, and all of a sudden you’re connecting in 
ways you would never have thought possible.   
 Emotions are the bridge, they’re the great equalizer. Peo-
ple can have completely different backgrounds, experiences and 
opinions, but we all understand joy and frustration, excitement 
and concern. Focusing on those things and talking about them is 
an unbelievably effective way to relate to people, to connect with 
them, to be heard by them. 
	 Focus on what you have in common, especially the emo-
tions.
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See what you make of this. I was talking with someone recently, 
and he said, “Whenever something goes wrong around here, and 
we break it down afterward, see what the root causes were, eve-
ryone agrees it was a communication problem. But then if you 
suggest doing some communication training, no one thinks they 
need it.” 
 Isn’t there something wrong there? It’s like you’re in a 
gym. Everyone’s working out, sweating like crazy. Everyone can 
smell that gym smell. But no one thinks they need a shower. It 
just doesn’t make any sense.
 Okay, it may not make sense intellectually, but that 
doesn’t mean you can’t explain it. The explanation is, it’s a lack of 
personal accountability. And that’s something you see everywhere 
you look. Sounds like this: "Oh sure, there’s a problem. Big prob-
lem! But ... it’s not my problem! It’s their problem. Why don’t they 
communicate better?"
 I hope you don't think that way. Or if you do, that I can talk 
you out of it. The question is not “Why don’t they communicate 

better?” The question is, “What can I do to be a better communi-
cator?” Communication isn’t about them, it’s about us. Me and 
you. It’s our job to be clear and understood. That’s just the way it 
is.
 So the mistake is thinking that communication problems 
are everyone else’s problem. And here’s what I recommend to 
avoid it: Be like Mike. Mike who, you ask? Mike McNeil.

Mistake #9: “Why don’t THEY 
communicate better?”
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 Mike McNeil is a guy I met who’d been in a bad motorcy-
cle accident. Bad enough that he wasn't supposed to survive. 
Serious head injuries. He did ultimately completely recover, ex-
cept for one thing: he lost his sense of smell. So he said from 
then on he was obsessed with his personal hygiene. Mike was a 
car salesman, so he could be in pretty close quarters with his 
customers. And he was always paranoid he was offending them 
in some odoriferous way. So he was always ducking into the 
bathroom to put on more deodorant, popping breath mints, doing 
everything he could to make sure he was all right. My suggestion 
to you is to be the same way. 
 Here's what we know about communication mistakes: 1) 
We all make them. That’s a given. I do it, you do it, everybody 
does it. 2) We can’t tell we’re doing it. We talked about that when 
we talked about feedback. And it's like Mike not being able to 
smell. We literally can't tell. 3) No one’s going to tell us we’re do-
ing it. We haven’t talked about that yet, but people are not going 
to tell us. It’s too awkward. It’s too uncomfortable. It’s like going 
up to someone and saying, “Breath Mint?” You can’t do it. 
	 Given all that, the only rational response in my opinion, is 
to be like Mike. In other words, assume the worst, do something 
about it. 
	 Now, I'm not suggesting you run around in a constant 
state of panic, freaked out that you're offending people. The point 
is just that this is almost certainly something you have a problem 
with just like everyone else. So you should really start paying at-
tention to it and ideally, commit yourself to working on it. Which 
brings us to our final mistake ...
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When I started putting this material together (The 10 Biggest Mis-
takes), I didn’t intend to rank them in any particular order. But the 
more I thought about it, I realized this last one really is the biggest 
mistake of all. Let me tell you how I arrived at that conclusion.
 First, pretend there are two people, a good communicator 
and a not-so-good communicator. Which is more likely to get the 
raise they’re looking for, get picked for the promotion they want, 
make more sales if they’re in sales or generate more refer-
rals—the good communicator or the not-so-good communicator? 
It's the good communicator because they’re the one who stands 
out from their peers and their competition. So they get noticed. 
People choose them. 
 Think about time. The good communicator is going to get 
more done, get it done faster, and get it done with less stress be-
cause things just go quicker and easier when you’re communicat-
ing well. Plus, it can shave years off your career path.
	 The good communicator is going to have stronger rela-
tionships, richer personal lives, richer family lives. 	
	 Finally, just on emotional/happiness level, the good com-
municator is going to feel more connected to the people in their 
lives, feel more understood and appreciated, and have more con-
fidence going into any situation.
	 Now, those are some typical measures of success. They 
might not be yours. But no matter how you define success, 
communicating well is the key to getting there. And the proof of 

Mistake #10: Not working on 
your communication. 
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that is, as you look around, you can just see that in virtually every 
area of our lives, the better communicators are the ones who are 
more successful. 
 Given that, the next question is, how do they get that 
way? How does one become one of those better communica-
tors? Is it just in-born? Do you either have it or not? No. That has 
not been my experience. From what I’ve seen, I believe anyone 
can become one of those people. But, and this is a big but, 
there’s only one way to do it. Reading a book won’t get you there. 
Reading ten books won't get you there. Attending a seminar 
won’t get you there. Because all those do is give you more infor-
mation, but as we already said, information alone won’t get you 
there. What gets you there is taking that information and putting it 
into action. In other words, working on your communication.
	 So, when you take all that comes from being a better 
communicator, everything we just talked about, and you add to 
that that the only way to get there is to work on it, that's  why I say 
that not working on your communication has got to be the big-
gest mistake of all. 
 The good news is, it doesn’t have to be a lot of work. It 

just has to be some work. Rather than just throwing stuff out 

there, stop. Think. What do I want to accomplish here? What 

messages  do I want to send? What’s  a good way to say that? 
Then you run your thoughts past somebody. That’s about it. You 
plan, you get feedback, you close your communication gap. And 
all of a sudden there you are. You're one of those people. And it is 
a beautiful thing!
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Okay, that's it. The Ten Biggest Communication Mistakes  ... and 

How to Avoid Them. I hope you enjoyed it. More important, I 
hope it's given you valuable ideas for how to start improving your 
communication right away. (Actually, I know it has. What I really 
hope is that you do it!)
	 What's next? The first thing you need to do is go to 
www.JustBeHeard.com and register for the free, Ten Mistakes 
Email Series. No matter how exciting and powerful a program is, 
it's still hard to keep our attention on it over time. But practicing it 
over time is exactly what it takes to make a difference. That's why 
I created this series. You get a new email every week or so with 
exercises and reminders to help you keep the work in your mind 
and keep you moving forward with it. Bottom line, it's a great tool 
- and it's free. You definitely want to sign up for that. Here's the 
URL: www.JustBeHeard.com/tenmistakes
	 Next, take a look at the other resources in the appendices. 
Both the Feeling Words List and the Difficult Conversations Model 
are extremely helpful tools. 
 Other than that, I want to send you off with some great 
perspective. I talk about communicating better as if it will totally 
transform your life. And I do believe it will, but it does it in subtle 
ways. It’s not a bolt of lightning. It’s not a parting of the seas. It’s 
a little customer service moment. It's conversations that used to 
be confusing start making sense. Projects that would normally be 
a struggle start falling into place. Relationships that were awk-
ward start feeling more comfortable. Little things. But these are 
the things of our lives. And when a lot of little things start getting 

What's next?
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better, all of a sudden the big picture looks completely different. 
And it feels like a whole new world. 

 This is why I feel so strongly about the whole Be Heard! 
idea, and why I’m so excited for you to work on it. I've seen the 
difference it's made in my life and in the lives of the people I've 
worked with. I know it works. I know it feels great. I think you’re 
going to love it!
 If you want to be one of those better communicators. If 
you can picture yourself feeling more connected, more under-
stood and appreciated, just more successful, no matter how you 
define that, make the commitment today. From now on, work on 
your communication. It’ll be the best thing you ever do for your-
self. 

Be good. Be heard! I wish you the best!



The Ten Biggest Communication Mistakes   |  Feeling Words List    |   29

Pleasant Feelings

OPEN 	 	 HAPPY 		 ALIVE 	 	 GOOD
understanding	 great 	 	 playful 	 	 calm
confident 	 elated	 	 courageous 	 peaceful
reliable 	 	 joyous 	 	 energetic 	 at ease
easy	 	 lucky 	 	 liberated		 comfortable
amazed 		 fortunate 	 optimistic 	 pleased
free	 	 delighted 	 provocative	 encouraged
sympathetic	 overjoyed	 impulsive	 reassured
interested	 satisfied		 free	 	 surprised
satisfied		 thankful	 	 wonderful	 content
receptive	 important	 animated	 quiet
accepting	 festive	 	 spirited	 	 certain
kind	 	 ecstatic	 	 thrilled	          	 relaxed 	
	 	 	 	 blissful	 	 centered

LOVE	 	 INTERESTED 	 POSITIVE	 STRONG
loving	 	 concerned	 eager	 	 impulsive
considerate	 affected		 keen	 	 free
affectionate	 fascinated	 earnest	 	 sure
sensitive		 intrigued		 intent	 	 certain
tender	 	 absorbed	 anxious	 	 rebellious
devoted		 inquisitive	 inspired	 	 secure
attracted	 nosy	 	 determined	 dynamic
passionate	 snoopy	 	 excited	 	 tenacious
admiration	 engrossed	 enthusiastic	 hardy
warm	 	 curious	 	 bold	 	 	
moved	 	 	 	 brave
touched		 	 	 daring
loved	 	 	 	 optimistic
comforted	 	 	 confident

Appendix 1: Feeling Words List
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Difficult/Unpleasant Feelings

ANGRY		 DEPRESSED	 CONFUSED 	 HELPLESS
irritated	 	 lousy	 	 upset	 	 incapable
enraged		 disappointed	 doubtful		 alone
hostile	 	 discouraged	 uncertain	 paralyzed
incensed	 ashamed	 indecisive	 fatigued
sore	 	 powerless	 perplexed	 useless
annoyed		 diminished	 embarrassed	 inferior
upset	 	 guilty	 	 hesitant	 	 vulnerable
indignant	 dissatisfied	 shy	 	 empty
fuming	 	 miserable	 uneasy	 	 forced
infuriated	 detestable	 disillusioned	 hesitant
bitter	 	 disgusting	 tense	 	 despair
aggressive	 terrible	 	 skeptical	 frustrated
resentful		 sulky	 	 pessimistic	 distressed
inflamed		 bad	 	 unsure	 	 woeful
provoked	 	 	  lost	 	 pathetic

INDIFFERENT 	 AFRAID		 HURT	 	 SAD
insensitive	 fearful	 	 crushed		 tearful
dull	 	 terrified	 	 tormented	 sorrowful
nonchalant	 suspicious	 deprived		 pained
neutral	 	 anxious	 	 pained	 	 grief
reserved		 alarmed		 tortured	 	 anguish
weary	 	 panic	 	 dejected		 desolate
bored	 	 nervous	 	 rejected		 desperate
preoccupied	 scared	 	 injured	 	 pessimistic
cold	 	 worried	 	 offended	 unhappy
disinterested	 frightened	 wronged		 lonely
lifeless	 	 timid	 	 aching	 	 grieved
	 	 shaky	 	 violated	 	 mournful
	 	 restless	 	 heartbroken	 dismayed
	 	 doubtful		 alienated
	 	 threatened	 appalled
	 	 attacked		 humiliated
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One: Observation 

You want to start by stating something that's an objective fact. 
"This is the third time this month you've been late," for example. 
It's not a judgement, conclusion, an assumption, or anything like 
that. Just an observable, undebatable fact. "It's the third time 
you've been late."
	

Two: Concern 

Next, you want to say what concerns you about that. Why is it a 
problem, looking forward? For example, "My concern is, #1, 
we're not going to hit our deadline. Worse, if it continues, you 
might not be able to stay on the team." You're just stating your 
concern. 

Three: Enthusiastic Vision 

This is the flip side of your concern. This is how you think things 
could be, if they went well. For example, "I don't think it needs to 
be that way. I think we can still make the goal, and I definitely 
think you can be a great member of the team. I certainly want that 
to happen." You're sharing an optimistic perspective on the situa-
tion.

Appendix 2: Four-Step Model for 
Difficult Conversations
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Four: Hand it Back

This is you basically saying, "It's your turn to talk now." Sounds 
like this: "But like I said, I do have some concerns, and I just 
wanted to let you know and see what you had to say."  

That's it. Observation. Concern. Enthusiastic Vision. Hand it Back. 
Here's how it sounds all together: "This is the third time this 
month you've been late. My concern is that we're not going to 
make our goal, and worse, you may not be able to stay on the 
team. I don't think it needs to go that way. I still think it can work 
out, and I certainly want it to. But like I said, I do have some con-
cerns, and I want to know what you think about that."
	 This is a marvelous tool for solving problems and moving 
forward. It's collaborative rather than confrontational, respectful 
rather than judgmental. And since it feels like something you 
could comfortably say, it makes it much more likely you'll actually 
have the conversation in the first place, which is the most impor-
tant part of all.
	 One point to keep in mind: As you try this yourself, watch 

out for the Observation  step. It's easy to mistake assumptions for 
observations. "It's clear to me you don't respect me" is an as-
sumption. "I was trying to talk to you but you kept looking at your 
computer" is an observation.  
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