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Praise for The Power of Communication

“Helio Fred Garcia coached me a decade ago on the fundamentals of effective communication. I probably wasn’t his best student, but I count what I learned from him as one of the most important contributions to my personal growth as an executive. We’re fortunate to now have Fred’s book The Power of Communication, which encapsulates his enormous depth of knowledge and breadth of experience in communication—as a practitioner, as a scholar, and as a teacher. The book contains a wealth of real-life examples of what works and what doesn’t in communication, and each chapter provides a recap of best practices and key lessons learned. This book should be on the must-read list of any person who aspires to lead by capturing the hearts and minds of his or her stakeholders.”

—Jeffrey Bleustein, Retired Chairman and CEO, Harley-Davidson, Inc.

“The Power of Communication is an absolutely terrific book on how to communicate and lead in complex and shifting situations. Helio Fred Garcia has compiled a wealth of compelling examples to illustrate and support a cogent and immensely practical set of principles for leadership communication. The result is a compelling guide for leaders in business and government settings alike.”

—Amy C. Edmondson, Novartis Professor of Leadership and Management, Harvard Business School, and author of Teaming: How Organizations Learn, Innovate, and Compete in the Knowledge Economy

“Helio Fred Garcia is known as one of the most engaging and effective professors at NYU. Readers of this book will learn why. Only Fred could weave together tales about Abbott and Costello, the Marine Corps, and Cicero into a must-read for anyone who hopes to connect with the American public.”

—Louis Capozzi, Chairman, MSL Group (retired), and Adjunct Professor, New York University

“Helio Fred Garcia has had an enormous impact on my career, my practice, and my life since we first met more than 25 years ago when he recruited me to teach at NYU. I have watched him have similar effects on thousands of others. He is the man of eloquence Cicero describes. Fred instructs instinctively. His ability, which is what this book is all about, to look at critically important communication and leadership topics and issues from completely new and important perspectives, in this case the United States Marine Corps Warfighting manual, is profoundly interesting and helpful.

“The book is story after story, insight after insight, lesson after lesson, inspiration after inspiration. Just when you think it’s impossible to find another important illustration of a crucial communication or leadership principle, Fred gives you another chapter of powerful, sensible, often surprising and charming stories and lessons. Believe me, he is a persuasive orator in person and, as you’ll read, on paper.

“Looking to build your powers of communication, to inspire trust and confidence, and to lead effectively? You hold in your hand the key ingredient to a happier, more successful, and influential professional life. Start reading.”

—James E. Lukaszewski, ABC, APR, Fellow PRSA, President, The Lukaszewski Group Division, Risdall Public Relations

“Professor Garcia’s book is great news for decision-makers, leaders, and professionals in the U.S. and any country in the world. He was frequently invited by Tsinghua University to teach in our senior officials’ training seminars on crisis communication and was always remembered by our executive students as Professor Reputation Management. His class evaluations by the participating state council ministers, senior officials, and corporate leaders were always the best.

“Many thought that American methods of solving crises were not suitable for China, but Fred’s lectures rapidly dispelled their skepticism. His vivid examples, drawn from the U.S. Marine Corps as well as corporate experience around the world, made a deep impression on participants, who have since applied his practical and innovative approach to their own work. We truly believe that the book contains some very important global wisdom to save you in crisis in an omni-media age. The pity is that he can visit China only once a year, but that gives us all the more reason to celebrate the publication of this book, a very clear, concise, interesting, and powerful masterpiece.”

—Professor Steven Guanpeng Dong, Ph.D., Chair and Director, Institute of Public Relations and Strategic Communications, Tsinghua University, Beijing; Vice President, China Public Relations Association; former Shorenstein Fellow on the Press, Politics, and Public Policy, Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University

“Here’s what I’ve come to believe is the indisputable truth with regard to leadership: If you can’t communicate effectively, you will not lead.

“Fred has written a book that will give anyone who desires to lead people and/or organizations an invaluable tool for success. He provides an organized, rational approach to communicating with any and all stakeholders.

“Fred has taken the Marine Corps’ cornerstone publication Warfighting and applied the approach and the mentality to professional communication—and it works! I found this book to be a tremendous real-world guide for blueprinting and executing a world-class communication plan—and Ethos.

“This book should be kept on the desk of anyone who leads or anyone who communicates publicly. You will use it often.”

—Lieutenant Colonel Robert Riggle, USMCR


This book is dedicated to the memory of
my first and best teacher,
Dr. Frederick C. H. Garcia,
Professor of Foreign Languages,
United States Military Academy at West Point
from 1959 to 1984
and
to the men and women of the
United States Marine Corps.
Semper Fi!
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Foreword

By Lieutenant Colonel Robert Riggle, USMCR

If I were ever in trouble, publicly, one of my first calls would be to Helio Fred Garcia. I’ve known Fred for 12 years. I’ve been a student of his, so to speak, since we first met at the Marine Corps’ East Coast Commanders Public Affairs Symposium. I think Fred is an outstanding educator and communicator. “Outstanding” is the highest compliment a Marine can give...just so we’re clear.

I’ve been a Public Affairs Officer and occasionally a Civil Affairs Officer in the Marine Corps and the Marine Corps Reserves for the past 20 years. I’ve always put a premium on the value and impact of communications. At times, however, it felt like I was in the minority among my fellow Marines. I would often refer to a quote from General Dwight D. Eisenhower that said, “Public opinion wins wars.” Still...nothing from those around me....

In Vietnam, the United States won every major battle we fought and we still lost the war. Why? We lost public support. The same is true for many corporate and/or organizational “wars” as well. Leaders would do well to heed the warning from General Eisenhower.

I spent 9 years on active duty and the last 13 years in the reserves. If you’re doing the math and it doesn’t add up, it’s because I spent my first 2 years in the Marines flying planes. It wasn’t my calling. Despite having my pilot’s license when I was an undergraduate at Kansas University, I wanted to be an actor, comedian, and writer. Really long story...short, I quit flying and became a Public Affairs Officer. I have no regrets.

During my time in service to the United States, I deployed to Liberia, Albania, Kosovo, and Afghanistan. I also worked at “ground zero” moving rubble by hand, in New York City immediately following the attacks of September 11, 2001.

While stationed in North Carolina as a young 1st Lieutenant, I attended night school and earned my Masters in Public Administration. I am also a graduate of Officer Candidates School, The Basic School, the Warfighting course, Amphibious Warfare School, and Command and Staff College. I’ve studied and practiced leadership most of my life. Here’s what I’ve come to believe is the indisputable truth with regard to leadership: If you can’t communicate effectively, you will not lead.

Fred has written a book that will give anyone who desires to lead people and/or organizations an invaluable tool for success. He provides an organized, rational approach to communicating with any and all stakeholders.

Fred has taken the Marine Corps’ cornerstone publication Warfighting and applied the approach and the mentality to professional communications...and it works! I found this book to be a tremendous real-world guide for blueprinting and executing a world-class communications plan...and Ethos.

I currently work in the entertainment industry. My first big break was as a cast member on Saturday Night Live. Following SNL, I was a correspondent on The Daily Show with Jon Stewart and I’ve appeared in several feature films. I’ve found that not much has changed with regard to my thought process when it comes to communicating publicly. However, as a comedian I have a lot more flexibility with regard to my message than I did in the Marines.

For instance... “Poop.” There, I just said it. As a comedian I can say that all day and no one bats an eye; in fact, it’s often celebrated. As a Marine, I would not say, “Poop.” I would say something else.

Fred is going to ask me to remove the previous paragraph, but I won’t.

This book should be kept on the desk of anyone who leads or anyone who communicates publicly. You will use it often.

I wish you all luck.

Semper Fidelis,

Lt. Colonel Robert A. Riggle Jr., USMCR

“Fair winds and following seas...”
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Introduction: Leadership, Discipline, and Effective Communication

Tony Hayward faced the press on a Venice, Louisiana, dock. It was May 30, 2010, and the BP chief executive officer had been living on the coast of the Gulf of Mexico for the past month. On April 20, the Deepwater Horizon oil rig had exploded, killing 11, injuring dozens, and beginning a gusher that in 100 days pumped five million barrels of crude oil into the Gulf waters. The Deepwater Horizon disaster had been the dominant story in the news media—it was All-BP-All-the-Time.

Hayward, clearly beleaguered and sleep-deprived, seemed frustrated with suggestions by the media and others that BP—formerly known as British Petroleum—and its leadership weren’t doing enough to stop the flow of oil and protect the Gulf ecosystem. He spoke in front of heavy equipment being readied to be deployed for the cleanup. In a tone of frustration, Hayward tried to show that he cared. He attempted an apology, tried to show that he took the situation seriously: “We’re sorry. We’re sorry for the massive disruption it’s caused their lives. And you know we’re—there’s no one who wants this thing over more than I do. You know, I’d like my life back.”1

It didn’t work. Hayward’s statement had the opposite effect. Instead of showing he cared and that he took Gulf residents’ plight seriously, the “I’d like my life back” quote sounded like self-pity. Critics pounced. There were 11 rig workers who would never get their lives back; dozens of injured whose lives would never be the same; thousands on the coast whose lives and livelihoods were disrupted. They wanted their lives back, too.

“I’d like my life back” became a defining moment. It crystallized for the media and for politicians the apparent callowness of BP’s leadership. It wasn’t the first of Hayward’s verbal blunders. The New York Times had previously quoted him from an internal meeting: “What the hell did we do to deserve this?”2 Nor was it the last. But “I’d like my life back” defined Hayward, BP, and the Gulf recovery. The takeaway: Hayward cares only about himself.

“I’d like my life back” also became self-fulfilling. It began Hayward’s inexorable decline. Six weeks after the quote he was removed as CEO and given a make-work position; he left the company several months later. In the battle for public opinion—for trust, support, the benefit of the doubt—Hayward lost. It was a failure of leadership on a massive scale. And it began with a failure of communication. And that failure, in turn, was a failure of discipline.

Hayward’s blunder is not unique to him. It should be a wake-up call to CEOs and other leaders, to all whose leadership responsibilities require inspiring trust and confidence verbally. Communication has power. But as with any form of power, it needs to be harnessed effectively or it can all too often backfire.

This book applies the Marine Corps’ strategy doctrine, as embodied in its Warfighting manual, to leadership communication. It seeks to help those who engage audiences for a living—whether in positions of leadership or in communication support functions—to do so at a high level of craft.

Why Warfighting?

“The battle for public opinion” is a metaphor. So is “I’d like my life back.” Metaphors matter. Metaphors trigger worldviews and set expectations. As the Berkeley cognitive linguist George Lakoff notes, we tend to live our lives in metaphor, but are generally unaware of the metaphors we live by (see Chapter 8, “Content: Word Choice, Framing, and Meaning,” for more).3

Take, for example, the word “strategy.” We may think we know what it means. But it’s actually a metaphor. In ancient Greek, the word strategos meant a general or the leader of an army. That word derived from two other Greek words: stratos, or army, and agein, to lead. So stratos (army) + agein (to lead) = strategos (one who leads an army). Note that stratos, army, was itself a metaphor. The literal meaning of the word is “organized formation,” as in the layers of rock on a cliff wall.

For the longest time, “strategy” or its equivalents in other languages meant only the art of leading an armed force. But in modern times it has become a metaphor for any goal-oriented activity. Business strategy is a metaphor for using the goal-oriented approach of leading an army to lead a company.

War and communication are not the same thing. But many of the goal-oriented principles of leading an effective armed force can be applied to the leadership discipline of public communication.

For example, the 19th-century Prussian military strategist Carl von Clausewitz defined war as “an act of will directed toward a living entity that reacts.”4 This simple observation is quite profound. War, at its essence, isn’t about fighting or killing, at least not for their own sake. Rather, it’s about an outcome. A reaction. A change.

So is effective communication. I have long taken the metaphor Clausewitz provides, and have translated it this way:

Communication is an act of will
directed toward a living entity that reacts.

Let’s parse this definition:

Communication is an act of will...

Effective communication is intentional. It is goal-oriented. It is strategic. Unlike ineffective communication, effective communication isn’t impulsive or top-of-mind. It isn’t self-indulgent. And communication isn’t just about what one says. It’s about anything one does or is observed doing. It’s about any engagement with a stakeholder, including silence, inaction, and action.

...directed toward a living entity...

Stakeholders aren’t passive vessels that simply absorb messages. Rather, they are living, breathing human beings and groups of human beings. They have their own opinions, ideas, hopes, dreams, fears, prejudices, attention spans, and appetites for listening. Most important, it is a mistake to assume that audiences think and behave just as we do. Most don’t. Understanding an audience and its preconceptions, and the barriers that might prevent an audience from accepting what one is saying, is a key part of effective communication.

...that reacts.

This is the element most lost on many leaders. The only reason to engage an audience is to change something, to provoke a reaction. Effective communication provokes the desired reaction; ineffective communication doesn’t. Ineffective communication isn’t noticed, or it confuses, or it causes a different reaction than the one desired. Tony Hayward certainly got his life back, but not in the manner he had hoped.

And whatever the words one uses, we can count on audiences to compare the words to the speaker’s own actions as well as to prior words. The words set expectations; the actions fulfill or betray those expectations. Trust arises when expectations are met and is lost when they are not.

So effective communication is hard. It requires discipline. It requires understanding the desired reaction among the groups to which one communicates, which in turn requires knowing all one can about that group. And then it requires saying and doing all that is necessary—and only what is necessary—to provoke that desired reaction. And it also requires understanding the absolutely predictable consequences—both intended and unintended—of words, silence, inaction, and action.

About the Marines

The United States Marine Corps is the nation’s mobility force in readiness. The tip of the spear. It’s ready to deploy anywhere, any time, on any mission.

The Marine Corps is also a leadership factory. It instills qualities of initiative, teamwork, and dedication to mission. It pushes accountability down to the bottom of the chain of command, even as it holds leaders at the very top of the chain accountable for their subordinates’ decisions. Marines follow orders, but not blindly. Commander’s intent is an essential part of an order. Understanding a commander’s intent is the responsibility of each Marine. And making that intent clear is the responsibility of each commander, of whatever rank.

And at whatever rank, every Marine is a rifleman. Regardless of any Marine’s current function, he or she is accomplished in the use of arms. Unlike in other armed services, the expectation is that every Marine, regardless of occupation (lawyer, pilot, public affairs officer, or auto mechanic) is proficient in infantry tactics and the effective use of firearms.

Every Marine is also a spokesman. I was present when the senior Marine public affairs officer—a brigadier general—described to the students of the Marine Corps Command and Staff College the Corps’ expectation of any Marine in the presence of the news media: “Make sure each of your Marines knows this: If you’re deployed to a war zone and there’s a reporter around, we expect you to do three things:

• Engage. Speak with the reporter.

• Tell the truth. Don’t lie, but also don’t reveal confidential, classified, or sensitive operational information.

• Stay in your lane. If you drive a tank, talk about your tank. If you fly a plane, talk about your plane. Don’t talk about anything that isn’t your direct responsibility.”

This is a courageous policy, and one most employers probably would not adopt. Most organizations try to centralize press communication. But making each Marine a spokesperson is typical of the Marines. They know that the Marines’ reputation can be won or lost through the actions of any single Marine. Not just an officer, but a private right out of Parris Island boot camp. So they hold each Marine accountable. But with accountability comes authority.

Communication Is a Leadership Discipline

Whatever else leadership may be, it is experienced publicly. While it may emanate from within, it is a public phenomenon. A leader is judged based on three fundamental public leadership attributes:

• The leader’s bearing: how the leader carries himself or herself

• The words the leader uses to engage others

• The manner in which the leader engages others

These are elements of communication. And they apply well beyond the armed services.

And as a leadership discipline, communication benefits from the structures, concepts, and principles of effective leadership in other fields.

The Marines continue to enjoy a reputation as the nation’s elite fighting force. It is no surprise to me that they live up to their slogan: The Few. The Proud. They make reputation a priority, both in what they do and in what they say.

The elements that make a good Marine also make a good communicator.

How This Book Came About

I have had the good fortune to provide communication workshops and related services to Marines continuously since 1991, just after the first Gulf War ended. I had published an article that summer in Public Relations Quarterly noting that the U.S. military had embraced the principles of Carl von Clausewitz both in its execution of the Gulf War and in its public affairs operations to support the war. Clausewitz, the 19th-century Prussian general, is the author of On War, one of the most influential books of Western civilization and the basis of most modern military and business strategy. In my article, I noted that any serious student of strategy or communication should be familiar with the principles of Clausewitz. His most famous principle is that war is merely the continuation of policy by other means: The goal of the war is not to fight, but to accomplish a political objective.5 I argued that professional communicators could learn from him. I translated Clausewitz’s principle as follows: Communication is merely the continuation of business by other means. The goal of communication is not to communicate, but to accomplish some tangible business goal.

When the Public Relations Quarterly article came out, I was in my fourth year teaching public relations strategy and related topics at New York University, and Clausewitz was a big part of my course. Unbeknownst to me, one of my students was a Marine, just back from Iraq, and about to switch jobs: from helicopter pilot to public affairs officer. He had taken my course to get a head start. He asked if he could show my article to his commanding officer. At the same time, my friend Jim Lukaszewski had a scheduling conflict and was unable to teach his usual session at the Marines’ annual East Coast Commanders Pubic Affairs Symposium, an annual weeklong introduction to public affairs for all Marines east of the Mississippi who are starting new commands. He recommended me to the commanding officer of the unit that managed the Symposium, who recognized my name from the article. I have taught at that Symposium every year since. For many of those years I taught on a Tuesday and Jim taught on a Thursday. I have also taught at every West Coast Commanders Public Affairs Symposium since 2006. From 2004 to 2009, I taught in the Brigadier General Select Orientation Course in Washington, and for several years I conducted workshops in the Command and Staff College and Officer Candidate School in Quantico, Virginia.

In 2006, I was teaching in Quantico and visited the Marine Corps bookstore. There I found a slim volume called Warfighting: U.S. Marine Corps Doctrinal Publication No. 1. It’s required reading for every Marine. It lays out an approach to strategy and leadership that informs what all Marines do. Think of it as the Marine Corps Bible. While it isn’t as famous as Clausewitz, it has several advantages: It is contemporary, it is assigned reading for every Marine, and it is much easier to read.

Flying home on the shuttle, I couldn’t put the book down. Just as I had demonstrated in my article for Public Relations Quarterly that changing several words in Clausewitz’s On War provided a framework for understanding communication, changing just a few words in Warfighting led to a much richer and deeper understanding of effective public communication, both for leaders and for those who advise them.

Then I had an idea. I was about to teach a new course on communication strategy in the MS in Public Relations and Corporate Communication program at New York University. I had already decided to assign Clausewitz on Strategy: Inspiration and Insight from a Master Strategist. The authors, from the Strategy Institute of the Boston Consulting Group, extract the essence of On War and apply it to contemporary business strategy.

I decided to supplement that reading with Warfighting, requiring students to read it before the first class. When I sent the syllabus to the department, it raised a few eyebrows. But to his credit, the academic director gave me the green light, and I posted the syllabus online.

In the first class, before discussing the book, I polled the students:

• How many were confused when they saw that the first book in a communication strategy course was a Marine Corps book called Warfighting? Nearly every hand went up.

• How many were concerned? Most hands stayed up.

• How many were angry? About a third of the hands stayed up.

• How many are still angry after reading the book? All hands came down.

I found the most counterculture-seeming student who had just put her hand down, and asked, “Why were you angry when you saw the syllabus?” She looked me in the eye and said, “I thought you were going to feed us propaganda, try to get us to like the military, to support the war in Iraq.” And now? She smiled, and said, “I love this book. I have given copies to my parents and friends. I want to know why we don’t know more about this book.”

I’ve used Warfighting continuously ever since. And I’ve used it beyond my NYU classroom. I’ve used it in strategy boot camps for the public affairs department of a major insurance company, with the communication staff of a large pharmaceutical company, and even with clergy and not-for-profit executives, sometimes to their initial discomfort. I’ve urged individual CEOs, CFOs, and other corporate leaders to read it to help them both think strategically and communicate effectively.

In all civilian contexts, my students and clients have enthusiastically embraced Warfighting, and the comments have tended to cluster into these three categories:

1. This is one of the single-most-useful insights into how to be strategic in communication that I’ve ever read.

2. I never knew the Marines were so thoughtful.

3. The lessons of Warfighting go well beyond fighting wars or communicating. The book is about how to think strategically. It deserves a broader audience.

I agree. I believe that Warfighting is one of the undiscovered gems in strategic thinking, with significant civilian application. This book attempts to do for Warfighting what Clausewitz on Strategy does for On War: extract the essence of a military manual and apply those essential lessons to the nonmilitary, professional practice of public communication as a leadership discipline.

About This Book

This book does three things:

1. It translates core Warfighting principles into guidelines for effective leadership communication. These provide an important conceptual framework, and the individual principles serve as guideposts along the journey we will take. But they’re merely the starting point.

2. It applies best practices in leadership communication drawn from my 33 years of advising and coaching leaders, and from my 24 years of teaching management and communication in graduate programs in a number of universities. This is the meat of the book—the big takeaway. It could easily exist without the Warfighting principles, but I have found in my teaching and coaching that the combination is more powerful than either standing alone.

3. It makes extensive use of case studies and examples, of both effective and ineffective communication by leaders in high-stakes situations.

All three of these strands run through the entire book. Each chapter emphasizes the leadership disciplines particular to that chapter’s topic, and closes with two recap sections: The first is the gathering of all the Warfighting principles discussed in that chapter. The second is Lessons for Leaders and Communicators, the chapter’s key takeaways.

Organizationally, the book is divided into three parts, focused on principles, strategy, and skills.

Part I: “Leadership and Communication: Connecting with Audiences.” This takes up about half the book, and is divided into five chapters. The entire part focuses on the foundational principles of effective communication, all of which are grounded in connecting with and influencing audiences.

Chapter 1, “Words Matter,” establishes the need to take language seriously as a leadership discipline. It covers the need to adapt language as circumstances change and as audiences, adversaries, and critics react to what a leader is saying and doing. It also focuses on the need to listen and to engage for a purpose: to change the way people think and feel, and what they know and do.

Chapter 2, “Taking Audiences Seriously,” is a deep dive into understanding audiences. The leadership discipline here is to think of audiences as living, breathing entities with their own ideas, goals, plans, and desires even to be in relationship with the leader. The key is to recognize that audiences don’t think as leaders do, care about what leaders care about, or understand what leaders understand. If we are to move people, we need to meet them where they are, but that means knowing where they are and knowing how to move them.

Chapter 3, “Words Aren’t Enough,” focuses on how tempting it can be to say all the right things in high-stakes situations. But saying the right thing without delivering on the expectations that communication sets is a recipe for disaster: for loss of trust, loyalty, confidence, and ultimately of competitive position. Trust arises when expectations are met, and the leadership discipline is to align what a leader says with what the leader does.

Chapter 4, “Speed, Focus, and the First Mover Advantage,” covers shaping the communication agenda by being the first to define one’s situation, motives, and actions. The leadership discipline is to say and do what is necessary to move audiences before critics, adversaries, the media, or social media have a chance to, and then to ensure that all communications, from all sources, are consistent and mutually reinforcing.

Chapter 5, “Initiative, Maneuver, and Disproportionality,” focuses on ways to control the communication agenda, and on outsized risk and reward: how relatively minor changes or events can have a significant effect on the outcome. The leadership discipline is to be both disciplined and nimble, to avoid making small mistakes that cause great harm, and engage stakeholders in such a timely and effective way that we get a higher return on our communication investment than we otherwise would.

Part II: “Strategy and Communication: Planning and Execution.” This section has only one chapter, but it’s a long one. This part focuses on the need to be intentional, coordinated, and sequenced in planning and implementing communication, especially in high-stakes situations.

Chapter 6, “Goals, Strategies, and Tactics: Preparing and Planning,” focuses on the need to think carefully before communicating. It shows how easy it is for leaders to get tied up in the tactics of saying things, rather than being thoughtful about how to win hearts and minds. It also notes that preparing to communicate is often a leading indicator that there are gaps in a leader’s thinking. If a leader isn’t attentive to those gaps, you can be sure that stakeholders, critics, and adversaries will be. The leadership discipline is to have a clear intent and to organize thinking, decision making, communication planning, and communication implementation in the service of that intent.

Part III: “Building Skills: Getting Good at Communicating Well.” This section focuses on the core skills that leaders need to become effective communicators. While not intended as a comprehensive how-to, it focuses on three areas that I have found leaders of all stripes and of all levels of ability need to master: how they carry themselves; how they manage meaning; and how the human brain works. Leaders need mastery of all three to be able to move people and to avoid self-inflicted harm.

Chapter 7, “Performance: The Physicality of Audience Engagement,” begins by establishing the leadership discipline of taking seriously the need for continuous honing of communication skills. Even leaders who are good communicators need periodic tuneups or they will be less effective than they could be. The chapter then covers the basic interpersonal and group presentation skills that convey confidence and that engage audiences well.

Chapter 8, “Content: Word Choice, Framing, and Meaning,” covers how leaders can shape the frame of reference so that audiences understand what the leader wants them to. The leadership discipline is to take seriously the way that words trigger worldviews, and to understand how framing needs to precede facts. All too often, leaders believe that facts and data are convincing. The chapter explores how facts are convincing only if they make sense within a frame of reference. And there’s a first mover advantage: Whoever frames the topic first tends to win.

Chapter 9, “Audiences: Attention, Retention, and How Hearts and Minds Work,” is a deep dive into the human brain and what it means for leaders. The leadership discipline is to appreciate that audiences are human and that human nature—literally the way the human brain works—determines what audiences are capable of. The chapter is an overview of current understanding from the fields of neurophysiology, cognitive psychology, and evolutionary biology to provide insights on how leaders can actually connect with audiences and win hearts and minds.

The book closes with two summaries:

Chapter 10, “Putting It All Together: Becoming a Habitually Strategic Communicator,” harvests best practices from the previous chapters and organizes them into Nine Principles of Effective Leadership Communication. These can provide a quick reference point for monitoring your own communication leadership skills.

The appendix gathers all the Warfighting Principles embedded in the chapters and provides them in a single place, for easy reference.


Part I: Leadership and Communication: Connecting with Audiences


1. Words Matter

On October 23, 2001, Apple Computer launched a new product that would forever change the world of music. It would eventually also change entertainment, computers, and even Apple itself, which would later drop the word Computer from its name. Newly rehired Chief Executive Officer Steve Jobs introduced a new device. It was small. It could link with Apple’s Macintosh computer line. And it could play music.

As a computer company, Apple could have highlighted the engineering that went into the new device. Or the unprecedented power of its 5GB of memory. Or it could have focused on the elegance of its design, its ease of use, or even its price. But it didn’t. Rather, Steve Jobs spoke a single phrase that captured customers’ attention, made them re-imagine what was possible when listening to music. He focused not on the product or the technology. Rather, he simply described what the product meant to the customer:

“iPod. 1,000 songs in your pocket.”1

It was breathtaking. Up until that moment, most consumers couldn’t conceive of carrying 1,000 songs with them—the equivalent of between 90 and 100 CDs. But it captured consumers’ imaginations. And their hearts and minds. And because invention is often the mother of necessity, people who had never imagined that they would want that many songs on their person suddenly had to have it.

That simple phrase, 1,000 songs in your pocket, changed the way people understood their relation to music. The iPod and Apple would forever change consumer behavior and the entertainment industry. And within ten years, through the iPod’s offspring iPhone and iPad, Apple transformed the telecom business too. As Apple said of its iPhone, “This changes everything.”2

The Power of Communication

Words matter. Words shape worldviews. Words provoke action and reaction, which in turn provoke more words. Getting the words right is critically important. Getting the action right is also critically important. And aligning the words and actions is even more important.

The late Steve Jobs was one of the few business leaders who was able to connect with consumers in powerful ways that had positive impact. He was in a league of his own. Most business leaders are not as good at connecting, at communicating, or at understanding what will get and keep an audience’s attention and earn the audience’s loyalty, trust, and confidence.

But they can be.

Communication has power, but like any powerful tool, it needs to be used effectively or it can cause self-inflicted harm. Harnessing the power of communication is a fundamental leadership discipline.

This book is about how leaders can inspire, persuade, and earn the confidence of stakeholders through verbal engagement. About how they can build trust, inspire loyalty, and lead effectively.

In 33 years of advising leaders on the actions and communication needed to win, keep, or restore public confidence, I have concluded that many leaders, much of the time, fundamentally misunderstand communication. This misunderstanding has consequences: corporations lose competitive advantage; not-for-profits find it harder to fulfill their mission; religious denominations lose the trust and confidence of their followers; nations diminish their ability to protect citizens and achieve national security goals.

One reason some leaders misunderstand communication is that they think they’re already good at it. They’ve been speaking since before they were one year old; reading since age four or five; writing since soon after that. Unlike just about every other discipline leaders have had to master, they’ve been communicating their whole lives. It seemed to be no big deal. Just as a fish is unaware of the water it swims in, leaders often are unaware of their own communication abilities. Or lack thereof.

I have found that many leaders suffer career-defining blunders because they didn’t take communication nearly as seriously as they take most other elements of their jobs. Effective leaders see communication as a critical professional aptitude and work hard at getting it right. This book is for them.

Effective communication isn’t about pushing information to an audience. It isn’t about facts, or data. It isn’t about what sounds good in the moment. It isn’t about spin. And it certainly isn’t what makes the speaker feel good.

Strategy = Ordered Thinking

Of all the ways I’ve found to think of effective leadership communication, the most comprehensive approach to being truly strategic is to be found in Warfighting: United States Marine Corps Doctrinal Publication No. 1. And that book isn’t even about communication. But it also isn’t really about war. Rather, it’s about clear thinking and effective execution.

Strategy is a process of ordered thinking: of thinking in the right order. Ineffective leadership communication begins with “What do we want to say?” That’s both selfish and self-indulgent. And it’s unlikely to succeed. And it’s in the wrong order: It starts where thinking should ultimately end up. And it skips the essential questions that make sense of the situation, establish goals, identify audiences and attitudes, and prescribe a course of action to influence those attitudes.

A habitually strategic communicator never begins with “What do we want to say?” but rather with a sequence of prior questions.
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The habitually strategic communicator always begins by asking questions in a certain sequence:

• What do we have? What is the challenge or opportunity we are hoping to address?

• What do we want? What’s our goal? Communication is merely the continuation of business by other means. We shouldn’t communicate unless we know what we’re trying to accomplish.

• Who matters? What stakeholders matter to us? What do we know about them? What further information do we need to get about them? What are the barriers to their receptivity to us, and how do we overcome those barriers?

• What do we need them to think, feel, know, or do in order to accomplish our goal?

• What do they need to see us do, hear us say, or hear others say about us to think, feel, know, and do what we want them to?

• How do we make that happen?




Warfighting gives us a framework for this kind of ordered thinking. As the preface by Marine Corps Commandant C. C. Krulak states, “Very simply, this publication describes the philosophy which distinguishes the U.S. Marine Corps. The thoughts contained here are not merely guidance for action in combat, but a way of thinking.... [Warfighting] contains no specific techniques or procedures for conduct. Rather, it provides broad guidance in the form of concepts and values. It requires judgment in application.”3

This book is also about a way of thinking. It translates Warfighting’s concepts and values into a set of principles for leadership communication. And it adds additional insights on enhancing any leader’s capacity to win hearts and minds. As with warfighting, the leadership communication concepts and values described here require judgment in application.

The Nature of Effective Leadership Communication

It’s all about interactivity.
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War is fundamentally an interactive social process.

Effective communication is fundamentally an
interactive social process.

(Note: Neither the United States Marine Corps nor any other component of the Department of Defense has approved, endorsed, or authorized this product.)




Warfighting’s first principle points to the interactive nature of war. Leadership communication’s first principle is also interactivity.

Effective leadership communication is never one-way. It is always interactive. This was the case long before social networking caused us to think of interactivity as somehow involving technology. Interactivity involves people, either directly or at a distance.

Communication cannot take place in one direction. Sending is not the same as receiving. And receiving doesn’t ensure understanding. Effective communication is two-way or multidirectional, and always involves a feedback loop. The core take-away of this entire book is this: Effective communication is an act of will directed toward a living entity that reacts. That reaction is the essential element of effective communication: Was the reaction what we wanted? If not, why not? And how can we provoke the reaction we wanted?
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Clausewitz called it a Zweikampf (literally, a “two-struggle”) and suggested the image of a pair of wrestlers locked in a hold, each exerting force and counterforce to try to throw the other.




The metaphor of the wrestlers is a telling one. It suggests that in communication, as in war, each party is trying to exert some force on the other. A continuous feedback loop provides a signal to adapt the engagement in order to accomplish a goal.

That feedback loop needs to be taken seriously.

George Bernard Shaw, the Irish playwright, literary critic, and co-founder of the London School of Economics, once famously said that the biggest challenge of communication is the illusion that it has taken place. Two parties think they’re communicating. But they’re talking past each other. Each labors under the misapprehension that he has made himself understood. At best there isn’t a meeting of the minds; more often there’s outright misunderstanding. Sometimes that misunderstanding escalates.

One of the greatest comedy routines ever is “Who’s on First” by Bud Abbott and Lou Costello. First performed in 1937 and for decades thereafter, the routine features a baseball team manager (Abbott) and his friend (Costello) having a discussion about the players on the team. Abbott notes that ballplayers have funny nicknames, and proceeds to name the players on the team: Who’s on first, What’s on second, I Don’t Know’s on third. The skit opens with this exchange:

Abbott: I say Who’s on first, What’s on second, I Don’t Know’s on third.

Costello: Are you the manager?

Abbott: Yes.

Costello: You gonna be the coach too?

Abbott: Yes.

Costello: And you don’t know the fellows’ names?

Abbott: Well I should.

Costello: Well then who’s on first?

Abbott: Yes.

Costello: I mean the fellow’s name.

Abbott: Who.

Costello: The guy on first.

Abbott: Who.

Costello: The first baseman.

Abbott: Who.

Costello: The guy playing...

Abbott: Who is on first!

Costello: I’m asking YOU who’s on first.

Abbott: That’s the man’s name.

Costello: That’s who’s name?

Abbott: Yes.

Costello: Well go ahead and tell me.

Abbott: That’s it.

Costello: That’s who?

Abbott: Yes.

PAUSE

Costello: Look, you gotta first baseman?

Abbott: Certainly.

Costello: Who’s playing first?

Abbott: That’s right.

Costello: When you pay off the first baseman every month, who gets the money?

Abbott: Every dollar of it.

Costello: All I’m trying to find out is the fellow’s name on first base.

Abbott: Who.

Costello: The guy that gets...

Abbott: That’s it.

Costello: Who gets the money...

Abbott: He does, every dollar. Sometimes his wife comes down and collects it.

Costello: Whose wife?

Abbott: Yes.

The routine continues in this vein for six-and-a-half minutes. All the while, Costello fails to understand that the words Who, What, and I Don’t Know are names. And Abbott fails to understand that Costello doesn’t get the point. As the interaction proceeds, the tempers get hot, voices get raised, and at one point Costello threatens Abbott with violence. Costello says he wants to know who’s pitching. Abbott scolds him, with a finger wagging:

Abbott: Now listen. Who is not pitching.

Costello: I’ll break your arm, you say who’s on first!4

I show a video of a 1960s television version of the skit at the beginning of my executive workshops on leadership communication and persuasion skills. In every session I get a powerful response. Executives tell me that they find themselves in similar exchanges all the time. As misunderstanding grows, voices rise, tempers flare, and relations are harmed. I then ask for ways they might change the dynamic. Invariably I get some version of this: “We recognize that we’re not communicating, but we blame the other person, and we persist. If only we’d stop, acknowledge that we’re not communicating, and find some common ground. But it isn’t easy.”
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War is thus a process of continuous mutual adaptation, of give and take, of move and countermove.

Effective communication is thus a process of continuous mutual
adaptation, of give and take, of move and countermove.




Effective communicators know that they need to adapt. They need to adapt if they recognize that they’re not being understood. They need to adapt based on how their audience reacts to the initial engagement; based on what critics or adversaries say; based on changes in the environment in which communication is taking place; as facts become outdated or as new developments require attention.

Adapting to change is not a sign of weakness or of indecision. Rather it is a discipline. But many leaders act like Abbott and Costello. Instead of adapting, they dig in. They persist in speaking the same words in the same way even as the audience becomes alienated, or as the situation changes, as expectations evolve, or as the very meaning of their words becomes moot.

The 19th-century German military strategist Helmuth von Moltke, who followed in Carl von Clausewitz’s footsteps as head of the German General Staff, famously said that no plan ever survives its first contact with the enemy.5 In civilian language, no plan ever survives its initial implementation. Or as boxer Mike Tyson has said, you have a plan up until the moment you’re punched in the face.6

This wasn’t to suggest that you shouldn’t plan. Rather, Moltke emphasized that the plan had to be so clear on what the goals are that those in charge could adapt quickly—or to use Warfighting’s words, continuously adapt. As an audience, critic, adversary, or ally reacts to an initial engagement, we need to adapt ourselves to continue to make progress toward our goal. As the environment in which we’re communicating changes, we need to adapt to take that change into account.

Moltke said:

No plan of operations extends with certainty beyond the first encounter with the enemy’s main strength.... Certainly the commander in chief will keep his great objective in mind, undisturbed by the vicissitudes of events.... Everything depends on penetrating the uncertainty of veiled situations to evaluate the facts, to clarify the unknown, to make decisions rapidly, and then to carry them out with strength and constancy.7

If we see effective leadership communication as a process of continuous mutual adaptation, of give and take, of move and countermove, with a goal always in mind, we can maintain control of the communication agenda, even as things change. We avoid the illusion that communication has taken place.

Senator John McCain’s Blunder

If we see communication simply as sending messages, we’re at risk of seeming out of touch. That’s precisely what happened to Senator John McCain in his 2008 campaign against Senator Barack Obama for the presidency of the United States. Senator McCain had included a line in his stump speech since January of that year: “The fundamentals of the U.S. economy remain strong.”8 The assurance that the economy’s fundamentals were strong was intended to neutralize the Democrats’ criticism of the policies of President George W. Bush. For most of the campaign the line was uncontroversial. And as Senator McCain got into the rhythm of his campaign, that phrase became less a matter of discipline than a matter of habit. It simply became his default.

But on September 15 everything changed. Lehman Brothers went bankrupt and Merrill Lynch narrowly avoided bankruptcy by agreeing to be bought by Bank of America. The stock market crashed; the debt markets seized up; and the Administration began talking about some banks being too big to be allowed to fail.

We now know that what followed was the deepest and longest recession in our lifetime. But on that day all attention was focused on the calamity that was happening in real time.
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Since war is a fluid phenomenon, its conduct requires flexibility of thought. Success depends in large part on the ability to adapt—to proactively shape changing events to our advantage as well as to react quickly to constantly changing conditions.

Since communication is a fluid phenomenon, its conduct requires
flexibility of thought. Success depends in large part on the ability
to adapt—to proactively shape changing events to our advantage
as well as to react quickly to constantly changing conditions.




Senator McCain, on the campaign trail seven weeks before the election, continued to speak from his stump speech: The fundamentals of the economy remain strong. But all evidence that day suggested that there were serious problems with the economy. Senator McCain’s initial failure to adapt to the new environment gave his adversary an opening.

Senator Obama, adapting to the changing situation, hit Senator McCain hard: “It’s not that I think John McCain doesn’t care what’s going on in the lives of most Americans. I just think he doesn’t know. He doesn’t get what’s happening between the mountain in Sedona where he lives and the corridors of Washington where he works. Why else would he say that we’ve made great progress economically under George Bush? Why else would he say, today, of all days—just a few hours ago—that the fundamentals of the economy are still strong? Senator—what economy are you talking about?”9

Senator McCain and his campaign continued to stick to their line, even as pundits juxtaposed the two candidates’ quotes. Senator McCain seemed out of touch, unaware of what was happening.

His campaign tried to justify Senator McCain’s sticking to his prior language—it tried redefining the term “fundamentals of the economy.” Before the meaning hadn’t been made explicit, but the implication was that “things are going well.” Unemployment had been very low; the stock market was high; home ownership had reached record levels. But rather than adapt his message as the situation changed, Senator McCain tried to explain it away. He asserted a very narrow definition of “fundamentals of the economy”: the American worker and America’s entrepreneurial spirit.

Senator McCain said, “My opponents may disagree, but those fundamentals, the American worker and their innovation, their entrepreneurship, the small business, those are the fundamentals of America and I think they’re strong.”10 It was too little, too late. But Senator McCain persisted in repeating both his initial statement about fundamentals being strong and his narrow redefinition of those words. And the more he did, the more he seemed out of touch.

Senator McCain kept losing support throughout the next week. And the news coverage focused both on his failure to understand the major shift in American fortunes and on his failure to adjust his campaign rhetoric to fit the new situation.

Then he tried a Hail Mary play—a long shot that he hoped would change the dynamics in his favor. It backfired.

He was scheduled to debate Senator Obama on Friday, September 26. Two days before the debate, Senator McCain announced that he was suspending his campaign and asked that the debate be postponed. The reason he cited was the need to get to Washington to help Congress and the White House finalize details of a bailout plan to keep the economy from getting worse.11

It was seen as a desperate move. Suspending a campaign was unprecedented, even during previous times of war or much more dire economic emergencies. Stephen Hess, a scholar at the American Enterprise Institute, told Bloomberg News, “McCain’s move should be judged too clever by half.”12

David Letterman Jumps In

As part of the suspension of the campaign, Senator McCain announced that he was canceling all interviews immediately, including one scheduled that night on CBS’s The Late Show with David Letterman.13 Letterman didn’t buy the rationale for the cancellation, saying in his monologue:

When you call up at the last minute and you cancel the show, ladies and gentlemen, that’s starting to smell.... This doesn’t smell right. This is not the way a tested hero behaves.... An American hero. Maybe the only actual hero I know. I’ve met the man; I know the guy. So I’m more than a little disappointed by this behavior. “We’re suspending the campaign.” Are we suspending it because there’s an economic crisis or because the poll numbers are sliding?14

Letterman invited a substitute guest to sit in for Senator McCain: Keith Olbermann, then host of MSNBC’s Countdown and a McCain critic. But before the Olbermann interview got far along, Letterman interrupted it with a breaking development:

John McCain was nice enough to call me on the phone and say he was racing back to Washington. And our people here were told it’s so serious he’s getting on a plane immediately and racing back to Washington. And now we’ve just been told—you have it on the thing?—this is going live. There he is right there. Doesn’t seem to be racing to the airport, does he?15

Letterman then linked to an in-house CBS video feed that showed Senator McCain beginning a live interview with CBS News anchor Katie Couric. Letterman aired the video while providing an ongoing stream of cynical commentary, including: “Hey John, I’ve got a question. Do you need a ride to the airport?”16 He continued to mock Senator McCain while also offering his audience a running commentary on his own emotions:

Now this stinks. Now you tell me. You know how these things work...I don’t want to keep beating this thing but this really is starting to smell now because he says to me on the phone—I took a phone call from John McCain—a lot of senators don’t call me—so I said OK, as part of the national good, I understand, and I said good luck, thank you for being attentive to the cause.... And then this. It’s like we caught him getting a manicure or something.17

As the McCain/Couric interview ended and the Letterman show came back from a commercial, Letterman offered his audience an update:

We’re told now that the Senator has concluded his interview with Katie Couric, and we’re told now that he’s on [Food Network cooking show host] Rachael Ray’s show making veal piccata.18

Letterman’s public airing of his sense of insult elevated to a national nonpolitical audience Senator McCain’s apparent insincerity about why he was suspending his campaign. Critics and pundits interpreted the suspension as a desperate attempt to avoid the debate with Senator Obama.

Senator McCain and his campaign lost sight of the fundamentals of communication as a leadership discipline: the need to continuously mutually adapt. He adapted his language on the economy too slowly, and put himself in the position of seeming unaware of the scope of the significant economic crisis. His ineffective adaptation of language—attempting to justify his original language rather than changing his language—made him seem disingenuous. His campaign suspension was characterized as a panicked move, and the suspension’s rationale was obliterated by Letterman’s ridicule.

The period of mid-September to late September became a defining moment for the McCain campaign, and caused the campaign to lose much of the positive momentum from the prior two weeks, which saw the nomination of Alaska Governor Sarah Palin to be Senator McCain’s running mate. Senator McCain, who is a Naval Academy graduate and decorated combat pilot, should have known better. But his clumsy adaptations caused significant self-inflicted harm.

Both his adversary, Senator Obama, and his critic, David Letterman, adapted fluidly to rapid changes. Both came out ahead.

The Audience Has Its Own Ideas
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It is critical to keep in mind that the enemy is not an inanimate object to be acted upon but an independent and animate force with its own objectives and plans.

It is critical to keep in mind that the audience is not an
inanimate object to be acted upon but a collection of living,
breathing human beings with their own goals, concerns,
needs, priorities, attention spans, and levels of desire
even to be in a relationship with us.




An audience is a living, breathing entity. It is a collection of human beings. Collectively, an audience tends to care about certain things in certain ways, and tends not to think at all about the concerns of those trying to influence it. And at any given time any member of any audience can be distracted, inattentive, unconcerned with others’ concerns, and focused only on his or her immediate interests.

Influencing an audience requires active engagements that cause the audience to take notice, and to do so in ways we want them to. But this requires knowing what the audience feels, thinks, is capable of, and cares about. And it requires caring about those things too.

Losing Face

In the fall of 2007, the social networking site Facebook introduced a new feature called Beacon. Facebook, then only three years old, was just catching on and changing the way people interacted with each other online. Beacon was intended to let Facebook users share information from its partner shopping sites with their Facebook friends. When a member made a purchase, that purchase would automatically be posted on the user’s news feed, for the user’s entire network to see.

But some users were concerned about sharing news of their purchases with their entire networks. What about birthday or holiday presents? Recipients would lose the element of surprise. What about rivalry among friends? If a user bought something for one friend, other friends might wonder why they were left out. Users raised concerns about privacy, and especially about the automatic nature of the posting of purchases to the news feeds.

When Facebook launched the service, it didn’t appreciate the privacy issues that Beacon triggered. CEO Mark Zuckerberg, then only 23 years old, didn’t seem to understand the significance of the users’ concerns. He didn’t adapt either the service or his communication with users. Instead, when users objected, he encouraged them to try the service anyway.

The design of Beacon put the burden on users to opt-out on a purchase-by-purchase basis, but the opt-out procedure was not readily transparent and was difficult to follow. But if users didn’t opt-out, or couldn’t figure out how to, Beacon assumed consent and notified the user’s friends about the purchase. In addition, Facebook allowed users to opt-out only on a case-by-case basis—there was no universal opt-out. Users asked for an easier-to-find opt-out, and a universal opt-out, so that any given user could choose not to have any purchases made public.

Facebook initially apologized and made some adjustments, but didn’t go far enough. In particular, it didn’t put in the universal opt-out. Without it critics were still concerned. Instead of responding to users’ concerns, Mr. Zuckerberg continued to tell them that when they tried Beacon they’d be convinced, and he put the burden back on them.

Users and critics pushed back more forcefully, and a number of partner sites walked away from Beacon. Facebook members even created anti-Facebook Facebook pages.

On December 5, after months of alienating customers, Facebook finally added a universal opt-out function. Mr. Zuckerberg wrote on his blog, “We’ve made a lot of mistakes building this feature, but we’ve made even more with how we’ve handled them. We simply did a bad job with this release, and I apologize for it.”19

Mr. Zuckerberg had failed to respond in a timely way to the legitimate concerns Facebook users had, and was far too slow to adapt his and Facebook’s message and tone, and finally its policies. Once he did, things calmed down. It wasn’t the last time Facebook had a tin ear about privacy concerns, but it was the first that made national headlines.

In late 2011, in a blog announcing Facebook’s agreement with the U.S. Federal Trade Commission on new privacy standards, Mr. Zuckerberg referred to the 2007 Beacon controversy as a “high-profile mistake” that overshadowed much of the good work that Facebook had done.20

The Struggle to Win Hearts and Minds

If we are to move people, we need to meet them where they are—physically, emotionally, intellectually, spiritually, ideologically. The bigger the gulf between “us and them,” the less likely effective communication will take place.

Consider, for example, the U.S. government’s communication in the aftermath of the 2001 attacks on the World Trade Center and Pentagon. The Bush Administration concluded that it needed to win the hearts and minds of Muslim communities around the world. The Administration hoped that building support of Muslim communities would make extremist attacks on the U.S. less likely, and that the U.S. would have more flexibility projecting power to parts of the world whose population is predominantly Muslim.

In 2002 the State Department’s Office of Public Diplomacy developed an advertising campaign called the Shared Values Initiative to reach communities in predominantly Muslim countries. It bought more than $5 million of advertising on television networks during the Muslim holiday period of Ramadan. The campaign, hoping to dispel myths about the treatment of Muslims in the United States, showed Muslims living happily in America. Individual Muslims spoke into the camera or while the camera showed them at their jobs—a firefighter, a teacher, the owner of a bakery. They gave first-hand testimony about their positive experiences of living in America—of being Americans and also of being Muslim.

But the campaign misfired. It did not meet Muslim communities where they were. Rather it spoke past them.

A 2008 analysis of the Shared Values Initiative by Dr. Amy Zalman, published by the EastWest Institute, showed that the campaign was doomed from the start by a misunderstanding of the audiences to which it was directed. Dr. Zalman is a national security consultant based in Washington, D.C., whose practice focuses on strategic communication and public diplomacy.

Dr. Zalman’s EastWest Institute paper begins by noting that “good communicators reveal, in speech and action, that they understand the motivations and aspirations of their audiences—and it is via this understanding that they gain their sympathies.”21

Dr. Zalman says, “A review of U.S. official rhetoric shows an all too persistent absence of this understanding, an oversight which in turn can fan rather than dampen extremist sentiment.”22 She notes that in its communication with Muslim communities around the world, the U.S. government didn’t bridge a gulf, but made it wider.

Effective public diplomacy, according to Dr. Zalman, “begins with deep attention to how others think about themselves and their communities. Recent U.S. discourse is characterized by a lack of attention to precisely these issues. It has produced faulty assumptions that have alienated global audiences and clouded debate on violent extremism.”23

The Shared Values Initiative was based on an assumption, given voice by President George W. Bush, that the terrorists hate America because of our freedoms. The entire campaign was built around this assumption.

Says Dr. Zalman:

This first official U.S. communication campaign emerged from the view that al-Qaeda hated, above all, Americans’ freedom of religious practice. The advertising campaign...sought to differentiate the United States from autocratic states such as Afghanistan under the Taliban, and to reveal the virtues of a U.S. war against terrorism, and for religious freedom of practice. Most countries perceived the advertisements as propaganda and refused to air them, but even if they had, Shared Values would have been irrelevant diversion. As poll after poll of Muslim populations has revealed, no mainstream populations contest either the value of civil liberties in the United States or the value of freedom of worship and they do not need convincing of their virtues.24

While it didn’t do affirmative harm, the Shared Values Initiative consumed significant resources, attention, and time. Worse, it gave policymakers and the U.S. public the false impression that the U.S. was making inroads in perceptions among Muslim communities around the world. Greater than the financial and other cost, though, was the opportunity cost. While Shared Values was underway, we were not effectively winning hearts and minds. And then we invaded Iraq.

The Shared Values Initiative was merely the first major attempt to win hearts and minds. It was not the last. Says Dr. Zalman: “Eager to ‘tell our story,’ regardless of whether anyone is listening, U.S. communicators have plunged into an ongoing search for the right word to describe actions, actors, groups, and belief systems. These efforts have met with failure.”25

Connecting with Audiences

Communication isn’t about telling our story. That’s undisciplined, self-indulgent, and often illusory. The power of communication is getting audiences to listen—and to care.

Dr. Zalman conducted a detailed review of U.S. rhetoric that showed a persistent failure to demonstrate understanding of the audiences to whom the U.S. was purportedly communicating.

For example, for years the U.S. government, at the highest levels, used the word “jihadist” to describe our enemies. But in March of 2008 the State Department advised: “In Arabic, jihad means ‘striving in the path of God’ and is used in many contexts beyond warfare. Calling our enemies jihadis and their movement a global jihad unintentionally legitimizes their actions.”26 Our government’s use of language transformed murderers into martyrs. And by the time we stopped, the U.S. government had been using that vocabulary for six years.

In 2009 Admiral Michael G. Mullen, then the newly appointed Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, addressed the failure of recent efforts to win hearts and minds in Muslim communities. He embraced the Warfighting principle of treating the audience as a living entity with its own ideas and plans. Admiral Mullen at the time was the nation’s senior-most military officer and by law the principal military advisor to the President, the National Security Council, and the Secretary of Defense. He wrote an article in the National Defense University’s journal Joint Force Quarterly, titled “Strategic Communications: Getting Back to Basics.” In it, he acknowledged that previous attempts were more focused on how we feel and less about the needs, interests, or concerns of the audience.

Admiral Mullen writes:

There has been a certain arrogance to our “strat comm” efforts. We’ve come to believe that messages are something we can launch downrange like a rocket, something we can fire for effect. They are not. Good communication runs both ways. It’s not about telling our story. We must also be better listeners.27

Admiral Mullen implicitly affirms Dr. Zalman’s insights about the U.S.’s failure to understand the Muslim audience for much of our public diplomacy efforts. He writes:

The Muslim community is a subtle world we don’t fully—and don’t always attempt to—understand. Only through a shared appreciation of the people’s culture, needs, and hopes for the future can we hope ourselves to supplant the extremist narrative. We cannot capture hearts and minds. We must engage them; we must listen to them, one heart and one mind at a time—over time.28

Dr. Zalman notes that part of our credibility gap with the Muslim world arose from inconsistency between our words and our actions:

Speakers will be judged by their deeds and policies as well as by their rhetoric. Communications must be crafted in which actions, policies, and rhetoric are mutually reinforcing activities.... Speakers who appear to say one thing while doing another will not be viewed as credible. Speakers whose actions, policies, and words embody a coherent intention have a greater chance of being viewed as credible.29

Admiral Mullen goes even further:

We hurt ourselves more when our words don’t align with our actions. Our enemies regularly monitor the news to discern coalition and American intent as weighed against the efforts of our forces. When they find a ‘say-do’ gap—such as Abu Ghraib—they drive a truck right through it. So should we, quite frankly. We must be vigilant about holding ourselves accountable to higher standards of conduct and closing any gaps, real or perceived, between what we say about ourselves and what we do to back it up.30

Admiral Mullen also notes that many failures attributed to communication actually reflect deeper problems:

I would argue that most strategic communication problems are not communication problems at all. They are policy and execution problems. Each time we fail to live up to our values or don’t follow up on a promise, we look more and more like the arrogant Americans the enemy claims we are.31

Recap: Best Practices from This Chapter
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Effective communication is fundamentally an interactive social
process. It is thus a process of continuous mutual
adaptation, of give and take, of move and countermove.

Since communication is a fluid phenomenon, its conduct
requires flexibility of thought. Success depends in large part on
the ability to adapt—to proactively shape changing events to
our advantage as well as to react quickly to constantly
changing conditions.

It is critical to keep in mind that the audience is not an
inanimate object to be acted upon but a collection of living,
breathing human beings with their own goals, concerns,
needs, priorities, attention spans, and levels of desire
even to be in a relationship with us.




Lessons for Leaders and Communicators

The only reason to communicate is to change something—to provoke a reaction.

Communication is an act of will directed toward a living entity that reacts. An effective communicator never starts with “What do we say?” or “How do we tell our story?” but rather focuses on the goal:

• What is the goal: How will things be different when communication has taken place?

• Who is the audience: What does the audience care about now; what do we want the audience to care about when we’re done; what prevents the audience from caring about it?

• How should we engage the audience so that it does care?

• What does the audience need to see us do, hear us say, or hear others say about us in order to care about what we want it to care about?

• How do we make that happen?

The “1,000 songs in your pocket” slogan is clearly the result of just such a process that Steve Jobs and Apple engaged in to launch the iPod.

Because any engagement provokes a reaction, and because the environment in which we communicate is constantly changing, we need to be able to adapt our engagement:

• Adaptation requires keeping our focus on the goal, and modifying our behavior, our message, and our form of engagement so that we make continuous progress toward our goal.

• Rigidly adhering to language (“Who’s on first”; “the fundamentals of our economy remain strong”; “Try it; you’ll like it”; “jihad”) even as we see we’re losing the support of our audience because of our word choice is a recipe for losing trust and confidence.

Taking audiences seriously is hard. It requires us to avoid saying what makes us feel good (“What the hell did we do to deserve this?”; “I’d like my life back”) and to speak only in ways that cause the audience to respond the way we want it to.

But this means listening.

We can’t move an audience with us if we don’t meet the audience where it is.

And we need to walk our talk. As Admiral Mullen says, “Each time we fail to live up to our values or don’t follow up on a promise, we look more and more like the arrogant Americans the enemy claims we are.”32

Communication sets expectations; actions deliver on or shatter those expectations.
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