I’m a journalist and broadcaster and I’ve worked for various organisations like Sky News, ITV and BBC.  I do an awful lot of training I get asked to do a lot of media training, communication training, presentation training.  I work with the Adamian group, Mr Adamian-Thomas is sitting at the back and I’ve also started a small company called Pitch Perfect, teaching people how to pitch, because communication skills are communication skills wherever you work in which ever sector.  Good communication skills apply everywhere.   

Now when Danny kindly asked me to come here and talk to you about communication skills this evening I thought, ok.  What do we mean by good communication skills?  Because you ask five people and they’ll all tell you something completely different, well good communication you’ve got to think about what you want to achieve.  Do you want to create understanding?  Do you want to empower people?  Do you want to get them to do something for you?  Well the golden rule for all of these things is basically one word and the word is simplicity.  Now you’re all looking at me going, ‘we’ve come all this way on an October evening and you’re just going to tell us to keep it simple’, actually, yes I am.  Because that’s the golden rule and it’s what most people don’t do.  Now a lot of you work in the public sector is that right?  Yes, ok.  A bit of audience participation there, don’t look so worried I’m not Derren Brown, I won’t make you stand up and make a noise like a chicken, unless you annoy me! 
Hands up, everybody who’s been to a meeting where people were using ten words instead of two, five syllable words instead of two syllable words, hand up already, and where there was enough jargon flying around the room to flummox even the most senior civil servant.  Hands up! Fantastic!  Hands up anybody who’s guilty of all of those things.  So there’s a lot of language stranglers in the room  I will tell you a little story about when I started as a journalist.  I turned up on my first day on my post graduate course from University all shiny faced all eager thinking, I’m going to be the next Kate Adie, in a room full of people most of whom were Oxbridge educated all thinking ‘I’m going to be John Pilger’ to be confronted by our first lecturer.  I’ll call him Alan to protect the innocent; he’s probably dead now because he was 3 years older than God then.  He was an ex sub editor, senior, from the Daily Mirror, we get the picture?  Gruff, hard swearing, hard drinking, no nonsense, hated junior journalists.  So we were esteeming journalists you can imagine how he liked us.  So they’d give us assignments, they’d give us copy, they’d give us quotes from councillors, a couple of government reports, various stuff, make a story out of that, here’s your deadline.  The clock starts now!  So we were typing away, you’d finish it, you’d print it out, run up to the front all shiny and Alan would rip it up into tiny pieces, go “it’s boring”, there was an expletive in there, and shower you with it, over your head “go back and sit down and do it again, its rubbish!”  I’d go “why’s it rubbish”, and he’d say “because you’re all writing like academics” and the key to good communication is keep it short and simple, KISS, Alan added “keep it short and simple stupid!” and he was right because if it’s not simple people switch off.  

Newspaper stories are written what they call dropped from the bottom.  All the good information is at the top, who, what, when, where, why.  And the information goes in decreasing order of importance down the story.  So when it goes into the template and it’s too long the sub editor literally just slashes paragraphs from the bottom.  So if the interesting information is at the bottom its gone, sub editor hasn’t got time to read it, its gone and good communication is the same thing because, if you don’t get your good information in at the top then how long is the attention span of the people you are talking to?  It’s not long is it?  Think about when you’re being bored rigid by somebody who’s talking jargon at you, how long is your attention span?  Not very long?  Five minutes?  If you’re lucky? 
I was talking to a very nice chap earlier on called Steve.  We were talking about Local Authorities and talking about jargon.  Now I’ve interviewed a lot of politicians, I’ve interviewed a lot of people who work in Local Authorities and jargon is one of the worst things, because if somebody is talking jargon you’re not listening to them.  You’re not hearing what they’re really saying you’re just hearing the words that sound vaguely familiar but you don’t really know what’s going on.  

I hosted an award ceremony a few weeks ago for APSE, Association for Public Service Excellence.  Huge event, council representatives from all over the country, big award ceremony and APSE basically are there to promote best practice in Local Authorities.  Sitting having dinner before the awards ceremony chatting to a senior member of some organisation, I wasn’t really introduced to him forgive me I can’t remember who it was.  We started talking about jargon because I knew I was coming here this evening, and I said “Why do you all speak in jargon?” and he said “It’s expected of us” and I said “hang on a minute, Association of Public Service Excellence, this is about best practice this is about to disseminating best practice and you’re saying “it’s expected of us?” and he said “Yes” and I said “right, when somebody talks to you or” I said “actually when somebody talks at you like that how do you feel?” 
He said “I hate it”, I said “are you listening?”  He said “Nah I switch off” so I said “so why are you doing it back then?”  And he went “oh I get your point”

But everybody does it, you all know what organisations are like, you walk in there’s a particular culture that that organisation has got its particular jargon and nobody knows what half of it means. 
I did some media training with a group of health professionals and they said “We’ve got to use the jargon because people will think we’re stupid if we don’t” Lot of nodding in the room to that, well I want you to think about the people that you like as communicators, could be people you know, could be people on television, could be David Attenborough, Robert Peston, actually Robert Peston’s a good example he’s a financial journalist, do we all know who he is?  We probably do by now because of the banking crisis.  He takes very complex issues and he boils them down so that everybody can understand them.  Everybody. The television audience are people with far less education than the people in this room but he’s got to make it intelligible to them and he’s got to make it intelligible to the opinion formers at the top and I think you’ll agree I think he does it very well.  Do we think he’s stupid?  No we don’t, why not?  Because we know he knows what he’s talking about, he really knows what he’s talking about.  I was watching Horizon not that long ago anybody a science buff?  They were talking about Einstein’s theory of relativity, now I’m not a physicist.  I’ve had that theory explained to me a hundred times; anybody else had that theory explained to them?  Do you understand it?  Can you explain it to me?  Go on! There was a fantastic physicist on there and he went “it’s very simple” he said “Matter tells space how to curve, space tells Matter how to move” that’s it.  Matter tells space how to curve, space tells Matter how to move.  So simple, do I think he’s stupid?  No, I think he’s a genius because he took something fantastically complicated and he made me not only understand it, I can remember it, where I bet some of you tomorrow morning will be able to remember that.  You might get it the wrong way around but you’ll more or less remember it.  
Jargon is very dangerous, now most of you are pretty senior, you’ve probably forgotten what its like to be junior and not to know what you’re allowed not to know, do you understand what I mean?  You all have what I call the curse of knowledge, you have so much experience that you talk and talk and talk and there’s a junior person standing going “yes, absolutely, I have no idea what you’re talking about but I don’t say it because I don’t know I’m not allowed to know this!” And don’t underestimate people’s capacity to play along if they don’t know, so when we use these ridiculous phrases and these mad words that have now been invented and everybody uses them all the time it goes over people’s heads.  
I knew I was coming here this evening so I dug out some wonderful examples for you, so I’ll just read you one.  “I want you to tell me what you think this is about.  I’ve interviewed people who talk like this, you’ve met people who talk like this; you’ve been in meetings with people who talk like this.  Ok tell me what this means, what is this?  It is a multi agency project; don’t you just love that multi agency thing?  A multi agency project, catering for holistic diversionary provision; with me so far?  To young people for positive action linked to; haven’t finished yet; the community safety strategy and the pupil referral unit.  Any idea at all?  Gentleman at the back?  Close, Vey close, its GoKarting lessons for excluded children.  Now how would a parent or a council officer or someone you wanted to do something how would they interpret that?  They wouldn’t have a clue! I’ve got more.  This is from a Regional Development Agency, anybody work for one of those?  I’m sure you have.  Aligning the driver values and principals with the objectives is the key to unlocking the strategy.  What does that mean?  ‘When they are fully aligned they will illuminate the actions that will need to be taken in the region’.  I have no clue what that means and I don’t think they did either.  Developing social capital what does social capital mean?  Most people don’t know, and there’s more and more and more and more if it.  Does anybody know how the plain English campaign started?  It started when somebody who was a volunteer to help people fill in forms found out that two elderly ladies had died of hyperthermia because they couldn’t fill in the winter fuel forms they were too difficult.  So we can all laugh about jargon but it’s very serious, if we’re not communicating correctly it can potentially have serious consequences.  If you work for a large private company you could lose the company millions because people didn’t know what you were talking about and you would be fired very quickly! And its not just jargon is it its acronyms, anybody love acronyms?  I’ve interviewed people and I think they’re quoting airport codes at me because I’ve no idea.  When I do media training with people I’m going stop talking in acronyms stop talking in jargon.  It’s not just about how you talk to the press if you talk like that to your employees all the time you’ll never be able to speak English again! I Interviewed a Councillor once who was sent a report which was meant for the public and it had 38 acronyms in it and she didn’t understand a single one, not one! She’s a Councillor, so she sent them a letter saying “sorry, I don’t understand this” so they sent her a letter back saying “would you attend a meeting of the ETR at the ETR”.  She discovered that the second ETR was the Edwardian Tea Rooms.  She’s no idea what the first one is to this day and its just you know, gone mad I think it stands for Extremely Tedious Rhetoric.  

But the important thing about speaking and what I want to get over to you this evening is speak plainly, you will not be seen as stupid if you know your subject you will be seen as a breath of fresh air!  Trust me.  To everybody and probably to your juniors it will be ‘thank god somebody who speaks English and you know, knows what I don’t know’.  And it also creates buy in because if you speak in normal English people will warm to you, so if you’re in a hostile environment or you’re involved in change management your floating jargon and synergies and strategies at people they’re glazing over, they’re in hyper glaze in 10 minutes!  But if you speak to them simply in proper English they won’t.  Everybody says to me, “is that it?” Yes it is.  But I’ll tell you what, simplicity is the hardest thing to achieve, very very hard to achieve, and it sounds easy because when its done well “well that’s common sense”, its only common sense when you know how to express yourself and I presume that all of you here want to create buy in you want people to buy your ideas and do what you ask them to do I would imagine.  Am I wrong?  Am I right?  
I don’t imagine that anybody here is old enough to remember the war, but I bet you’ve all heard the famous Churchill speech, “We will fight on the beaches, we will fight on the landing grounds, we will fight in the fields and in the streets, we will fight in the hills” what’s the last line?  “Never surrender” So you all know this! And how did it make everybody in Britain feel, yes I want to go out and I want to fight the Jerry’s! Everybody was on board with that.  So can you imagine if in his speech if he said “We endeavour to commit partners and stakeholders to a pugilistic solution in area based initiatives such as coastal regions and to extend the strategy to areas of agricultural usage, open pathways and rural elevation, capitulation will not be an acceptable solution” How many people would have picked up their pitchfork and walked out and go show me a jerry?  Nobody, they wouldn’t have even of understood what he said.  Now I’m being light hearted there but you get my point don’t you?  Nobody thought Churchill was stupid, nobody.  
So what do you do about this, you go into an organisation and I spoke to one chap recently and he said every organisation I have been to has terrible culture where jargon is concerned.  Terrible culture where acronyms are concerned, he said “I get a list of definitions and I e-mail it to everyone and I ask them to e-mail me back with their thoughts”.  And he said “some of them are so relieved that somebody’s flagged this up that you wouldn’t believe”.  He said “some people don’t like it, but they’re the people that are hiding behind it, they’re hiding behind the smoke and mirrors of the big words”.  You’ve all met those I’m sure.  But the thing is, what I tend to do, I’ve worked in organisations and broadcasting organisations where people throw jargon, I work in a very jargon heavy industry, so I cut through it now, when somebody speaks jargon at me I’ll go “right, so what you mean is …” and they kind of go “oh yeah, it is” and if you keep doing that, when they speak this nonsense at you, you keep replying in real English, pretty soon they’ll all start to follow suit because they will feel foolish, they will feel like they’ve turned up to a party where everybody is wearing jeans and they’re wearing black tie and a tiara at three in the afternoon, because you will be seen as the person who is making sense, common sense.  When they’re trying to obfuscate everything and make everything difficult to understand. 
Because your audience, the people who are listening to you, they care about what they take away from the conversation.  Because they need to remember what you’ve said, they need to have understood what you’ve said.  There’s a very good book, some of you may have read called the ‘jelly effect’ has anybody read this book?  I recommend it to you.  It’s basically a book about networking, but the author identifies what he calls people who jelly other people, and it’s basically, your throwing so much information at them its like hurling jelly at them and hoping that some of it will stick.  Now in networking and I’m sure all of you have experience this, you’re standing there covered in jelly, I call this blizzarding, you stand there you’ve got blizzards of information coming towards you, and it doesn’t actually get you anywhere does it?  Because people switch off.  

So the key is to be concise, precise and thorough, because woolly concepts don’t work, too much information doesn’t work, especially when you start talking about things like mission statements, synergies, strategies they’re ambiguous, they’re meaningless, what are they?  Does anybody watch Dragons Den?  It’s a great programme isn’t it?  What’s the best bit?  The people who are rubbish at pitches, that’s the fun bit.  But it’s interesting to analyse why they are rubbish at pitches, and it’s usually because they have been there five minutes before you’ve worked out what their business is, am I right?  “I’m sorry, what is it?” “It’s a fish tank, rand you’re wearing a skirt and that balloon is for what?”  Where as the ones who actually get your attention are the one’s who go ‘my business is bang bang bang, who, what, when, where, why’. They got your attention, because its simple and everybody knows what you’re talking about and it’s a strategy you can repeat.  

As well as keeping things simple there are two other things that I suggest you might want to try and that’s using analogies, because people remember analogies and using stories.  If you think of proverbs, everybody remembers a proverb, a bird in hand is worth two in the bush.  I was at an event speaking to some business people not that long ago and there was one particular lady in the room who was having terrible trouble with her business because she had a number of associates all of whom depended on her business succeeding, for their business.  But she was spending so much time supporting them that her business was suffering really badly.  So there’s various exerts there telling her what to do and all these words are coming out, synergy, strategy etc.  She glazed over, nothing, she’s just “yep, yep” nodding “absolutely” and I can see it wasn’t computing, she knew all of these things but it really wasn’t computing.  So she looked at me and she said “What do you think?” And I thought “have you been on an aeroplane recently?” and she said “yes” and I said “Did you bring your children with you!” she said “yes” So I said “when they do the safety thing and the oxygen masks drop down what do they tell you to do? ” she said “oh you’ve got to put your own on first before the children!” I said “why” she said “well your instinct is to put them on the children isn’t it” so I said “Well why do you have to put yours on first?” she said “well If I pass out then I’m no good to the children” I said “Why are putting the oxygen masks on your associates and not on yourself?”  A light bulb went off above her head, because it’s a concept she can get her head around and it instantly shows her what she’s doing.  It’s a picture and people respond something they can kind of see themselves in that situation.  
And the same thing with stories if you want to tell people stories, does anybody know the story of, quite a famous story of Steven Denning who works for the World Bank, I will tell you really quickly.  In the early 90’s Steven Denning was working in the World Bank running most of Africa, you all know the World Bank they run large infrastructure projects, all different kinds in various development countries.  He was on the fast track to the top, and suddenly two of his mentors, one retires and one leaves and he gets told, ‘we want you to go away and we want you to head up a knowledge management project’ and he thought that’s it I’m dead.  This is corporate Siberia in the early 90’s.  So he’s very despondent, he realises that this organisation does need some knowledge management because what was happening then was somebody runs a water treatment plant it Ghana has best practice, somebody runs a medical project in Bangladesh, best practice and they don’t talk to each other.  I’m sure you’re all familiar with this one?  He met somebody who worked in Zambia who’d met somebody else who works in Zambia, 400 miles from the capital, remember this is the early 90’ s this is up county Africa, who was trying to find something to sort out a malaria problem they were having.  How on earth they did it, they managed to find an internet connection, phoned the answer they needed and was sent a disease control somewhere in the States I think it was Atlanta.  He filed this away, didn’t think about it and then thought afterwards he shouldn’t have to go looking for this information he should be able to find it easily.  So a little while later he gets told that the board want to see him and he’s got 10 minutes to sell the idea of Knowledge Management to a company, a bank that’s more interested in money than information in the early 90’s.  He’s thinking oh god these people wont give me the time of the day I’ll be in for 10 minutes then they’ll throw me out, what am I going to do, I’ve got all these facts and figures, I’ve got all these synergies and strategies and this and that.  He walked in with all his information and he looked up and he threw it down and just told his Zambia story, just told the story, there was this chap, malaria project, and what happened?  They nearly jumped over the desk and went ‘that’s fantastic’ that’s what we need to do because they bought into the story they were telling him what they thought he should do next.  He didn’t just bore them with strategies, he told them the story and now you’re going to say to me ‘well isn’t it better to be direct, rather than indirect’ well if you’re very direct and you hit people between the eyes and you throw this information at them, your inviting them to criticise you and to judge you aren’t you?  They’re going to look at you and go ‘no I’m not going to put my five penneth in here, you tell them a story, they buy in.  They don’t criticise it, they put themselves in that situation and think what would I have done?  What could I do better?  What do we do now?  He went so far, so fast up the ranks of the World Bank that, that story was the best thing he ever did.  
We don’t sit and watch the titanic and go ‘that’s the strategy we need for iceberg removal’ we go ‘look behind you, because we’re buying in, we’re engaged and that’s what you need to do.  

I was media training a bunch of social scientists recently, who talked a lot about social capital, and I said “What does it mean?” I got six definitions, six different definitions, none of which I can remember and I went “if you lot don’t know what this means, then nobody else is going to know” if I said to them you’re all moaning because you don’t get your stories on screens and in the newspapers.  You’ve got all these wonderful studies with real people and real stories, cant you put them in your press releases, ‘oh no we cant do that’ why not?  ‘its not academic’ and I’m going “but you hired me in to teach you to get in the media and get your cases highlighted” but they were terrified they’d be seen as dumbing down, getting back to my point at the beginning, speak simply its much the best thing to do.  
I will tell you a funny story before we finish and its got slight relevance to this, and all I’m going to say is that you have to be careful who’s listening.  Well I was the only reporter, I was working for a regional television station in the south of England and I got sent to do a filming job and they said “can you just go and meet the crew and when you’ve finished with the crew can you send the crew somewhere else, we’ll tell you where because they’ve got to film with another reporter”.  I said “fine, fine, fine.”  They said “You’ve got to go and interview this woman, we can’t get hold of her on the phone you’re just going to have to go and doorstep her”.  So we turn up and find this house and it was a really ram shackled, horrible nasty little village on the edge of a rough council estate, really run down, there’s nothing there except an old shop, a really rancid pub.  So we get out the car and I have to tell you what I’m wearing because it’s very important to this story.  I’m wearing a very sharp black trouser suit; it’s very sunny so I have got shades on, a lot of make up because its television, black leather gloves because it’s cold.  So we walk up to the door with my camera crew, all camera crews have nicknames and the camera man is called Crusher, can’t remember why, lovely man.  Knock the door and this woman doesn’t want to know.  Crusher is very charming so we manage to get in.  The house is covered in stuff; you know one of them houses where there is stuff everywhere, so we move all the stuff out of the way completely rearrange this woman’s living room, manage to persuade her to do the interview, she wont do the interview unless she can have the dog on her lap because she’s a bit strange.  We’ve got not choice because she’s getting a bit stroppy and she’s going to throw us out.  We do the interview, I’ve got to now phone the news room, no mobile phone signal, the radio in the car isn’t working, there’s no phone box in the village but there’s a pub.  I know they’ll be a phone in the pub.  She doesn’t have a phone this old lady.  So I leave the boys there to tidy up, go to the pub, look at the pub and think, do I want to go in here?  Open the door and find out later it’s where they found stolen goods, and it’s full of criminals and they do not like this woman walking in.  I’ve still go my shades on, black suit, black leather gloves, I’m thinking I’m not taking my shades off, I’m not going to let them see the fear in my eyes.  Should I go in, should I not go in?  Who am I more scared of these people or my editor?  Easy my editor!  So I go in, walk up to the bar and go “can I use your phone” he points to the phone at the bar.  So I am doing what I call telegraphic speech I can’t say too much because I don’t want anybody to hear me so I am keeping my speech to a minimum.  I know my Editor is going to be in the part of the building called master control where tapes and feeds come in because its 12 o clock and I’d arranged the feed.  I pick up the phone and this is what I say, bear in mind how I am dressed; this is all people can hear “master control, its me, we shot the old lady, we couldn’t get in, but Crusher managed to wrangle her back into the living room, it was a bit stroppy so we had to shoot the dog.  Now I’ve left them tidying up because we left a bit of a mess, I need to rendezvous point for the next job.” Put the phone down; remember how I’m dressed, black leather gloves, black suit, shades.  I turn round to see a room full of utterly terrified criminals.  So I walk up to the barman and say “can I pay for the phone call?” “No! No its fine! No free! No we don’t want it! No! Fine! Thank you!” 
So the moral of the tale is keep is simple but be very careful who’s listening.  That’s it from me this evening I hope I have been vaguely useful to you, if you’ve got any questions to ask me I think we have got time for a couple of questions.  

Questions
Question 1

My name’s Geoff Gibbs, I work for the Human Tissue Authority at the present time in Interim capacity.  I was very intrigued about what you said about story telling, last Friday I attended a coaching seminar and I was told I’m a good story teller, so this might go on for a few minutes actually!  No it illustrates my point actually, a lot of people can tell good stories but is there a risk that your garrulous and you don’t keep it simple, you don’t keep it short.


The story’s got to be relevant. Just telling a funny story, the story has got to illustrate what you’re doing, keep it to the point, make it short enough so people don’t drift off, but like the story of the guy with the World Bank, he only told that story because it was directly relevant to what they were discussing.  So the reason that I say tell a story is because if you’ve got a complex situation to get across or people are going to be bored by your facts and figures, its much easier to engage their imagination and once you’ve engaged their imagination you’ve got their attention, and half the battle is, as I’m sure most of you agree is to keep people’s attention, because everybody is very busy, everybody’s got 900 e-mails, six people who want to talk them, mobile phones going off, you need to get their attention.  

Question 2

I work in Local Government, transformation part of it so we have a lot of messages that we need to get across to some very different communities, just talking to someone I just met earlier reminded me that quite often, we try to get the message simple for an appropriate audience, but because we have so many audiences it’s actually quite difficult to be consistent but focusing on what individuals need.  Any thoughts on that please?
That’s a very relevant point, did anybody see all the news coverage recently slagging off the weather men for telling us we were getting a barbeque summer?  Do you know how that happened?  Does everybody know this?  The weathermen themselves didn’t say that.  They said there’s a 60% chance of a warm summer, the press office and the met office went ‘journalists are never going to buy that, lets sex it up a bit!’ and wrote its going to be a barbeque summer which had very very serious consequences because I’ve interviewed people who run holiday businesses, who’d taken on extra staff, who were now going to go out of business because they listened to ‘its going to be a barbeque summer’ so I take your point about any thoughts on keeping it simple for everybody.  If you’ve got an extremely diverse audience as it were you might want to think about different communications for different people but that doesn’t mean you don’t keep it simple and common sense you can still cut the jargon whether you’re talking to the Chief Executive or the Bin Man.  
Question 3

Robert Peston, why is it alleged that he had so much coaching, because his presentation skills were so poor allegedly.  I think he comes across well.  He’s supposed to have had a lot of coaching, because the top didn’t like how he presented.
Well there’s nothing wrong with that, if you’re a good communicator, being a good communicator on television is another skill altogether, so what he’s like in person and what he’s like on television may have been quite different.  They probably wanted to train him for presenting on television when he’d been a reporter for a very long time as opposed to somebody who’s basically been a pundit it’s a different kettle of fish, its quite a different skill so I imagine that’s the kind of presentation training he was having.  Its not this kind of presentation, its talking to camera presentation which is a different kind of skill in itself, because what you have to do is look like you’re just being yourself, when you’re not.  It’s a television version of yourself.  
Question 4
One of the things that I always think about was that sometimes I’ve done jobs where you’ve got a lot of sites that you’ve got to communicate to and you actually get bored with your own message and you try to keep it simple and you try to keep it straight forward but your actually bored and its something that you have to try and guard against and try and introduce a bit of local colour to your simple message in order to keep your own interest as well as that of your audience.
I hope your being paid handsomely for visiting all of these sites, but just imagine how more bored you would be if you were being forced to speak in long winding sentences with 9 million miles of jargon, it would be worse wouldn’t it?  
end
