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A boring presentation. A meandering meeting. A snooze-inducing
sales pitch. An endless email. These things drive us crazy because
we’re really not in the market for more confusion. Instead, we want to
know what the point is.

Throughout human history, the communication winners knew how to
light up the brain with brevity, clarity, and relevance. They got to the
point.

Lincoln’s Gettysburg address was about two minutes long. The speech
by Edward Everett that preceded it: two hours. Which one is
remembered?

Brevity and simplicity win. Complexity and confusion lose.

According to the 2022 report* by Grammarly and The Harris Poll (The
State of Business Communication), business leaders estimate that their
teams lose an average of 7.47 hours per week to poor communication.
The report estimates the annual cost of ineffective communication for
US businesses to be 1.2 trillion dollars.



That’s happening at your workplace, too. And you can’t afford that.
No one can.

The human brain seeks immediate relevance as it filters information.
That’s why you must get to the point quickly. People don’t have the
leisure time to figure out what you’re trying to say. They snooze, you
lose.

You can fix this. You can learn to practice what is so often lacking in
our busy world: clarity.

Starting right now, you have a new title: communication designer. Of
course, you already do this. But I’ll teach you how to get really good at
creating messages for maximum impact. No skill is more important to
your personal and professional advancement.

Here’s the PROMISE: By skillfully and consistently applying the simple
tactics of the Clarity Wins Formula, you will become an increasingly effective
communicator.

And here’s the PREMISE: The most direct route to successful communication
is to package your messages in brain-friendly formats, a skill anyone can learn
and apply.

Getting your point across looks simple, right? It’s not, and in Chapter
1, you’ll learn what stops us from communicating clearly and quickly,
despite our best intentions. Chapter 2 reveals the brain science that
powers attention and understanding.



Then we get into practical advice. Chapter 3 explains the basic four-
step sequence that constitutes getting your message across (effectively
and intact) to your audience. Chapter 4 reveals the actions—the four
“S” verbs—you will apply to package your information in brain-
friendly formats. Chapter 5 provides you with the eight “S” shortcuts
that light up the brain and help create understanding and recall. And
finally, Chapter 6 focuses on the specific application of the clarity
principles and practices to common communication challenges.

*https://www.grammarly.com/business/business-communication-
report





THE POINT: Miscommunication is a fact of life.

There are approximately eight billion people* on this planet, speaking
about 7,150 different languages. Every individual brings their own life
experience, their own perceptions, even their own definitions and
meanings to their experience of communication. That’s why it’s so
easy to misunderstand messages.

Every second, each human brain is processing eleven million bits of
information** from all five senses—surrounded by an ever-growing
tide of information and distraction.

Varied audience experience and massive data: That’s the communica-
tion challenge for all of us. Sales, marketing, leadership, networking,
project management, podcasting, nursing, teaching—we’re humans
trying to inform and motivate other humans. Part of the human expe-
rience is that they may not be hearing what we’re trying to say.

The solution is to design communications to deliver consistent
meaning in a sea of noise. I will teach you to be an effective communi-
cation designer.

* https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/
**https://www.britannica.com/science/information-theory/Physiology

The Miscommunication Challenge

THE POINT: There are many ways to confuse an audience if you’re not
getting right to the point—quickly and clearly.

In 2012, a wealthy Russian oligarch wanted to own a property in
France, so he bought a historic chateau near the village of Yvrac in
Bordeaux. *



2 Applying the Clarity Wins Formula

He contracted with a Polish construction firm to do the renovations,
including the removal of a small outbuilding.

Russian owner, Polish workers, French worksite—hey, what could go
wrong?

A lot, it turns out. The workers mistakenly demolished the entire
chateau—razing it to the ground! And in a final, maddening twist,
they left the run-down outbuilding standing.

What happened here?

The owner did not clearly state the core intent of the work: to
clean the place up (not destroy it).
No one clearly communicated the detailed, specific scope of
the project to the workers.
All the project stakeholders were not on the same page.

And that three-step failure cascade is an illustrative summary of how
billions of dollars are lost every year due to faulty communication and
collaboration practices.

In this example, language barriers undoubtedly exacerbated the
misunderstandings. At some point in time, we’ve all struggled to
communicate with people from different places speaking different
languages.

But language barriers go far beyond the matter of speaking Russian,
Polish, or French. Even when we’re all supposedly speaking the same
tongue, we suffer from other “language barriers,” such as:

Too much information (TMI) that overwhelms the brain
Specialized jargon/acronyms that listeners don’t comprehend
Vague generalities that leave room for varying interpretations
The assumption that others share the speaker’s base of
knowledge, resulting in the omission of crucial information
(this is called the Curse of Knowledge)



We Have a Problem 3

Lack of a clear goal or desired outcome
Divergent communication styles

With these problems in place, the attempt to communicate leads to
more fog than light. Ambiguity and confusion are our most costly
language barriers—particularly when making presentations to others.

Have you ever sat through a presentation and realized, after about two
frustrating minutes, that you had no earthly idea where the speaker
was going? You knew you were about to lose forty-five minutes of
your life trying to find the relevant point!

Most presenters haven’t a clue about communication design. They
don’t know how to get to the main point right away, so they can’t
structure the rest of the presentation in a simple, brain-friendly
format. Instead, they deliver high information density accompanied by
low relevance. For a presenter, the first minute is the moment of truth
—that’s where you set the hook to earn a look. And that takes verbal and
visual simplicity.

Dumping poorly structured information is not communication. It’s
malpractice. When the human brain is overwhelmed, it shuts down.
And by the end of this little handbook, I’ll explain how you can give
the human brain what it wants, the way it wants it.

The Hippocratic Oath for doctors is simple: First, do no harm. Your
number one axiom as a great communicator is similar: First, do
not overwhelm. Not in a presentation. Not on a website home page.
Not in an email.

The best cure for miscommunication is brevity. No one has time to
figure out your point

*https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-20616993
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Noise, Noise, Noise

THE POINT: Your biggest competition is not the competition. It’s the
noise.

Worldwide, people spend seven to ten hours per day in front of
screens, including 147 minutes per day on social media, with mobile
use a growing percentage of that time. *

That’s a lot of distraction.

The average media consumer views 4,000 to 10,000 ads per day**
(including online ad impressions), and the average professional
receives between 75 and 200 emails per day.

That’s some serious sensory overload.

What are the chances of someone noticing and paying attention to
your message (let alone remembering and acting on it)? Pretty poor, if
you haven’t designed it to cut through the noise.

Your primary competition is everything that is occupying the mind of
your audience. It’s a crowded calendar, a ringing phone, a looming
deadline, a sick pet. It’s Netflix, Twitter, CNN, and Facebook.
Together, just call it noise.



We Have a Problem 5

The successful communication designer must start with the question,
“How do I rise above the noise and secure focused attention?”

The place to start is relevance. We must package our message so that
our audience immediately grasps why they should be listening. The
human brain (as a matter of self-preservation) is intensely selfish. Is
this a priority right now? Is there a relevant point? If not, into the
mental trash can it goes in a matter of seconds.

You must show your audience why they should care about your
message because there’s too much else in the brain queue waiting to
be processed.

Your second axiom as a great communicator is this: A clear, rele-
vant signal is the only thing that rises above the noise. And that signal
must address a felt need, desire, or fear.

I’ll show how crucial up-front relevance is when we explore the
human brain’s Reticular Activating System (RAS), but for the
moment, here’s the takeaway: Unless you begin your communication
with some sort of relevant WIIFM (What’s In It For Me) that rings the
bell with your target audience, you will simply be adding to the noise,
not rising above it.

*https://www.comparitech.com/tv-streaming/screen-time-statistics/
**https://www.zippia.com/advice/advertising-statistics/

VUCA (Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity, Ambiguity)

THE POINT: We’re all surrounded by a fog that clouds our brains.
Great communicators clear the fog instead of adding to it.

Decades ago, the Army War College introduced the term VUCA to
describe what has often been called “the fog of war.”

Business, and life, are like a chaotic battlefield. Business leaders have
adopted the Army’s VUCA acronym to portray the reality of the envi-
ronment we all live in.



6 Applying the Clarity Wins Formula

Life is increasingly confusing. The COVID-19 pandemic showed us
how a crippling dose of VUCA is never more than a moment away.

Humans don’t thrive in VUCA. We need stability. Predictability. A
sense of direction. Clarity.

What fails in these moments? Communicators who deliver more
uncertainty. More ambiguity. More vagueness. Adding to the fog is
definitely not a “best practice.”

I have a t-shirt, designed in the style of a lighted Las Vegas sign, that
states, AMBIGUITY: What Happens in Vagueness, Stays in Vagueness.

Fog is charming at the Golden Gate Bridge, but it’s the last thing a
VUCA-afflicted listener needs.

The third axiom of effective communication is this: By carefully
crafting our words, we can clear the fog, not add to it.



THE POINT: We should design our communications so brains can
understand them easily.

Eight billion humans on the planet, means eight billion unique
perspectives. How do we communicate with such diversity?

Fortunately, those billions of people all have one very important thing
in common: a human brain. That brain wants what it wants, the way it
wants it. And if we hope to communicate with a variety of other
people, we simply need to design our communication to take advan-
tage of what all those brains have in common.

Our brains are continually asking: What does it mean; how does it fit;
how do I apply it? You need to become brain-friendly in all of your
communications.

Understanding the Brain’s RAS (Reticular Activating System)

THE POINT: The brain’s RAS attends to what is different – so to
communicate well, your message must stand out.

How do we survive and remain sane processing 11 million bits of
information per second? That’s the job of a brain structure called the
Reticular Activating System*, which is responsible for filtering input,
focusing attention, regulating our sleep/wake cycles, and activating
our fight-or-flight response. As we go about our day, we’re not even
aware of all the work that the RAS is doing, but what we are aware of
at any moment is whatever the RAS has elevated to our attention,
pushing everything else into the background as noise.
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The RAS is the gatekeeper of information. And that’s an opportunity
for us in our roles as communication designers. How do we make our
words a clear signal in the midst of all the surrounding noise, given
the overwhelming sensory competition?

We must get right to the point. We don’t have hours or even minutes
to secure attention, we have seconds.

The RAS pays attention to things that are new, surprising, interesting,
threatening, or specific. And it is on the lookout for immediate,
personal relevance. It makes split-second decisions about what truly
matters right now. Our brains are hard-wired to be selfish.

To remember how this works, associate the RAS with a familiar
acronym from the world of sales: WIIFM (What’s In It For Me). Sales-
people have been told forever that they need to quickly get to the
customer’s WIIFM if they want to gain a hearing. Well, turns out
that’s true of all forms of communication. The RAS is always tuned to
one radio station: WIIFM. Immediate, personal relevance is the signal.
Everything else is fog and static.
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The human brain elevates messages that are quick, clear, relevant. So,
how we package our message in the first moments determines
whether we gain a hearing… or just become part of the background
noise.

I’ll help you learn to design your communication to be RAS-friendly.

* https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reticular_formation

Mismatched Minds

THE POINT: Shared meaning demands more than just using a common
vocabulary.

Words have multiple meanings. People have various perspectives.
Good communication design requires syncing up understanding, not
just vocabulary. My words are actually not clear at all to you if we
don’t agree on meaning. That’s what I call the “mental metadata”
problem.

Vizzini: “Inconceivable!”

Inigo Montoya: “You keep using that word. I do not think it means what you
think it means.”

—The Princess Bride
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Metadata is information about information. It is context for words.

Social media apps like Twitter and Instagram use hashtags to signal
metadata. When you #hashtag a picture or a post, you are adding
metadata to add context – and you also make the content searchable
by keywords.

Your brain is a metadata machine. You are constantly, if unconsciously,
storing ideas and memories with associated words, feelings, and expe-
riences. A word cloud of metadata surrounds your memories.

I may hear your words, but I want to know what they mean. Voltaire
put it this way: “If you wish to converse with me, define your terms.”

For instance, a pharmaceutical client once contracted with an agency
for a document called a “backgrounder.” The agency spent a lot of
time and money and delivered something that was far too long and
complex for the purpose, which was to provide a brief, straightforward
explanation. Each party had assumed their own meaning for “back-
grounder” and took a common understanding for granted. This
mismatched metadata problem is one of the biggest issues in effective
project management.

How can we overcome the challenge of mismatched mental metadata?
Here’s one approach I use all the time: When I’m concerned that my
audience may not have a common understanding, I’ll use a word or
phrase and then I’ll say, “and what I mean by that is…” and add a clari-
fying definition, example, or illustration.

Unspoken mental metadata is a fact of life. If you want to design effec-
tive communication, never assume. Always clarify.

Limited Bandwidth and Memory

THE POINT: It’s our job to skillfully plant the right ideas in the limited
memory space we’re allocated.
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When Amazon needs to store more information, it just builds a new
data center. Our brains don’t have that luxury. We don’t get to spawn
new brain centers to increase our capacity to process and remember
stuff.

As much as we’d like to believe that we, and our messages, are the
most important thing in everyone’s world, the fact is, what we have to
say is just one of a thousand things someone’s brain has to process
that day. And there’s only so much energy and storage space in that
brain for us.

I like to put it this way: Unless you’re a close relative or friend, you’ve
got about one pixel of space in my mind. That’s a small piece of
memory real estate.

This is why you must condense your message to the smallest size
possible. Not an elevator pitch, a “memory dart.” I’ve got a whole
chapter on it in my book Clarity Wins.
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When explaining your business, your lesson, or your message, you feel
pressure to include more, to be comprehensive. Big mistake. That’s
just overwhelming the brain and making it less likely that the right
message will squirm its way through the RAS and gain its memory
pixel. When it comes to getting a message across, less is more.

Why do we instinctively put off reading a long, complicated email?
Because our brain intuitively senses that “this is too much work!” Our
instinct is to avoid more effort: more thinking, more processing, more
to remember, more to do. Who wants that?

So, you distill and simplify, doing the work to make your message easy
to absorb. That’s what the rest of this handbook is about.

Problem = Opportunity

THE POINT: If you can design your communication to get to the point,
you can deliver your message successfully when others fail.

Getting your message across to others is daunting. You’re up against
the noise of an oversaturated world. You’re speaking into the fog of
confusion. Your primary customer (the RAS) is the world’s best
filtering system. Big problem.

Instead of thinking of this as a problem, consider it as your strategic
advantage.

Once you know the rules about how the brain works, you can design
your communication so that you are one of the few who gets through.
You can rise above the noise by applying some proven principles and
practices.

How have Twitter, Instagram, YouTube, and TikTok sparked a whole
new breed of popular influencers? Influencers on these platforms
know that our attention spans are short, so they wake up the RAS
with something new/interesting/relevant and then get right to the
material that engages. They are quick-hit communication designers.
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You don’t need to become a social media maven to communicate. You
just need to know what signals the brain is tuned to and package your
information accordingly.

Once you grasp what the RAS is and how it works, you are going to be
way ahead of your peers when it comes to designing effective commu-
nication design.

Renowned marketing consultant Mark Schaefer coined the term “Con-
tent Shock” to describe the immense amount of information you have
to compete with on any given topic. It’s a crowded world out there. If
you can pierce the interference with well-designed communication,
you can win, even as your competitors’ messages fail to get through.

Approximately eight billion individuals. One set of brain-friendly rules
for all of them. Learn to get through the RAS, gain aligned meaning,
and distill your message into memorable forms. Result: unlimited
opportunities. That’s why clarity wins.





THE POINT: To design a brain-friendly message, create a sensible
“flow” of ideas that get your point across.

Origami is a folding process. Clear communication is an unfolding
process. Any speaker can dump a bunch of unstructured information
on an audience; the best speakers create an interesting and informa-
tive sequence. A great communication designer knows that the most
brain-friendly and easy-to-grasp unveiling of the message will win.

The sequence of your communication makes all the difference. So,
deliver your message in these four steps:

1. What’s the Point? First, determine the exact purpose and
intention of the communication. Why this email, meeting,
presentation, or book chapter? What’s the anticipated
outcome?

2. Get to the Point. Next, front-load your message with
something striking and relevant that will instantly capture
attention.

3. Get the Point Across. Design your message with definitions,
illustrations, and shortcuts that will overcome any mental
metadata differences, light up the brain, and create meaning
and memory.

4. Get on the Same Page. Create clear summaries and calls to
action that everyone can sign off on. This is especially
important for any kind of collaborative effort.

Design every communication with this sequence of steps, even a
humble email.
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1. What’s the Point?

I’ve said it dozens of times to someone who is droning on and on.
“Okay, but what’s your point?” News flash: It’s not my job to figure
out your point by sifting through a mass of verbiage. You may be
burying the point . . . or you may not even have one.

What is the point? It is your purpose and your intended result distilled to a
simple phrase you can share with others.

If I’m presenting, I’m doing so with an intention. I intend to inform
people about certain specific information. I’m teaching or training a
subject. I’m seeking to smooth out a difficult situation. I’m looking to
sell a specific service. I want my audience (singular or plural) to walk
away with x as a result.

You must articulate that point for yourself before you can get it across
to others. Otherwise, it’s like expecting a GPS to “just get me there”
without bothering to plug in a destination.

When you articulate that point, you answer the unspoken questions
“Why?” and “Where are we going?”

Here’s a fun exercise. Look in your email’s Sent folder, review five of
your most recent messages, and see if you can create a one-sentence
summary of the main point of each message (purpose, result, inten-
tion, and desired action). Then do the same with five emails that
others have sent to your inbox. If the recipient can’t identify the main
point, it’s unlikely the email is going to be effective.

To fix this, you must understand the desired objective of every
communication – the point. Think about it with this: the A-to-B
Clarity Shift.
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Here’s how it works:

The audience (one or many) is thinking, feeling, and acting a
certain way right now. That’s Point A.
How do you want your audience to think, feel, and act
differently based on your communication? What is the desired
specific change? That’s Point B.

That shift is the point. That’s the purpose. That’s the intended
outcome. You must first paint the picture for yourself so you can then
sketch it out for others.

For example, a sales manager may be coaching one of her field sales
reps who is failing at pre-call planning. The sales rep has a wing-it
mentality because they have a strong gift of the gab.

The point: The sales rep needs a specific remedy for a defective
process.

“You are talking too much and planning too little” may be a true
critique, but it is not a clearly articulated, actionable point. Better:
“Skipping pre-call planning is making your customer interaction less
effective. You need to spend fifteen minutes before each call reviewing
recent contacts with this customer and developing a targeted message
about the expanded applications we now address, especially empha-
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sizing these two success stories.” That’s a well-thought-out point,
including a tangible shift in activities.

Coaching that is targeted and practical can lead to measurable results.

This principle holds true in all aspects of communication. Even good
parenting is all about articulating the A-to-B shift. “This living room is
a mess… again!” may blow off some steam, but it won’t lead to
results. “Afternoon snack only comes out when every single toy is put
away and nothing is on the floor.” Now we all know what the intended
goal is.

Having a point and articulating it is a way of setting others up for
success. If they know specifically what is intended, it’s far easier to do
the right thing.

And when it comes to leading teams, it’s very important not to neglect
the feelings part of the formula. For example, suppose you are the
director of a department that has reason to believe a downsizing is
imminent. There will be a whole complex of feelings (fear, anxiety,
disappointment, VUCA) to address. Ask yourself: “Before I hold that
team meeting, how are my people probably feeling right now, and how
do I want them to feel when they leave this room?” Answering that
question will shape the entire interaction.

People need to know the why, and they need to envision the goal. If
we want to move others, we need to make sure they—and we—know
what the point is.

2. Get to the Point

Once we know what our point is, we’re ready to start communicating
it to others. And whether that’s through a book, a presentation, a one-
on-one, or an email, the most important thing we can do is to quickly
let our audience know why they should tune in.

How do you get to the point without being abrupt or contrived? It’s
quite simple. You compose a front-loaded value statement. The email
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that gets a look has a hook. The website that gets right to a relevant
point creates engagement.

Be in a hurry to highlight the value. Make the main point obvious. Go
to what matters. This is your yellow highlighter moment. Patience
may be a virtue, but your job as you start delivering your message is
not to try the patience of your audience.

Returning to the sales manager coaching her field rep, she can get
right to the high-value point by stating up front that “our most
successful field reps over the past five years have always been those
consistently utilizing a pre-call planning framework. They’re the ones
that get President’s Club awards.”

The initial moments are when we rise above the eleven million bits of
competition and gain attention. That’s the moment of truth. That’s
when we let people know why they should care.

Many LinkedIn profiles begin with commodity words like “Highly-
motived successful results-oriented business professional with a track
record of innovative blah, blah, blah…” In other words, just like
everyone else. Boring.
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I see many websites with vague, uncompelling headlines like
“Optimum solutions to produce business results.” Maybe there’s a
specific point of relevance somewhere on the site, but I’m not going to
go digging for it. I’m clicking away.

It’s not your audience’s job to find your point. It’s your job to give it
to them. Simply, clearly, and quickly. Vagueness and ambiguity are
communication design malpractice.

In the pharmaceutical industry, there is a notorious tendency for
“thought leaders” and others to display information-dense slides and
just read off of them. That’s not communication; it’s narration. If
dense or complex information has to be conveyed, the best way to
approach the presentation is to extract a main point for the slide and
emphasize it verbally with some sort of brief illustrative or explana-
tory introduction. Give the audience a quick summary or highlight up-
front in order to increase engagement.

Think about the difference between these two email openings:

Subject: An update from HR on Policy B-102
Subject: Take 1 minute to fill out this form by Friday (re: your
paycheck)

You’ve invested the time and energy to actually have a point. Don’t be
shy about making it plain and practical. This is not a game of twenty
questions!

3. Get the Point Across

Securing attention by getting to the point is a major accomplishment,
but it’s not the entire sequence. Next, you must embed your message
in memory and make sure it is clearly understood.

As a communication designer, I want to turn the light on in your
brain.
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What makes this so challenging? We’ve already discussed the “mental
metadata” problem, in which each of us has a differing understanding
of words and concepts. That means we need to define, explain, and
illustrate to ensure that actual understanding occurs.

Most people settle for “message sent” without realizing that the goal
is actually “message received.”

Related to the mental metadata challenge is the phenomenon called
“The Curse of Knowledge.” This is the very human tendency to
assume that everyone else has the same background information in
their heads as we do. We can’t effectively make our point when we fail
to realize that what is abundantly clear to us may be unfamiliar or
confusing to our audience.

We might rush through our material, use unfamiliar terms, spew
jargon, or leave out crucial pieces of information that would connect
the dots. This is particularly common in high-expertise environments
like tech, healthcare, and engineering.

Returning to our prior example: the sales manager might say to the
field rep, “pre-call planning is not a nice-to-have option, like heated
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seats. It’s your steering wheel.” The comparative imagery memorably
illustrates the point.

So, here’s the foundational perspective you can adopt for this step in
the sequence: Assume that others can easily misunderstand unless
you pointedly explain your meaning. We humans have a vast ability to
miss the message and arrive at wrong conclusions.

In this handbook, I needed to explain the Reticular Activating System,
which is a complex piece of neurobiological engineering. Here’s how I
explained it simply in a way you’ll remember… It’s the information
gatekeeper. It’s the master filter. These analogies are shortcuts to help
get the point across in a more vivid and simple manner. The best
communicators make liberal use of symbolic language (metaphors,
analogies, comparisons, word pictures) to get their point across.

Communicating well is a form of verbal/written painting. We want to
create colorful images and memorable nuggets of truth in the minds of
others. We want to engage the imagination and touch the emotions.
“Do you see what I mean?” becomes an important question as we
design our communications.

4. Get on the Same Page

During my many years working with corporate clients on their content
projects, one of the most common (and painful) experiences was the
struggle to get everyone to agree—on anything.

Really agree. On goals. On scope. On timelines. On process. On
budget. On expectations.

Here’s what would happen, for instance, at the kickoff of a project.
There is a meeting of some or all core team members for that project.
Things are said. Discussion ensues. Heads nod. Long email strings
begin to proliferate. The parties assume that agreement has occurred,
and the project moves forward.
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A month later, an early deliverable shows up and the howling begins.
Turns out the picture wasn’t actually clear at all across all the stake-
holders. The VP was thinking it would look like this other thing. The
vendor had a quite different idea of the end goal. The legal reviewer
questions whether this initiative can even pass muster. The project
manager was fuzzy on the details.

Why? Because nobody created the “same page.”

The same page is a written summary. It can be a distilled brand state-
ment or a detailed project plan—either way, it is put into a document
and shared. Alignment and agreement need to occur based on clearly
articulated statements: goal statements, purpose statements, executive
summaries, scope descriptions and step-by-step plans.

After her field coaching visit, our sales manager should send a brief,
pointed email to her sales rep detailing the exact steps she expects to
see enacted for future sales calls. This bit of written summary is the
basis for ongoing development and accountability.

Getting on the same page is a huge issue in business. Here is where I
see some of the most common gaps:
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Purpose statements (Vision, Mission, Values) that are utterly
generic and nonactionable
Department/team identity and purpose statements that are
nonexistent (just as a company or an individual needs
practical and differentiating purpose statements, so do
departments)
Job/role descriptions that are too vague to create day-to-day
alignment of expectations between team members and
managers
Project plans that are too general to provide a clear roadmap
for all stakeholders
Teams assembled with poorly defined roles and
responsibilities
Sales messages that are ill-defined across representatives,
managers, and sales leaders

Untold millions of dollars are lost every year due to a lack of simple
summaries.

Corporate lawyers—who, let’s face it, are often full of long-winded
complexity—will never go out of style. Why? Because we need
thoughtful, written summaries, agreements, and contracts. They make
the “pages” that articulate agreement. That’s where clarity and
accountability stem from. The same principle applies to all of our
communications.

Dale Carnegie (author of How to Win Friends and Influence People) put it
this way: “Ninety percent of all management problems are caused by miscom-
munication.” That’s frightening but also fixable.

Successful leadership and collaboration (in a company, a nonprofit, or
any other type of organization) are all about getting people on the
same page. And leaving words floating in the air won’t get it done.

How might these four steps might unfold in a practical scenario? Let’s
say you’re heading up an initial planning meeting to map out training
sessions for a year-beginning national sales meeting. You and your six
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training colleagues need to have a detailed plan to present to the VP of
Sales within 10 days. How do these four steps come into play for this
initial meeting?

1. What’s the Point? Determine that this is not a free-form
brainstorming or gripe session. The end result of this meeting
will be the development a clear outline that can be finalized in
less than two weeks. That is the deliverable from the time
together. That’s point “B” in the A-to-B Shift.

2. Get to the Point: Open the meeting by handing out a blank
outline template and mention that success looks like having
this document completed (in basic form) by the end of the
hour, so that it can be fully filled in (in final form) within 10
days.

3. Get the Point Across: Insist that this meeting is not for getting
into the weeds of details, but that today’s discussion is for
reaching high-level agreement and alignment on the basic
direction.

4. Get on the Same Page: Summarize the results of the meeting,
including the filled-in template, in an email that locks down
(in writing) what everyone is aligning to as they approach the
next phase of planning.

In sequence, these four steps help us keep our communication design
focused and effective.





THE POINT: Here are four actionable ways to design effective
communications.

When we apply the verbs that lead to brain-friendly communication,
we set ourselves up for success. That means creating a very deliberate
structure in the way we communicate – by organizing content so that
even a distracted brain can easily consume it. Here’s how to stratify,
sequence, simplify, and summarize your content.

1. Stratify

Many years ago, in the early days of eLearning and intranets, I saw
clients uploading massive PDF files for their employees and patting
themselves on the back for entering the era of online training.

Umm… no.

Nobody found it helpful to consume big indigestible lumps of content
like this (come to think of it, those printed binder versions have never
been so great either).

To engage the human brain, online training – and any other form of
substantive communication – should have three levels. Picture a
pyramid with three sections.

1. Essence—Get right to a very condensed summary of the most
salient point. That’s the hook. Articulate the simple, distilled
essence.

2. Outline—Follow with a brief outline, summary, or broader
context. Let the reader know where the lesson is coming from
and where it’s going.

3. Details—Give us the rest of the information now that the
brain is primed by the first two steps.
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This layering—stratification—gives the audience a chance to engage
progressively instead of having to sort through a bunch of confusion.

If this seems familiar, it’s because consultants have been using this
sort of framework for decades. It originated with the management
thinker Barbara Minto, in her influential book The Pyramid Principle.

The progression from short to long, from simple to complex, is brain-
friendly. Conversely, when you overwhelm with unstratified informa-
tion, you invite the reader to tune out.

“People are tempted to tell you everything, with perfect accuracy, right up front,
when they should be giving you just enough info to be useful, then a little more,
then a little more.”

—Chip Heath, Made to Stick

When we bring what matters most to the surface, we do our audience
a great favor—we give them the opportunity to focus.

Think about how most books are structured. The distilled essence is
found in the title and subtitle. The table of contents functions as an
outline of the content. Then the chapters contain the details (perhaps
with even deeper details using footnotes and links).
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A book is a big lump of content, but this principle applies to both the
macro and micro levels. For instance, stratifying is a far more effective
way to compose emails. Get right to the point in the subject line and
first sentence by articulating the relevance. Then move to short state-
ments, explanations, and bullet points. Finally, if necessary, more
detail can follow—deeper in the body of the email, in an attachment,
or via links.

I never want to force my audience to figure out the point of what I’m
communicating. I want to hand it to them immediately so they can
decide whether to engage or move on.

2. Sequence

If stratifying is a more vertical way of thinking about communication
design, sequencing looks at the information horizontally. It creates a
linear timeline.

In both ways of packaging the information, we start with “the point.”
In sequencing, we recognize that the human psyche is most comfort-
able with sensible first-this-then-that patterns.

Say you’re selling Girl Scout cookies door-to-door. First, you ring
the doorbell. Then you introduce yourself and state your purpose.
You then give a quick sketch of the message you’re seeking to
impart and, perhaps, issue a call to action (please buy twelve
boxes!).

You don’t break into my house, take my money, then ring the doorbell
on the way out.

Just so, with effective communication design. Here’s an orderly
sequence (ARIA) that works for many types of messages:

Attention—The first few moments are to grab the sixty bits of
focus (doorbells do this very well).
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Relevance—Immediately let the audience know why this
interaction matters (to them first and then maybe to you
and/or to a larger cause).
Information—This is the time when you’ve earned the right to
share more details.
Action—If the communication has an anticipated result or call
to action, this logically occurs after engagement is already
taking place.

Thirty-second TV ads for medications use this pattern very effectively.
Why? Because it’s intuitive. It’s orderly. It’s brain-friendly. Here’s the
problem. Here’s the solution. Here are some facts you need to know,
including side effects. The call to action at the end? Talk to your
doctor about x.

Effective website marketers seek to grab attention, lead deeper into
information, and then secure action. So do great preachers, motiva-
tional speakers, and salespeople. So can you.

Even the classic marriage proposal uses a sequence like this, starting
with the attention-grabbing kneel-and-ring-reveal to the profession of
love and intention to the closing call to action (Will you marry me?)

You may not be professing eternal love with your next slide deck, but
you can win your audience’s attention—maybe even some level of
affection—if you put your ideas in a smart sequential order.
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3. Simplify

“He’s the Elon Musk of genetic engineering.”

I could have said, “So-and-so is technically astute, very bold, a rebel, a
take-no-prisoners visionary builder who constantly pushes bound-
aries…” or I could use a simple metaphor to make my point.

Less is more when it comes to getting your point across. Simplifying
means taking your message and reducing it to its basic essentials.
Distill and condense. Sometimes you can even condense to a word
picture.

“The ability to simplify means to eliminate the unnecessary so that the necessary
may speak.”

—Hans Hofmann

Do you know what the human brain does not love? Long-winded
explanations. Do you know what works far better? Shortcuts. Brevity.
The simpler and more vivid you make it, the quicker the human brain
gets it.

A metaphor, an illustration, a word picture, a striking detail—these
are all ways to make your point more clearly and quickly because you
are calling into activation an already-existing memory hook in the
brain.
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Do you remember how many bits of information your brain is
processing this second? That’s right—eleven million. Why do you
remember that? It’s a striking detail. An unexpected number. A
shortcut with teeth in it. If I just generically said “a whole bunch of
sensory impressions,” that would not have stuck.

It’s a somewhat strange acronym, but when people say that Tom Brady
is the GOAT (Greatest Of All Time—in this case, for football quarter-
backs), it’s verbal shorthand. A memorable abbreviation. What better
branding than to be the GOAT of some domain?

It doesn’t matter how smart your listener is. Their busy brain is
yearning to understand as quickly as possible. No one has time for
unnecessary complexity and ambiguity. The most direct way to get
your point across is by skillfully using simplifying shortcuts. I will be
discussing eight tactics for this in Chapter 5.

4. Summarize

It’s a common expression in selling (and teaching):

Tell them what you’re going to tell them.
Tell them.
Tell them what you told them.

People tend to listen in bits and pieces, and they often don’t put all
the pieces together. Repetition and summarization are tools we all
can use.

In sales, people learn about ABC (Always Be Closing). Here’s a best
practice in all forms of communication: ABS (Always Be
Summarizing).

As a speaker, I have worked on my material for many hours, so I am
carrying around the flow, the progression, and the implications in my
head. The audience isn’t. That means I’m responsible for providing
quick-hit summaries.
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This brings to mind an amusing line from The Princess Bride (again,
from Inigo Montoya). As the protagonists are about to storm the
castle, Inigo says, “Let me explain. No, there is too much. Let me sum
up.” Great advice for millions of businesspeople!

When you’re in the top two levels of the Clarity Pyramid, you’re
providing relevant, brief summaries at the top two levels.

Give a summary of top-level conclusions (“the point”)
Provide a second-level summary of supporting information
Move into the most important details

The Bible is a very big book with lots of details. But in Moses’s time, a
summary of the key moral responsibilities for Israel was provided in
the distilled form of ten commandments. Then, Jesus provided an
even simpler distillation of that summary. He boiled down the point of
the entire Mosaic Law into two core principles: love God and love your
neighbor. People can remember and apply brief, memorable
summaries.

“Every time I stand to communicate, I want to take one simple truth and lodge it
in the heart of the listener. I want them to know that one thing and know what to
do with it.”

—Andy Stanley
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The best leaders are masters of summary. They know their teams
cannot possibly hold all the details or see the bigger picture, so
sketching it out in brief verbal/written snapshots is how we can move
more readily to desired change and action.

We should always assume our audience has not connected all the
pieces or seen many of the implications. By giving them something
quick and simple to hold on to—a summary—we increase the chance
that they will absorb and remember the message.



THE POINT: These eight shortcuts will inject your messages into the
brains of the audience.

Anyone can create a long, run-on set of sentences. Woodrow Wilson
once said, “If I am to speak ten minutes, I need a week for preparation; if an
hour, I am ready now.”

Expansion is not the skill we need for success. Distillation is.

The human brain reacts well to certain forms of word packages: short-
cuts that quickly turn the lights on. Soundbites that grab attention.
Simplifiers that paint a picture. Here are eight shortcuts you can
employ to get your point across quickly and memorably.

1. Statements

A statement is a single declaration. Ideally, we should be able to
express it in a brief, simple sentence. It’s a sound bite that the brain
can process immediately.

You want to condense your message into simple statements. “How
would I summarize the point of this slide? What one-sentence state-
ment describes the purpose of this meeting? What is the actual point
and desired result of this email?” Once we can put our communica-
tions into short statements for ourselves, we can then do it for our
audience.

“X is the biggest threat to our democracy today.” You’ve heard and read such
statements hundreds of times, especially in the run-up to an election.
Politicians and reporters must become skilled at condensing big ideas
into simple, vivid word packages. It would take anywhere from several
paragraphs to a full-scale book to explain why and how x is such an
existential threat, but that long format won’t jar the brain awake and
implant a memory.
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It might be more detailed and nuanced to say, “Among the dozens of
suboptimal forces coming to bear on the health of our national life
(including this, that, and the other thing), it is my considered opinion,
that of most of my senior advisors, that our first priority should be to
ameliorate the effects of x, which is creating significant issues for
many citizens.” But that’s not switching the lights on; it’s just adding
to the noise. Voluminous vague verbiage is not RAS-friendly.

Like so many corporate press releases you’ve read, this kind of
jumbled and complex language is calculated to put the brain to sleep,
not awaken it. Go for brevity.

I encourage my clients who are seeking to create punchy brand state-
ments to use a form like this:

“We provide (this specific offering)
to (this very specific target market—what I call the ‘bullseye customer’)
in order to (fix this pain/meet this pressing need)
through our (differentiating superpower).”

This well-crafted statement is the driver for marketing direction, sales
efforts, and strategic decision-making. It is also the verbal shorthand
that allows others to accurately refer you. See my book Clarity Wins for
details about how to craft these effective brand statements.

What’s your message? Can you package it into a simple sentence?

2. Snippets

A snippet can be even briefer than a statement. It’s a factoid, an exam-
ple, a statistic, a quote. It’s a sneaky little piece of information that the
brain cannot help but grab onto.

Snippets are the sound bites of sound bites.

“Your main competitor is noise” is a statement that contains a snip-
pet. Because it’s surprising and relevant, it sticks.
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“Doctor, this new medication has been shown to be 34 percent more
effective than the standard of care at the six-month mark.” Sure, there
are plenty of charts and graphs and research details, but the represen-
tative needs to pull out the most vital snippet in order to implant the
message.

Whatever you might think about Donald Trump, he has always been a
master marketer. MAGA (Make America Great Again) was a highly
effective snippet that burrowed deeply into the minds of millions
(whether they liked it or not). A similarly effective acronym—one I’ve
agreed with ever since first hearing it—is the KISS principle (Keep It
Simple, Stupid).

Pithy quotes are snippets, which you’ve seen throughout this book.

Why are snippets effective? Because, like a single M&M, they’re small
and easy to consume. They take up little memory space. Using snip-
pets effectively is our way of recognizing that every member of our
audience has very limited bandwidth for new information. So, we
package up little nuggets that can “stick.”

3. Speci!cs

Our minds are far more inclined to tune into specifics rather than
generalities. Particulars have power: names, numbers, places, dates,
details. Specifics stick far better than vague ambiguities.

If your LinkedIn profile claims that you are a highly valued member of
the sales team…ho-hum. If you can claim, however, that you’ve
exceeded 110 percent of quota for three straight years and you rank in
the top five nationally—that’s tangible. Now I’m listening.

“These advanced new double-pane windows are proven to reduce your
heating bill by 22 percent annually.” I may forget all the technical
details about the window design, but I will latch onto that specific
selling point.
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If a newspaper quoted broad general statistics about the life
expectancy and exercise habits of people my age, I’ll likely yawn and
move on—even when there’s something very important for me to
hear. However, if a childhood friend tells me that so-and-so from my
high school class unexpectedly dropped dead of a heart attack due to
obesity last Thursday in downtown Hartford—now I’m engaged. And
I’m more likely to change my ways. Details turn generalities into
realities.

Sometimes specifics have even more power when paired with a
striking visual. Many years ago someone published a visual using
sugar packets to represent how much sweetener was in various drinks.
It was scarily specific, high-impact, and unforgettable (and that visual
marked the end of my ordering Starbucks Frappuccinos.)

Managers and other leaders can set their people up for success only by
giving memorable and visualizable specifics: tangible expectations,
specific and measurable goals, clear-cut expected behaviors. Specifics
are some of your best tools to rise above our VUCA environment.

4. Stories

Everyone knows that the human brain is hard-wired for stories. Before
the printing press (and the internet), knowledge was passed down in
oral form.

Stories “stick” far more effectively than facts. Facts can be quite ster-
ile, but stories wrap truth in vivid, human, relatable terms. Stories
paint pictures in the imagination and lodge in the memory.

Storytelling is a crucial component for effective sales, leadership,
public speaking, long-form writing, professional networking; you
name it, every form of communication is enhanced by using stories.

The best-selling book ever—the Bible—is a series of memorable and
striking stories, which, wrapped together, tell a grand meta-narrative.
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There are many forms of stories that you can apply to get your point
across to others:

Origin story—how the company (or the individual) started on
this quest
Evolution story—what happened along the way to bring you
to this point
Success story—a personal narrative that illustrates an
important point showing why you/your company provides
value or fits in a certain way
Case study—stories about how people accomplished
something
How-to stories—a step-by-step account of how to accomplish
a certain thing
Hero’s journey story—wrapping up a lesson or perspective in
the familiar narrative of hero vs. obstacle or bad guy

A powerful form of story is a testimonial (which is a brief case study
focusing on what you did for a customer). Here’s a simple structure
anyone can use to craft a brief testimonial:

1. Problem: I was experiencing this important
need/problem/pain/challenge.

2. Reason: I reached out to Diana Smith because x (often, it’s
because someone else you trusted made the
recommendation).

3. Experience: What I learned/experienced was this positive,
beneficial thing that has made a significant difference.

4. Outcome: Now I’m doing this differently or have experienced
this benefit or growth or tangible result.

You can use this format to suggest how others might provide a recom-
mendation for you on a platform like LinkedIn.
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Stories are amazing tools, but the most engaging story is yours. You
may be one of a million companies or one of eight billion individuals,
but your story is unique.

In the opening of this book, I told a story about a Russian oligarch and
his ill-fated chateau project. Now, I could have given a detailed expla-
nation of various project management principles, but that particular
story (which vividly sums up and illustrates those principles) stuck in
your mind. You’ll never forget it.

5. Stakes

“Why does this matter? Why should I pay attention, remember, and
act?” That’s another way of asking, “What are the stakes?”

Neutral, meaningless information is not what we’re looking for. We
want relevance with some teeth in it.

“What good result will occur if I take this action? What potentially
awful result might occur if I do not act?” Our brains cannot help but
constantly evaluate importance. It’s part of our brain’s survival
programming. We are always trying to evaluate what’s at stake in any
given circumstance.

If there is little at stake, I won’t act. If there are potentially major
repercussions, I’m going to make it a priority.

Marketers and salespeople know that one of their biggest challenges is
creating a sense of urgency. Act before midnight tonight and you’ll get
these three bonuses. Buy before the end of the month or you’ll miss
this discount. Your comfortable retirement may be in danger. Take this
medicine or you’ll die (Okay, maybe leave that level of starkness to the
attending physician).

What’s at stake for you? For your department? For your customers or
patients? For the company? What’s at stake for the future of your
community or the nation? Of course, this kind of appeal can be
abused, but we have every reason to explain truly and realistically to
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people what is hinging on actions and decisions so that they are more
inclined to remember and act.

Inertia is the enemy of change. Tell people what’s at stake.

And if you don’t apply this principle, you’ll be a terrible communicator
and probably get fired…

6. Symbols

Some years ago, a friend wrote on my Facebook timeline, “Happy
birthday to the King of Clarity!” That was genius-level verbal short-
hand and thus was born a brand.

It felt pretentious to adopt such a bold professional nickname, but it
was unbeatable symbolic language. Brief, striking, and memorable. A
bit amusing. Who doesn’t want to occupy the throne in the minds of
others as the king or queen of something?

Metaphors, analogies, and symbolic illustrations are the best ways to
create instant meaning and retention. Why? Because symbols play off
something very powerful already existing in our brains: a memory
hook.

Symbolic language can wrap multiple meanings into a few (or maybe
just one) vivid words. It’s the ultimate shortcut for painting a picture
in the mind of another person.

It’s hard to plant a brand-new concept in someone else’s mind. It’s
much easier, and more efficient, to riff off an existing idea and make a
linkage.

When you say that something is the “Lexus of x,” you are implying
luxury, quality, exclusivity, and a high price tag. When you tell others
that “Laura comes into the room like a Category 4 hurricane,” we
know that Laura is a social force of nature, not a reserved introvert.

If you work in a more technical industry and it’s difficult to communi-
cate what exactly you do to your neighbor, your children—or even
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your customer—sometimes the most direct way is through a well-
chosen comparison. I know people who can describe themselves this
way: “You know about those sherpas who guide climbers up Mt. Ever-
est? I’m like that—a career navigator and advisor. My customers are
marketers in career transition.”

Symbolic language can wrap multiple meanings into a vivid word or
two. It’s the ultimate shortcut for painting a picture in the mind of
another person.

7. Side-by-sides

One of the most helpful ways we help people understand ideas is to
line them up with other concepts. Compare. Contrast. This, not that.
When we explain what something is by lining it up next to something
else, we make the leap of understanding much easier.

What you’re reading right now is not a long-winded business
theory book; (by contrast) it’s a practical handbook.
Your prior vendor was understaffed, but our company has
twenty-five FTEs ready to provide subject matter expertise.
They have big company resources but a startup culture.
Our dark roasted, single-origin, Peruvian-fusion-blend latte is
head-and-shoulders above the typical fast-food swill they call
coffee.

One of the unspoken questions in everyone’s mind is always,
“Where do you fit?” As a consultant, I constantly let people know
what kinds of clients I work for and what kinds I don’t, what
services I perform and what I don’t do. If I want to occupy the right
memory space in their minds, I must draw these comparative
distinctions.

One of the more valuable occasions for this approach is in job inter-
views. “My strength is not in being a functional manager; instead, I
impart vision and seek to break new ground.” “I do my best as a solo
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contributor, not a corporate drone.” I am not this, I am that. I do this,
and not that.

A powerful application of this principle is by positioning yourself or
your company against a “bad guy.” Every good story or movie needs
an enemy to contrast with the protagonist. It’s far easier to sell your
company’s services if you position it against the Big Bad Incumbent,
which is (let’s say) impersonal, unresponsive, and expensive. You can
tap into the emotions of your listener if you contrast yourself with a
Darth Vader or Sauron in your industry.

For many years, Avis Rent-A-Car positioned itself against market
leader Hertz by claiming, “We’re #2. We Try Harder.” People naturally
like to root for the underdog.

By drawing contrasts and comparisons, you help answer the “where
do you fit?” question with a memorable shortcut.

8. Summaries

Earlier, we discussed how one of the active verbs in communication
design is “summarize.” Summaries are the noun version of this
concept. Brief recaps (or previews) are far easier for the human brain
to process and remember than long-form explanations.

Most purpose statements (Vision, Mission, Values) are poorly
composed and unmemorable, but the concept is valuable. A written
summary of the core is important to achieve alignment.

Churches often have confessions of faith, key doctrine overviews, and
catechisms. Each of these summaries is a shortcut to turning the light
on in the minds of the faithful.

Recently, I was doing a clarity workshop with a corporate customer
(Learning and Development Department), and it became clear that
there was a disconnect between what one member of the team consid-
ered her job role to be and what others were expecting. Nothing mali-
cious was involved; there was a misunderstanding because they were
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not all aligned around a simple (written) summary of the prime
responsibilities and activities.

This problem is endemic in companies and organizations, large and
small. Job roles are often ambiguous and vague. No one has priori-
tized the expectations. Teams are divided by different sets of mental
metadata that aren’t aligned to a clear, simple outline.

Another area where this shows up constantly is with meetings. The
best meetings have a clear up-front summary (agenda) and a simple,
brief written post-meeting summary that outlines the results of the
meeting and any action items pending. If things are left floating in the
air without a summary, there is no hope for gaining alignment.

By judiciously employing shortcuts like these, you make it much easier
for your audience to grasp your intentions and understand “the
point.” Chip Heath put it this way in Made To Stick: “Your brain hosts a
truly staggering number of loops. The more hooks an idea has, the better it will
cling to memory.”



THE POINT: Embrace clarity. You’re ready to apply these principles.

Most of us communicate in a variety of ways—writing, speaking, lead-
ing, coaching, interviewing, and so on. The Clarity Wins Formula
applies to all these modalities because the human brain wants what it
wants, the way it wants it, no matter what means of communication
we’re using.

In my client workshops, we typically focus on a specific group (say,
emerging leaders, field managers, sales representatives, or key
company leaders) and then address one or more particular communi-
cation practices (presentation skills, email skills, professional/per-
sonal branding, or coaching skills, for example). The clarity principles
are universal, but the training/upskilling applications are many and
specific.

Here are some ways you can immediately become more effective by
designing ten types of communication. And for each communication
method, remember: You can gain sharper focus by applying the A-to-B
Clarity Shift exercise.

1. Email

You only have moments to gain the “eye contact” and attention of
your inbox-skimming reader. Target the most important visual real
estate: the subject line and the first sentence.

Make it obvious up-front what matters most about this
message and what the recipient should do about it. Bring the
call to action (perhaps with a deadline) forward into the
subject line or first sentence.



46 Applying the Clarity Wins Formula

Consider judiciously using a highlight or a bold font for the
main point to ensure the reader immediately grasps the
purpose.
If your communication needs to be longer or more complex,
make use of bullet points to provide quick, skimmable
summaries.
Compose brief, single-focus messages that a reader can
respond to immediately, instead of trying to cover multiple
themes. If you require too much thought about multiple
topics, you are less likely to generate a quick response and
may create unintended confusion.
Many emails are now read on mobile devices. You’ll lose
attention and engagement with too many words that demand
too much effort (and scrolling) to figure out the relevance of
your message. Mobile-friendly is brain-friendly.

2. Presentations

Your audience is silently begging for a reason to tune in and focus. So,
when presenting to a live or on-line audience, have a clear hook—a
statement of purpose, and/or a striking snippet—to secure
engagement.

Avoid the temptation to overload your audience them with
Too Much Information (TMI). Information density—too much
data and visual busyness for the brain to process—kills many
presentations.
If you’re presenting, you are there to add value as a guide and
commentator, not as a slide-narrator or data-dispenser. A slide
presentation is for summary and illustration. Present a
compact theme or message on each slide, accompanied by no
more than one graphic.
Use a much simpler design approach than you might for a set
of slides designed for documentation. Marketing guru Guy
Kawasaki advocated the 10-20-30 Rule: slide presentations
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should have 10 slides, last no more than 20 minutes, and
contain no font smaller than 30 points. Some types of
presentations cannot be reduced to this extent, but it’s a great
exercise when developing your slides to use a framework like
this for maintaining clarity and simplicity.
If there is a deeper set of data and details, these can be covered
by verbal description, handouts, or follow-up slides that are
designed for conveying denser content.
The unspoken question on the minds of everyone in your
audience is, “Why?” Answer that in the first minute and avoid
prefacing the main body of the presentation with loads of
background, history, and discussion of process. Nobody cares
about that right off.

3. Teaching/Training

Unstructured information leaves it to the listener to sort through the
haystack and find the needle. Teachers and trainers are there to priori-
tize and make sense of the information.

Map out your content into major points, minor points, and
supporting information. Not everything is of equal
importance, weight, or relevance. Answer these questions in
preparation: What matters most? Why does it matter? How
should I expect my audience to respond and act?
Let learners know the relevance and the stakes right away.
One of the best opening hooks for this is an illustrative story
that makes the main point you’re trying to convey real and
potentially personal.
Generously weave illustrative and interesting stories into
every lesson. Bare principles and facts can dampen attention.
Stories make your message come to life.
Remember that a captive audience does not mean a captivated
audience. Bored students are the fault of the presenter. If
you’ve never seen Robin Williams as the engaging teacher in
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the movie Dead Poet’s Society, I recommend you do so
immediately. You’ll never forget his summary of a dry and
dreary poetry textbook as “excrement!”

4. Leadership

Effective leaders lead by example and with skillful use of words.

Articulate the highest-level purposes and goals in the simplest
and briefest terms, and repeat them often. Keep what matters
top-of-mind through every level of the organization.
Make it one of your top goals to help every team member gain
self-awareness through underlining their value and their
strengths. Help them arrive at the keywords that summarize
their professional identity. This practice is vital for creating
productive long-term engagement.
Practice imparting clear details and tangibles. Goals, priorities,
processes, outcomes, deliverables—all should be as practical
and measurable as possible. While visionary people can thrive
with various levels of ambiguity and creativity (that’s why we
have entrepreneurs), most people prefer a far more defined set
of specifics to work within.
If employees and colleagues seem adrift, ask individuals what
they perceive to be their three main priorities, in 1-2-3 order,
and then explain and clarify what you are expecting until you
achieve understanding and alignment.
Assemble stories that sum up the values and successes of the
organization and disseminate them regularly. Stories will
inform and inspire more readily than bare principles.

5. Team Collaboration

Unified effort can only come from aligned expectations. You must
provide a clear (written) map to the destination.
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Don’t expect multiple stakeholders to magically have common
goals, expectations, and mental metadata around any
initiative. Instead, articulate the highest-level goal (peak of
pyramid) and gain verbal and written agreement on that
before moving to a deeper outline of expectations and
processes (mid-pyramid). Only then can you progress to
alignment on the details (base of pyramid).
A written plan, both at the high level and the detailed level, is
the key to successful collaboration. You can only achieve
correct action and accountability with written expectations.
Practice iterative development. Start with the simplest
framework and gain agreement, then move to the next level of
development. Continue stepwise so that refinement and
alignment progressively improve. Don’t expect any project to
move forward correctly without frequent check-ins and
checkups.
Define and assign specific responsibilities. Every stakeholder
should know their contribution (and their boundaries).
Write out a clear purpose and agenda for each meeting and
provide written summaries afterward to ensure agreement and
alignment.

6. Purpose Statements

Purpose statements must be simple, practical, and specific to create
clarity and motivation.

Don’t settle for vague, generic purpose statements that could
apply to a thousand other companies. Nobody will remember
and enthusiastically embrace such “me-too” principles.
Instead, distill the differentiating value you are bringing to
your marketplace—in one brief sentence.
The purpose statement should outline the why, the what, and
the how. From individuals, to startups, to small businesses, to
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major corporations: a clear, succinctly stated purpose is the
fuel for engagement and alignment.
One high-level set of purpose statements may not be adequate
for all the divisions and departments of a larger organization.
Each division has its own more specific purpose, and people in
those departments need to align with their unique
organizational value. Targeted purpose statements make it
much easier to determine strategic direction for those groups
(and to make correct hires).

7. Branding

A brief, vivid summary of your unique value to the marketplace is your
best hope of being remembered and referred.

Center your message on the main pain you’re relieving or
hope you’re fulfilling for your customer (their WIIFM). Own
your niche and your unique value proposition. Don’t settle for
a generic message that sounds like a hundred other companies
and fails to set you apart in the mind of the listener.
Commodity providers are not memorable. If you’re not
outstanding and somehow remarkable, then you’re
forgettable. Read Seth Godin’s classic marketing book Purple
Cow for a great explanation of this idea.
Your brand should be summarized in five clear statements:
What (exactly what solution/product you are providing); for
Whom (your specific target customer); Why (the customer
pain or aspiration you’re addressing); How (your unique
superpower/capabilities); and Where (the geographic or
marketplace areas you serve). This concept is explained more
fully in my Clarity Wins book.
Make your brand offering/message very tangible and easy to
describe (particularly for someone who might want to refer
you). Tell stories that paint the picture. Use symbolic language
that will leverage a memory hook.
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8. Career Development

Self-awareness, with strengths and value summarized in keywords and
brief phrases, will be your guide to making the best career decisions.

Don’t seek a new role without considering whether you are
actually a good fit for that job and whether that job is a good
fit for your goals. Some promotions or advancements can be
bad opportunities—for you. Instead, develop your own
personal/professional value statements (and keywords, and
stories) that will serve as your personal GPS when you
consider new opportunities.
You might be reasonably skillful in 4 or 5 different things.
Most of us have multiple capacities and interests, but what we
want to establish is our superpower. What are we uniquely
great at? Summarize that in one statement.
If you know what you plan to say “Yes” to, it is far easier to
decide what to say “No” to (this applies to every business and
brand also). Your awareness of your unique value eliminates
much confusion in professional decision-making.
Most companies or managers prefer to hire through referrals.
Algorithms won’t hire you. You need to sell yourself to people
using brain-friendly messaging tactics. Your main job is to
equip others with brief value statements—“memory darts”—
that sum up your unique value and make it easy to generate
targeted referrals.

9. Social Media

Social media is a good training ground for creating quick-hit messag-
ing, but there are dangers there as well.

As a rule, don’t make long-winded posts on social platforms.
Social media is built for short attention spans and skimming,
not for long-form writing. Instead, seek to make a single point
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or share a single resource. An accompanying visual will
generally increase engagement. You’re making an impression,
not providing an education.
Package your written message using brevity and shortcuts (not
long paragraphs) to create engagement on social media posts.
Be careful about wading into controversial topics when
sharing on a public platform. Even innocuous-seeming
comments can come back to bite you in our polarized
environment. Most political, social, technical, and
philosophical commentary typically requires a good bit of
explanation and nuance, which is not possible on social media
sites.
Choose your activity on social media platforms wisely. Be
active where your target audience is most active and easily
found. Not every platform provides the same value for every
person.

10. Networking

Your professional network is the source of your future opportunities.
Equip your colleagues with the words and images that best portray
who you are.

Don’t jump into a networking opportunity by blabbing about
your needs or professional goals right away, or by trying to
meet and greet as many people as possible. The goal of
networking is to build a supportive opportunity network, not
to sprinkle business cards all around the room. Seek quality
interactions, not quantity.
Create warm and interesting relationships by being a
“storyasker.” Ask others about their role, their goals, their
needs, their challenges, and so on. People love to tell their
stories. Focus on others and take interest.
Be sure to prepare a few brief stories you can tell others that
illustrate what value you bring and what types of open doors



You Can Make Clarity Happen Right Now 53

you are looking to find. Don’t assume that people you meet
will have a good idea of what you do and what a good business
opportunity for you looks like. You need to plant that
metadata and paint those pictures.
Make it your goal to network to help others achieve their
goals. And remember this: many people are willing to help you
if you just give them a simple, distilled understanding of your
professional direction. If you’re too generic, they can’t
refer you.

The fact is, people in every single role or profession (with the possible
exception of monks under a lifelong vow of silence) will benefit from
simpler, clearer communications. Now you know the rules. And you
have the tools.

“Brevity in writing is the best insurance for its perusal.”

—Rudolf Virchow

Let’s get to the point, shall we? Let’s do clarity!





About the Author

THE POINT: This practical book is the result of a 35-year journey of
discovering the keys to effective communication and collaboration.

I am a professional consultant, trainer, speaker, and author who has
always been obsessed about clear communications.

I wrote my first book Clarity Wins on this subject in 2018, with a focus
on branding and referral networking. Based on my years of sales,
marketing, blogging, and training, I felt I had to share what I’d learned
about how effective communications should be designed.

All of my insights were about packaging words skillfully to enable
business growth.

But something deeper still was driving me. Could there be one
approach—one formula or framework—that informs all successful
communication? I’d seen the similarities between selling skills
programs, marketing principles, branding approaches, and even
project management practices. Make it simple. Get to the point. Get
the point across. Get everyone on the same page.

So, I kept working with clients, developing workshops on clarity in
branding, leadership, career development, clinical communication, and
collaboration skills. I filled hard drives with scribbles and blog posts
and presentations. It took years of hands-on work, but I finally arrived
at a framework for designed communications: the Clarity Wins
Formula.



The Clarity Wins Formula is not a bunch of theoretical abstractions. It
is a boots-on-the-ground, highly practical approach to moving people
with words, based on decades of experience and constant practical
evolution.

I am very excited to share these principles with you.

And the best thing? You’ll never outgrow these practices. They are
universal. You’ll apply them to every communication method you use,
no matter how our platforms and business environments evolve.

From this time forward, you’ll be doing clarity. And that, of course, is
the A-to-B Shift I’m looking for.




