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Examples:  “Have I responded to the issues that were making you 
uncomfortable?”  “What was most important from your perspective?”  “Has what 
I said been helpful?”  “Was there anything that you found especially useful?”  “If 
we modify X or Y in the manner you suggest, would that help you feel less 
concerned?”  “What specifically would resolve your questions?” 

 
 
SOME GENERAL THOUGHTS 
 

1. Focus Forward:  Always answer the question as though it was the first time you have 
heard it, even if you just answered the same question a few minutes before.  Rather 
than directing people back to the content of your presentation or remarks, treat the 
question as if it were brand new and answer it from the stand point of now, and what’s 
next.  This will help you avoid the use of negative language. 

 
2. Stay Positive:  The greatest emotional trigger in adversarial situations is the use of 

negative language or negative responses such as:  “That’s not true,” “ I never said 
that,” “That’s not what I meant,” “You weren’t listening,” “That’s not our fault,” “We 
didn’t mean it that way,” “That couldn’t happen,” and “We would never do that.” 

 
 Find the positive alternative in every case, or you stoke the fires of emotion and 

antagonism. 
 
3. Put Yourself in Their Shoes Every Time:  The ability to have this level of empathetic 

response is one of the most important aspects of moving through an emotional 
questioning situation. 

 
4. Control Your Own Emotions:  Avoid taking inflammatory language and emotionally 

charged words, such as “ashamed,” “embarrassed,” “humiliated,” “bad,” “ugly,” 
“weird,” “worried,” and “scum,” personally.  They are just words.  Instead, move to 
answer the question and counteract your emotional reaction by focusing on a positive 
declarative response. 

 
5. Always Worry When They Throw Sticks and Stones:  Words rarely hurt unless you 

let them. 
 

6. Defuse the Situation:  “Let’s talk it through.”  “Let’s look at the situation step-by-
step.”  “Let’s examine your question systematically, one element at a time.” 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Each year I have the privilege of working with many, many senior and chief executives 
across the full spectrum of business activity: the corporate sector, government, military, non-
profit organizations, and more.  One powerful driving concept comes through in each of these 
settings − the gut-level desire to transform the organization, or to transform how the organization 
thinks; or to transform the attitudes of a group of individuals or customer base.  Personal, top 
executive leadership is the transformational force that energizes people and organizations to 
achieve big goals. 

 
Leadership is a lonely obligation.  Every leader, no matter how many followers, is an 

individual actor, sharing ideas and concepts, mostly verbally, in the hope of producing a result 
that benefits the operation and the people whose lives those operations affect, and that the goals 
set are achieved. 
 

The question every leader asks repeatedly is, “How can I effectively move the organization 
forward in some way everyday?”  When loyalty is at a premium and markets and workplaces 
seem so unstable, what is the force that brings focus and forward momentum? 
 

There are crucial behaviors important people, successful executives, and true leaders use to 
move processes and people forward.  These behaviors are the key ingredients of leadership.  The 
more of these ingredients leaders take to heart, teach, and expect of others, the more power they 
will have to achieve their objective. 
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These 11 behaviors or ingredients, if applied with sincerity, are quite simple, sensible, quite 
positive, and very doable.  You could call them the Be-attitudes of Leadership because, you see, 
they start with “be,” and they are attitude-driven behaviors: 
 
 

1. BE POSITIVE 
 

• Behave in positive ways. 
• Teach others to have fun and celebrate some success every day. 
• Use positive declarative language. 
• Reduce emotional language. 
• Eliminate negative words and phrases. 
 
Example:  In normal conversation, when someone says something with which we 
disagree, we invariably respond by saying something like, “You’re wrong,” or 
“That’s incorrect,” or “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” or “It’s simply 
not done that way,” or some similar negative approach.  You may then explain what 
is correct or how you really do things, but your listener is still dealing with the insult 
of your negative language.  This makes it almost impossible for him/her to hear your 
constructive language.  Negative comments almost always put us on the defensive 
even though we have important, positive, constructive things to say. 
 
“The Bad News Eradicator,” is a little exercise I do with clients in which I present a 
list of common negative phrases and then ask the clients to turn them into positives.  
Let’s take the negative phrases below and turn them into positive ones. 
 

Negative Positive 
  
“We don’t do it that way.” “Here’s the way we do it . . .  ” 
“That’s not our style.” “Here are important elements of our style . . .  ” 
“The boss won’t buy it.” “Here’s what the boss has bought in the past; here’s 

what they may buy in the future . . .  ” 
“That’s a lie.” “If you check your facts and assumptions you may 

come to a different conclusion.” 
Or, 
“Using the same analysis we came up with a 
different, more positive result.” 

 
The lesson is this:  Your use of negative language controls your relationship with 
other people.  Eradicate or eliminate negative and emotional words and you become 
far more powerful and in control of almost any situation.  Your positive approach 
blocks or defeats those who are negative. 

 
 
2. BE A VERBAL VISIONARY 

 
The manager’s role in any organization is to meet or exceed expectations, meet or 
exceed established goals or objectives, and help others to do so within the scope of a 
plan or operational activity. 
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Leadership, on the other hand, is predominantly a verbal skill.  The function of a 
leader is to look over the horizon, see what’s there, and figure out where the 
organization has to go, then to return to tell, show, or verbally illustrate the various 
elements and destinations of the journey and the priorities for moving the 
organization forward. 
 
This is the work of a verbal visionary. 
 
 

3. BE CONSTRUCTIVE 
 

• Insist on constructive behavior. 
• Seek to make and solicit positive, constructive suggestions. 
• Seek out useful and challenging questions to answer. 
• Critique the performance and achievements of others constructively. 
• Help others benefit more than you do each time you interact with them. 
 
Example:  Recently a friend called.  She was in charge of evaluating the performance 
of the new minister in their church after a year’s service.  She put together a brief 
letter to members of the congregation asking that they provide some criticism − I 
believe she used the words “constructive criticism” − of the minister’s performance.  
She mailed 700.  She received more than 500 responses, each of which contained an 
average of three comments.  Some contained even more. 

 
They were devastating.  If you added up all of the criticisms there was no way this 
minister could possibly continue in the job and survive emotionally.  Most of the 
criticisms were negatives; many reflected individual misunderstandings; and virtually 
none reflected knowledge of the scope of the congregation’s mission or the daily 
activities required of the minister as the congregation’s leader.  The criticisms boiled 
down to negative personal commentary. 
 
My friend’s problem was, of course, that she had to share this information to the 
minister.  If she didn’t have something else worked out, she was sure he would 
undoubtedly resign.  While the congregation really liked this man and wanted him to 
stay, not even a minister could withstand this level of personal criticism. 
 
I told her about a lesson I learned early in my career from Chester Burger.  As a 
communications consultant he faced similar situations inside corporations.  His 
strategy, which I’ve followed for years, was to go back to the same people and, rather 
than asking for criticism, ask them to make one positive constructive suggestion 
about what the individual might do to achieve the goals of the organization.  The 
application of this technique is incredibly powerful. 
 
Ask anyone to criticize and critique your appearance, preparation, proposal, 
presentation, personality, anything, and you’re guaranteed to get dozens of minor 
negative comments, most of which you couldn’t change even if you wanted to.  In 
fact, most critiques are designed to elicit negative, unhelpful information and are too 
little, too late. 
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My friend did go back and use this technique.  Out of the 700-member 
congregation, she received 12 suggestions.  Each was implementable and 
achievable within the next a 30-to-90 day period.  My friend went back to the 
minister, in all honesty, and showed the first assessment from the congregation, but 
then showed the follow-up work.  The minister not only stayed, but also 
implemented every suggestion in the first 90 days. 
 
The lesson is this:  We have the power to structure and control productive 
discussions and debate.  If you want constructive results seek and insist on 
constructive suggestions.  There will be very few, but they will be more useful.  If 
you are constructive and seek positive, constructive suggestions, you automatically 
control and, therefore, powerfully manage how decisions are made. 

 
Constructive criticism is an oxymoron. 

 
 

4. BE PROMPT 
 

• Answer it now. 
• Ask it now. 
• Challenge it now. 
• Do it now.   
• Fix it now. 

 
Example:  Over the years I’ve learned that whether it’s an activist group, angry 
employees, upset neighbors, or jealous competitors who appear to be outsmarting 
us, the way to win, the way to move things forward, the way to stay in charge is to 
act now, do it now − every time. 
 
This often means making smaller decisions and acting on them more quickly. 
 
• Answer it now.  If there are questions, get the answers and get them now. 
• Ask it now.  Rather than waiting for someone else to ask the serious question, 

ask it first to get the answer. 
• Challenge it now. 
• If you know it’s going to be a problem, act now to eliminate the cause. 
• Fix it now.  If it’s broken, move to repair it; if it’s breaking down, move to 

shore it up. 
 
The lesson is this:  Those who act promptly − who do it now − are ahead of the 
competition, can foil the opposition’s most carefully laid plans, defeat almost any 
critic, and control the situation. 
 
The linear thinkers may criticize you for this, “Move that fast and you’ll make 
mistakes.”  Since mistakes will be made, however, deferring them to some other 
time only delays success.  Make the inevitable mistakes early.  Fix them now and 
move on. 
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5. BE OUTCOME FOCUSED   (This means always focus on the goal.) 
 

• Commit to generating and maintaining forward momentum. 
• Focus on today and tomorrow.  
• Plan with the end in mind. 
• Recognize that the past holds very few important lessons. 
• Select an achievable, understandable, time-sensitive, worthwhile goal; then go 

for it. 
• Work in the future tense. 

 
Example:  In 1995, I was deeply involved in negotiations between some powerful 
anti-corporate forces:  groups of labor unions, church groups, and non-governmental 
organizations.  The issues were extraordinarily compelling, in the news, divisive, and 
to some extent in the streets.  The challenge was to find a way to sit down face-to-
face, put these matters in some perspective, and develop a plan of action. 
Fortunately, someone suggested that we meet with a minister in Brooklyn Heights, 
New York, just across the East River from Manhattan.  He was reputed to have the 
personal presence required to manage such a politically charged confrontation. 
 
We met in his living room in December.  This huge, jovial man greeted us warmly, 
asked us sit down together in front of a roaring fire, listen to some music, and be 
quiet for a few minutes. 
 
He then laid down just one ground rule for the day’s work:  the discussion was to be 
entirely outcome-focused.  This meant that whatever happened between us prior to 
entering his living room no longer existed or mattered (disagreements, arguments, 
behaviors, truth, fiction, and lies).  The past was completely irrelevant to our current 
discussions.  If we couldn’t abide by this fundamental ground rule, he promised to 
end the discussions and bid us a pleasant day. 
 
It’s hard to convey just how powerful this concept is.  Fundamentally, it recognizes 
that everyone owns yesterday, everyone owns this morning.  There is nothing 
anyone can do to change that ownership.  But no one owns the future − the next 15 
minutes, the next day, the next week, the next month, the next year.  Therefore, 
when we choose to be outcome-focused, we choose how we will enter and live 
through the future, something we can do together. 
 
Now back to Brooklyn Heights.  Each time anyone began a discussion supported by 
something from the past, our host would halt the discussion and refocus it on 
tomorrow.  By 4:30 that afternoon we had negotiated and signed a one-page 
agreement.  That agreement was reached on December 15, 1995.  Those who signed 
it, still live by it today. 
 
The lesson is this:  Focus on tomorrow and only take from yesterday positive, 
useful, constructive elements and ideas that can mover the process forward, 
promptly.  Whatever you did with others on various projects, problems, and 
situations before you read this article no longer matters.  Focusing on the future 
allows you to build tomorrow without all the problems and misunderstandings of 
the past. 
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Bonus lesson:  Applying this single concept will cut in half the time you spend in 
any meeting you attend, sponsor, or lead.  A good portion of most meetings is spent 
explaining to those who weren’t at the last meeting what went on and what has yet 
to be done.  Then it’s necessary to re-explain again because some of those who 
attended the last meeting have a different perception of what went on than you do.  
What little time remains is finally used to get something done and move ahead. 
 
Outcome focus saves precious time, reduces mistakes and misunderstandings, and 
acts as a positive force for moving ahead. 
 
Progress is achieved by looking, acting, and forging ahead.  Being outcome focused 
is one of the most powerful concepts I’ve ever come across to help move things 
forward.  You see, if you stay in the past, argue the past, try to re-write the past . . .  
You’ll die there; so will your career and your hopes. 
 
You get to the future by starting there. 

 
 

6. BE REFLECTIVE 
 

• Seek only useful positive lessons from the past, if you go there at all. 
• What could you have done more or less often in the past?  What could you have 

done to make something better? 
• Could you have conducted yourself differently, more consistently, more 

positively? 
 
Example:  In the course of our Brooklyn Heights discussions, there were a few 
references to the past.  The principle of reflective thinking was applied.  In other 
words you can get to go to the past, but only to seek constructive lessons.  What 
useful bit of information could be extracted that would help implement moving 
forward to achieve a specific goal?  Negative lessons were not permitted; emotional 
conclusions and negative incidents were eliminated. 
 
The lesson is this:  The past is of only limited value.  It never repeats itself.  No 
scenario from the past is precisely reproducible in the future.  There are mistakes we 
can correct if we take a cold, hard look.  There are a few − very, very few − positive 
lessons that can be mined from past experience and applied successfully to today’s 
circumstances. 

 
If you must look backwards, look in the most constructive, positive way possible. 

 
 

7. BE PRAGMATIC 
 

Use what works as a platform for what will be or can be accomplished: 
 

• Search for the truths everyone can recognize and benefit by. 
• Make your forecasts achievable. 
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• Help others achieve their goals and forecasts. 
• Prepare everyone for underwhelming results. 
• Do the doable. 
• Know the knowable. 
• Achieve the achievable. 
• Get the gettable. 

 
Example:  Your credibility rests more on what you are actually able to accomplish 
than on any series of goals or concepts you may choose to announce but only partially, 
or never achieve. 
 
One of the more interesting stories about pragmatism appears in Jack Welch’s book, 
Straight From the Gut.  He had just finished listening to nuclear engineers decide 
how they were going to begin selling three nuclear reactors per year in the Untied 
States, and how this would save this General Electric division. 
 
After listening for an hour, Welch thoughtfully responded that no matter how good 
the intentions were, nuclear reactors were not going to be sold again in the United 
States in their lifetime, and that they needed to focus on something else − perhaps 
servicing existing nuclear facilities would be a more pragmatic approach.  GE is now 
top in its category of servicing nuclear facilities.  Mr. Welch was being a pragmatist. 
 
The lesson is this:  A pragmatist matches rhetoric with reality.  Put yourself in the 
other person’s shoes.  See the world from their perspective.  Help them achieve your 
goals by achieving a portion of their goals in ways they recognize, and from their own 
perspective.  Dale Carnegie was right, “Help the other guy get what he wants, from 
his perspective; and he’ll help you get what you want, from your perspective.” 

 
Pragmatism is saying and doing things that “make sense.” 

 
 
8. BE A YES PERSON 
 

Select what can be done and focus on that. 
 

Example:  One often-heard management phrase is, “Learn how to say no.”  
Hopefully, we’ve already learned that the power of the negative is defensiveness, 
confusion, even more questions, all of which fundamentally hurt people.  The role of 
the leader is to let people know what they can do, what they’re expected to do; their 
latitude in achieving objectives, and to help set and prioritize useful, positive goals. 
 
What happens when an executive says, “You’ve got to learn how to say no.”?  What 
does “no” mean?  Which things should not be done?  Is this approach a helpful 
management style?  Why is this executive being so negative when all you have done 
is work 24/7 to see to it that he/she can be successful?  What are the criteria for 
eliminating functions, practices, or processes?  Is leadership about not doing things?  
What is really meant by learning how to say no?  Isn’t it far better to teach people 
how to say “yes”? 
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The lesson is this:  It is far better for managers to lay out precisely what is expected of 
employees and how they will be measured:  “These are the limits of your authority 
and function, and here are the three things you should do to meet or exceed my 
expectations; and other things beyond these three (or four or five) central expectations 
are less important.”  This is helpful; this is being a leader, this is how we move the 
organization forward, this is how we help individual employees understand what it is 
the leader is looking for or expects. 
 
 

9. BE FOCUSED ON THE CRUCIAL FIVE PERCENT 
 

We’ve all heard of the equation, better known as the 80-20 rule.  Twenty percent of 
our activities generate 80 percent of our revenue; 20 percent of our customers 
consume 80 percent of our customer service time.  Twenty percent of our time is 
meaningfully spent, while 80 percent is wasted or otherwise ill used.  Twenty 
percent of our brain is used while 80 percent remains yet to be explored and put into 
service . . .  you get the idea. 
 
Leaders need to distill even further how to they allocate and consume time.  What 
leaders have to do is to focus on the crucial five percent of what is truly essential to 
move the organization forward.  That leaves 95 percent of the brains, smarts, 
strategic planning, and execution to the rest of the organization. 
 
Years ago when I was just beginning my career in public relations, I did a marketing 
study for a Minnesota-based Fortune 500 company that specialized in high 
technology switching equipment.  The marketing study was extensive, expensive, 
and one of the most interesting projects I’d worked on at that time in my career.  
When I made my presentation to the assembled executives and their staffs, the 
response was clearly enthusiastic.  When I asked the CEO about moving forward, he 
said that the majority of the things I talked about were things the organization 
needed to do and would be enormously helpful. 
 
When I asked him how many of my of my recommendations we could begin 
implementing his response astounded me.  “Oh” he said, “I think we can manage 
about four percent of what you recommended.”  I was stunned.  Virtually everything 
in my report seemed to be useful, successful, and implementable.  Everyone was 
enthusiastic.  So in my naive but brazen way, I asked directly if I had made a 
mistake and misunderstood what happened just an hour earlier? 

 
The CEO’s response was, “No Jim, you didn’t make a mistake.  But the fact is, this 
is a 5,000-employee organization.  I am only the CEO.  The reality is, those who 
show up to work every day run this company.  Some days we do really well.  Some 
days key people don’t show, or are here but don’t get much done.  I’m 57 years old, 
which means I’ll be the CEO of this organization for probably the next six-to-eight 
years maximum.  If I can shift this organization’s focus or center of direction four-
to-five percent each year I’ll be doing extraordinarily well, and that’s considering 
our competitive environment and how our business changes from month-to-month.  
This means that in the entire term of my tenure as chairman, if I can turn this 
organization 35-to-40 percent, I’ll be doing extremely well, absent a catastrophe like 
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a hostile takeover, which could turn this ship 90 degrees or 125 degrees in an 
afternoon.” 

 
The lessons for me were these:  first, the absolute need to focus on what is truly, truly 
important, that five percent; and second, the limitations of leadership.  Even the most 
dynamic, exciting, and amazing individual is unlikely to make radical changes in 
organizations over night.  Organizational change is incremental. 
 
Here’s a place where the inspiration from Jack Welch is useful to factor in.  GE was 
already America’s most admired corporation when he took over, and he was Chairman 
for 20 years.  By his own count, he only came up with five major initiatives in the 20-
year period of his chairmanship.  Those ideas did transform the company from a 
bureaucratically dominated, old-fashioned American conglomerate to a reasonably agile, 
well-financed, and market-sensitive leading company in virtually all of its product 
categories.  It took him 20 years, five powerful concepts, and a leadership approach that 
enabled his own team of managers to move forward. 
 
 

10. BE A FINISHER 
 
• Start what you can finish. 
• Stop what you can’t get done. 
• Avoid endless and mindless projects. 
• Focus on completion. 
• Break down the barriers to completion. 
• Forecast, and then overcome the institutional resistance to completion. 
 
Studies of management failure and management success show that the ability to finish 
a few small but core projects can be the difference between success and failure; 
supremacy and mediocrity; vision and confusion; and reputation gain or catastrophe.  
Fortune magazine cites the failure to complete their own projects and programs as the 
single most frequent reason CEOs are fired. 
Large organizations tend to generate lots of projects, lots of ideas, and lots of 
“things to do.” 
 
Most CEOs will tell you that when they analyze organizational to-do lists, for 
every 100 projects there are only three-to-five deserving or needing completion.  
For every 20 development concepts, only two are worth the effort, energy, and 
expenditure, and half of those will fail. 
 
Start things you can and will finish.  Terminate those things that can never be 
finished.  Off load those processes that suck away time, resources, and key 
attention of your most valuable people.  Beware the sucking sounds:  time sucks, 
resource sucks, brainpower sucks, attitude sucks, and enthusiasm sucks. 
 
The lesson is this:  Look at every project, every concept, and every idea that needs 
to move forward as a marathon.  The test of a marathon runner is finishing at the 
earliest possible time, no matter how long it takes or what level of personal 
commitment required.  Focus, energy, enthusiasm, stamina, sheer guts, and the 
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fortitude to finish are the forces that genuinely move organizations to the head of 
the line, or to whole new levels of accomplishment and achievement. 
 
If there is no finish line, avoid the starting line. 
 

11. BE RELENTLESS IN SEEKING POSITIVE, INCREMENTAL, PERSONAL 
IMPROVEMENT EVERY DAY 
 
• Break problems into solvable parts. 
• Resolve each increment of the problem promptly. 
• Watch for the big break.  Capitalize on big things when they happen. 
• Prepare to be lucky, but remember that luck is limited. 
• The lucky ones are those who are relentlessly incremental in their personal 

progress every day. 
• Crises occur explosively but are resolved incrementally. 

 
Example:  Everything we do, know, or create came into being incrementally . . .  
recognizable increments occur usually in the correct order. 
 
The most credible leaders and managers are those who relentlessly and 
intentionally: 
 
• Grow and learn every day. 
• Help those they serve to achieve some positive incremental progress every 

single day. 
• Identify and talk about those positive increments that they work with, 

supervise, or lead achieve everyday. 
• Assess what they’ve learned, then teach it to others. 

 
This is among the most profound lessons I can share with you.  It is the one I think 
you’ll probably remember most, true success comes to those who relentlessly seek 
positive, incremental, personal improvement every day. 

 
 

Well there you are, eleven powerful transformational leadership generating attitudes and 
behaviors: 

 
1. Be positive. 
2. Be a verbal visionary. 
3. Be constructive. 
4. Be prompt. 
5. Be outcome-focused. 
6. Be reflective. 
7. Be pragmatic. 
8. Be a yes person. 
9. Be focused on the crucial five percent. 

10. Be a finisher. 
11. Be relentless in seeking positive, incremental, personal improvement every day. 
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How will you know when you have achieved success?  How will you know when you have 
achieved success?  Here are some indicators:  You’ll be invited to share your opinions at higher 
levels within your organization.  As a matter of daily routine you’ll be able to articulate what is 
truly important, useful, and helpful to others.  You’ll notice that, from your perspective, you are 
doing more important things.  This may mean moving to more important work than that which 
you’re currently doing.  It may mean evaluating your current environment and determining 
whether or not you can become a leadership force within the situation in which you currently 
find yourself. 
 

Leaders automatically ask themselves several questions at the end of each day.  This is a 
discipline that will ensure that even your most frustrating day is rewarding and important: 
 

• What did I learn today? 
• How can I apply that learning to something I’m currently working on or something I 

want to work on? 
• What did others learn from me today? 
• How many times today did someone tell me they heard me quoted in a meeting they 

attended and people were inspired to move ahead? 
• How or what have I improved in some way for someone else today? 

 
Leadership is the strategic force that drives individuals, organizations, cultures, and 

societies forward every day.  Leadership is the discipline of being intentionally constructive with 
a relentlessly positive approach to helping everyone.  With these 11 Be-attitudes of Leadership 
you can live an important, happy, and successful life. 
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LUKASZEWSKI’S CONTENTION SURVIVAL MANIFESTO 

 
Keeping Yourself and the Things That Matter Under Control 

 
 

This manifesto is a personal and often publicly declared set of principles, policies, or 
intentions for addressing contentious public circumstances and situations, and behaving with 
integrity, honesty, and even good humor.  If your mother could teach you the rules for winning in 
the irritating, aggravating, agitating environment of being under attack in the news media— 
personally, politically, or professionally, these are the 27 techniques and practices she (or most 
moms) would share.  You can succeed even in the face of contentious people, angry neighbors, 
negative media coverage, and irritated public officials. 

 
1. Speak only for yourself.  Say less, write less, but make these communications truly 

important. 
 
2. Answer every question.  Aim for 75-150 word responses; this is 30-60 seconds 

reading or speaking time.  Honorable organizations, people, programs, and initiatives 
can answer any question. 

 
3. Always let others speak for themselves.  When you try to speak for others, you will 

always be wrong, and attacked or humiliated for being wrong. 
 
4. Avoid claiming that you agree with your opponents on anything, unless they say so 

first.  Once opponents say it, you may quote them saying it, but always say what you 
believe to be true and back that up. 

 
5. Avoid saying that you work closely with public agencies, other organizations, or 

even individuals related to your situation (even if you believe you do), unless they say 
so first and you then quote them.  Otherwise, they can deny it (especially if controversy 
arises) or point out, as some may quite quickly, that whatever links exist are rather 
weak.  They will then describe those weaknesses or deny that you have any real 
influence. 

 
Those who can and may support you in the future (public or private) must have their 
status preserved for the long run.  Drawing them into your discussion could needlessly 
make them targets of attack.  They will have to abandon or, perhaps, denounce or 
distance themselves from you. 

 
6. Assume that everyone in the discussion has more credibility than you do.  Your job 

is to validate your credibility, every time, rather than to discredit others. 
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7. Be relentlessly positive (avoid all negative words) and constructive (avoid criticizing 
and criticism).  Both provide the fuel opponents thrive on. 

 
8. Focus on the truly important 5%; forget the rest.  Respond to and develop what truly 

matters. 
 
9. Let attackers discredit themselves.  Their emotional words and negative, destructive 

language equals less truth and trustworthiness.  Avoid “friends” who suggest this 
approach.  It will always backfire. 

 
10. Practice laggership.  Speak second but always have the last word.  
 
11. Remain calm.  Critics, agitators, and bullies are energized by anger, emotionalism, 

whininess, and negative counter attacks. 
 
12. Silence is always toxic to the accused.  After a while, even your friends will sacrifice 

or question you. 
 
13. Apologies are always in order, provided they contain all of the crucial ingredients of 

an effective apology.  The most constructive structures for apology are in The Five 
Languages of Apology, a book by Gary Chapman and Jennifer Thomas (The Five 
Languages of Apology:  How to Experience Healing in All Your Relationships, Gary 
Chapman and Jennifer Thomas; Northfield Publishing, September 1, 2006; ISBN 
1881273571.).  Here, with some paraphrasing and modification based on my 
experiences, are the ingredients of the perfect apology. 

 
• Regret (acknowledgment):  A verbal acknowledgement by the perpetrator that their 

wrongful behavior caused unnecessary pain, suffering, and hurt that identifies, 
specifically, what action or behavior is responsible for the pain. 

 
• Accepting Responsibility (declaration):  An unconditional declarative statement by 

the perpetrator recognizing their wrongful behavior and acknowledging that there is 
no excuse for the behavior. 

 
• Restitution (penance):  An offer of help or assistance to victims, by the perpetrator; 

action beyond the words “I’m sorry”; and conduct that assumes the responsibility to 
make the situation right. 

 
• Repentance (humility):  Language by the perpetrator acknowledging that this 

behavior caused pain and suffering for which he/she is genuinely sorry; language by 
the perpetrator recognizing that serious, unnecessary harm and emotional damage 
was caused. 

 
• Direct Forgiveness Request :  “I was wrong, I hurt you, and I ask you to forgive me.” 

 
The most difficult and challenging aspects of apologizing are the admission of having 
done something hurtful, damaging, or wrong, and to request forgiveness.  Skip even 
one step and you fail. 
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14. Have courage, and refuse to be distracted by negativity, friendly pressure, or the 
agendas of others.  You are in the spotlight.  They are in the shadows.  Be especially 
wary of those who feel that responding empowers others, or that you might look like a 
sissy for having done it.  Either of these outcomes is better than being considered 
boorish, bullyish, arrogant, or callous. 

 
15. Discourage others from explaining your situation.  They will get it wrong.  You will 

be blamed, and they will be attacked.  They will then have to abandon you altogether, 
keep some distance, or attack you to preserve their own credibility. 

 
16. Everything that goes around comes back around.  Avoid verbal vegetables, the 

words phrases, arguments, assertions, and statements you write or say that you know 
you will have to eat some time in the future. 

 
17. Remember the math of truth:  Truth is 15% facts and data and 85% emotion and 

perception; 65% of truth is point of reference (my backyard or neighborhood).  Facts do 
matter, but addressing the emotional component of issues and questions immediately, 
continuously, and constructively is essential for success. 

 
18. Be strategic.  Say, act, plan, and write with future impact in mind.  

 
19. Prepare to work alone and to be abandoned by just about everyone. 
 
20. Stay at altitude, keep a distance, avoid taking events or actions personally, and be 

reasoned, appropriate, and direct.  Positive and constructive responses tend to 
disempower those making the attacks. 

 
21. Keep the testosterosis under control.  Every bit of negative energy you throw in their 

direction will multiply by a factor of five to 10, and they will throw it right back at you. 
 
22. Be preemptive.  Work in real time.  Do it now, fix it now, ask it now, correct it now, 

challenge it now, and answer it now. 
 
23. Write and speak simply, sensibly, positively, empathetically, and constructively. 
 
24. Avoid trying to discredit anyone, any argument, any evidence, or any movement.  

Such actions stimulate the creation of critics and adversaries; who accumulate, hang 
around, live forever, and search relentlessly to exploit your weaknesses, vulnerabilities, 
and susceptibilities.  Prove your position with positive, declarative language. 

 
25. Get accustomed to accommodating the long-term, relentlessly negative nature of 

contentious situations.  
 
26. Correct and clarify what matters promptly, but do it all on your own Web site.  

Avoid joining blogs or conversations outside your site.  The latter strategy will suck all 
of your energy into responding to the agendas of others who are having fun and 
sleeping well, while you are doing neither. 

 
27. It is your destiny.  Fail to manage it, and someone else is waiting in the wings to do it 

for you. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Anti-corporate activism is alive and growing in intensity.  Targets are major brands, global 
businesses, institutions that appear to disenfranchise or victimize people, adversely affect the 
environment, harm animals, and areas of consumer manufacturing where the brand, usually 
American, uses off-shore (that is, third world or lesser-developed) countries for sourcing, or 
large numbers of immigrants within the U.S. itself.  This is a reputation issue of the highest 
order.  For some, the issue may even be perceived as one of brand survival. 
 
 
MOVING OUT OF THE BULL’S EYE 
 

How do you move out of the bull’s eye when activists attack?  Here are 12 key facts with 
useful right way/wrong way commentary and lessons to guide you. 
 

1. Activist Organizations Work Together Easily: 
 

• Often labor connected, but not always. 
• Invariably networked with an array of non-government organizations (NGOs) 

created for the purpose of advocating, organizing, or attacking on behalf of some 
cause, country, or issue. 

• Frequently religiously connected, even church affiliated. 
• A fervor and dedication to their situations and causes that seem almost 

unreasonable due to an extraordinarily high level of zeal. 
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Right Way Lesson:  Understand the power of activism and the activist mentality.  
Prepare to negotiate.  Why?  Because people who defend the victimized often seem 
irrationally intense in their fervor.  It will take a series of conversations just to begin 
establishing common ground for negotiation. 

 
Wrong Way Lesson:  Believing the myth that recognizing activists, or answering 
their questions, gives them power.  The fact is that activists and victims come with 
enough power to change any brand and the status of any executive, in any 
organization, should they care or need to try. 

 
2. Activist Action Patterns Are Characteristic: 

 
• Attack the most well known brands, companies, or celebrities.  More visibility, 

less work. 
• Generate video of chain link fences topped with barbed wire and soldiers or 

guards alleging slavery or mass victimization. 
• Use “testimony” from real workers who are “victims.”  Trigger litigation where 

possible. 
• Take one or two very young female “victims,” preferably pregnant, tour them 

around the United States even other countries, and encourage them to make 
inflammatory testimonial allegations against the target. 

• Organize and recruit supporters through religious groups and labor unions to stage 
demonstrations and attention-getting events (but usually not boycotts). 

• Humiliate the brand, company, celebrity, or public official, then demand the 
target resolve their bad behaviors, even taking a much larger role in social 
initiatives and questions. 

 
Right Way Lesson:  Anti-corporate actions can be anticipated both through aggressive 
enforcement of standards of conduct and compliance review, and by paying attention 
to the perceptions created by appearances.  Be prepared to aggressively pre-empt these 
characteristic patterns of action.  One way is to look at your facilities through the 
“eyes” of the TV camera and the victim, then prepare your own video story, facility-
by-facility. 

 
Wrong Way Lesson:  Resist, push back, and refuse to “give in” because you may look 
like a sissy to your colleagues or peer organizations.  They are not the ones under 
attack, you are. 

 
3. Tactical Goals Are Also Predictable: 

 
• Alarm consumers.  (Get supporters to avoid the brand, but to ask questions.) 
• Interpret situations incorrectly on purpose.  (Build fear or hate through slanted, 

emotionalized examples.) 
• Intervene in the business.  (Get control of the brand through demands and 

accusations.) 
• Publicize allegations.  (Always taken uncritically by the media.  Reporters feel 

good about helping with a “cause”.) 
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• Speculate on motives.  (Humiliate individuals within the target organization by 
emphasizing salary and bonus, greed and insensitivity, and questioning morals 
and ethics.) 

• Allege intimidating conditions.  (Death threats, harm, or harassment and 
discrimination against pregnant workers, whistleblowers, and anyone raising their 
voices.) 

 
Right Way Lesson:  These tactical goals mirror what today’s journalists and 
sympathetic bloviators view as their daily mission:  saving at least a part of the world 
from something bad (you) every day.  These approaches are powerful and will have 
impact.  It’s impossible to change these goals.  Therefore, they must be anticipated, 
accommodated, and addressed.  Be an excellent company and preempt these 
allegations at the earliest possible moment. 

 
Wrong Way Lesson:  Whine and moan about how “those people” will cause 
enormously higher costs and drive away your business, losing jobs and livelihoods.  
“It’s their fault, not ours, if we have to close.” 
 
Find ways to prevent critics and opponents for taking credit for policies and procedures 
you’ve changed as a result of their complaints, demonstrations, or allegations. 

 
4. The Allegations Are Nearly Always the Same: 

 
• Child labor. 
• Discrimination, especially against pregnant and younger women. 
• Extraordinary forced over-time work. 
• Forced birth control. 
• Forced labor. 
• Inappropriate medical intervention (especially with young women). 
• Intimidation. 
• Less than living wages. 
• Psychological coercion. 
• Punitive employee relations. 
• Slave or indentured labor. 

 
Right Way Lesson:  While most codes of conduct accommodate and deal with these 
issues, too often there’s no affirmative evidence of such abuses until after the 
allegations have been made and the damage to reputation done.  Find ways, such as 
independent monitoring and effective internal enforcement, to ensure that abuses are 
prevented, detected, corrected, and deterred.  Publicly condemn and report slavery 
conditions. 

 
Wrong Way Lesson:  Complain that the allegations are old, well worn, and long since 
taken care of.  If it’s in the news today, it’s today’s news. 
 

5. Prepare for the Great Irritations: 
 

• Emotional communication and action replace facts and reasonableness. 
• Activism overshadows systematic information and evidence. 
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• Exaggeration overwhelms reality. 
• Grassroots tactics and manipulation are the activists’ customer and employee 

mobilization strategy. 
• Everyone seems to be your victim. 

 
Right Way Lesson:  In this emotionally powerful environment, there’s often very little 
in the way of concrete evidence on either side.  The imperative is to anticipate and 
respond with a sense of control and focus.  Real on-the-ground facts and information 
can be controlling if independently monitored, certified, or verified.  Get it certified or 
clarified, and get there first. 

 
Wrong Way Lesson:  Rely on internal resources and internal investigations.  
Neither are credible.  Whenever internal resources are relied upon, the phrase 
“cover up” is used automatically. 
 

6. There Is Good News: 
 

• Others are getting through this. 
• There can be positive surprises. 
• The results will be underwhelming. 

 
Right Way Lesson:  The goal should be a better life for workers, stronger societies, 
better economic results, and therefore better lives for everyone.  These results are, by 
definition, very unnewsworthy and likely to be ignored by both the media and the 
activists.  Happy farms and factories are not news. 

 
Wrong Way Lesson:  Complain about people with no credentials who get 
credibility from the press, bloggers, politicians, and even other business people.  
Why?  (Because that’s the way it is and is going to be.) 
 
Why is it that our own information and data are being used against us, erroneously, 
and we’re getting blamed for their mistakes?  (Again, this is the way it is and the way 
it’s going to be.)  Will we ever get credit for being a good company?  Yes, but 
criticism will continue, too. 

 
7. Beware of Allies; Focus on Critics; Get Your Story Out There: 

 
• You’ll fight and win your battles largely by yourself (but remember what winning 

actually means). 
• Industry buddies may be too preoccupied to help, happy that you are the target 

and they are not, or expect you to “hold the line.”  Those that do offer, almost 
always have agendas that are more important to them than yours.  Allowing allies 
in empowers them to work in their own best interests, at all times.  When push 
comes to shove, allies will probably sacrifice your interests. 

• The media will rarely “take your side” and are often inclined to report beyond 
activist exaggeration simply because it takes more shouting to be heard now than 
before. 
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Right Way Lesson:  If you look for allies, chances are you’ll find them outside your 
industry or by working collaboratively with those who are accusing you and their 
supporters.  Industry solutions to activist attack are rarely successful and often cause 
only more controversy.   Industry allies are almost never able to say and do the right 
things at the right time or in the right sequence.  Using allies often condemns you to 
use the lowest common denominator approach, and to avoid appropriate responses and 
initiatives that your “allies” may take exception or offense to.  Ironically, it’s the 
opposition that tends to be more welcoming and helpful. 

 
Wrong Way Lesson:  Take a “whole industry” approach to demonstrate that the issues 
and complaints are relatively minor or “isolated incidents” in comparison to the size of 
the industry.  “Unified defenses” never really work.  The lawyers will disagree, 
executives will disagree, and most importantly the activists, naysayers, and 
complainers now have a huge, fat, juicy target that’s much richer for damage 
opportunities than working one company or organization at a time. 
 

8. Think Counter-intuitively: 
 

• Your usual practices will be interpreted as corporate stalling and stonewalling. 
• Your most factual analysis and statements will be considered biased, incomplete, 

and tainted. 
• Your immediate involvement in the resolution process will be interpreted as 

manipulation and cover up. 
• Your attempts to control the dialogue, limit the damage, or impose a solution will 

be characterized as public relations tactics. 
• Incremental progress will be challenged as unsatisfactory—a stalling tactic 

designed to save money.   
• Be prepared for unexpected allegations.  Act quickly.   
• Learn to live with persistent, intentional misinterpretation: 

− Progress is often described as mistake repair. 
− Direct financial support or sponsorships are often interpreted as attempts to 

buy or bribe. 
− Individual attempts to investigate or clarify are viewed as obstructionist or 

cover-ups. 
− Economic arguments are interpreted as arrogant, insensitive, and anti-worker. 

 
Right Way Lesson:  Stay focused on the ultimate goal.  Answer every question, even 
those that have yet to be asked.  Calm people down.  Build and maintain the 
confidence and trust of your own employees and workers, first.  Solve one or two 
problems at a time today because tomorrow will bring another set of issues.  Leaping 
ahead will be difficult.  Make incremental progress every day.  Make certain that those 
who are affected, directly or indirectly, know progress is being made and what your 
next steps are.  Avoid using the media as a forum or a messenger.  The media make 
mistakes due to reporters’ lack of understanding, overt sympathy, or to cause serious 
embarrassment and misinterpretation.  Be prepared for the impact of the new media 
techniques. 

 
Wrong Way Lesson:  Get upset easily.  Let your testosterosis drive your decisions and 
actions.  Seek some sort of conclusive, definitive resolution of issues and questions.  
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Look for ways to discredit, demean, and deny the allegations, positions, and opinions 
of your opposition. 
 

9. Reduce the Legacy (Radio, TV, Newspapers, Magazines, Cable Shows) Media’s 
Power: 

 
• Plan to directly interact with those whose lives, families, and future you affect, 

which makes what the media say or do less important. 
• Constantly correct, clarify, and comment on the record on your Web site. 
• Talk with the opposition directly. 
• Reach out to communities through the farming activity and other commercial 

interactions, constantly.  
• Keep public officials informed. 
• The opposition knows how sloppy you are about dealing with mushy problems; 

get focused. 
• It’s always easier to challenge your credibility—thus making you defensive—

rather than to challenge the facts. 
• Get your facts straight.  Be credible. 
• The threat of some action to be taken against you, especially if amplified by the 

news media or in the blogosphere, always seems more powerful than the action 
itself. 

 
Right Way Lesson:  Reducing the media’s power is necessary and critical to truly 
helping workers and getting your story across.  Failure to directly address the elements 
of activist action and media behavior confers credibility on the opposition and gives 
unnecessary additional impact to the news media.  The ultimate reality is that support 
among employees and other constituent groups can be mercurial and difficult to 
maintain.  Therefore, the most direct strategies and tactics are the most preferable, 
likely to moderate any attack, and achieve better on-the-ground results. 

 
Wrong Way Lesson:  Ignoring the media, failing to answer questions, reacting 
defensively and irritably are approaches that will ultimately, but quickly, become toxic 
to any communication that is done.  Honorable companies, organizations, and 
individuals can promptly answer any question posed to them.  Honorable companies 
and honorable people understand the fears, concerns, and questions those who oppose 
may have, and work to answer questions, and reduce concerns and fears at every 
possible turn. 
 

10. Ultimate Realities: 
 

• Timidity and hesitation cause embarrassment and defeat. 
• Activist attacks have impact and predictable consequences. 
• Taking public credit often makes you a target. 
• Each effective attack teaches activists success lessons for their next target. 
• Getting it right, on the ground, is the ultimate priority. 

 
Right Way Lesson:  There are no end points, no clear victories.  For each victory you 
attempt to declare, another set of allegations will surface.  Let the opposition take the 
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credit.  Positive, constructive approaches suck the energy out of anger and contentious 
situations. 

 
Wrong Way Lesson:  Be angry, overbearing, and overly serious.  Attempt to 
manipulate public officials to be on your side or to support some industry perspective.  
Mistakenly believe that denying things, stalling, and making decisions more 
complicated will somehow defeat or sap the energy of opponents and critics. 
 

11. Credibility-building Communication Principles: 
 

• “When problems occur, we’ll be prepared to talk openly about them and act 
quickly to respond to them operationally.” 

• “If key constituencies should know about an issue or problem that could affect 
them, we’ll voluntarily talk about it as quickly and as completely as we can.” 

• “When problems or changes occur, we’ll keep those key constituencies posted on 
a schedule they set until the problem or changes have been thoroughly explained 
or resolved.” 

• “We’ll answer any questions those constituencies may have and suggest and 
volunteer additional information on matters they haven’t yet asked questions 
about.” 

• “We’ll be cooperative with the news media, but our primary responsibility is to 
communicate directly and as soon as possible with those most directly affected by 
our actions. 

• “We’ll respect and seek to work with those who oppose us.” 
 

Right Way Lesson:  Prompt, positive, specific, responsive action is the most potent, 
controlling, and fundamentally sound communication strategy.  In fact, the more you 
do along these lines, the less you need to communicate.  Action must precede 
communication or the results are spin and the damage spin causes. 

 
Wrong Way Lesson:  Delay, denial, and defensive threatening ultimately 
empowers those who oppose us. 
 

12. Break the Cycle: 
 

Principles: 
 

• Principle 1:  Act credibly; build trust; wage peace. 
• Principle 2:  Drive the process by being outcome focused (avoid the past). 
• Principle 3:  Be satisfied with incremental progress. 
• Principle 4:  Avoid forecasts; stay focused; predict underwhelming results. 
• Principle 5:  Respect and appreciate each constituency’s concerns and beliefs. 

 
Action Steps: 

 
• Step 1:  Create a communications environment that will support your goals from 

the community’s/customer’s perspective. 
• Step 2:  Act aggressively, with a positive attitude. 
• Step 3:  Focus on the process of resolution. 
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• Step 4:  Prepare to manage (endure) unintended, constantly changing 
consequences. 

• Step 5:  Look ahead.  What killer issues are on the horizon?  Get ready.   
 

Right Way Lesson:  Take positive, aggressive action.  Move quickly.  Use common 
sense.  Be inclusive rather than exclusive.  Recognize that the language, beliefs, and 
thought processes of the opposition, while totally different from yours, are 
reconcilable.  Remember that you’ll be held to a standard of behavior and human 
rights performance as though all your operations were inside a single building just 
outside Kansas City, Missouri. 

 
Wrong Way Lesson:  Seek to win definitive decisions rather than engaging, 
negotiating, accommodating, and sharing victories. 
 

 
CONCLUSION 
 

Anti-corporate activist action will continue to escalate.  The bigger the brand or operation, 
or more global the enterprise, the better a potential target it becomes.  Moving out of the target 
zone is becoming increasingly more challenging.  That’s because: 
 

• The most challenging activist attacks are carried out by individuals motivated by 
circumstances only they know. 

• Some activist campaigns are becoming more sophisticated than corporate response 
capabilities. 

• Activist campaigns are becoming less focused and dependent on the “media” and 
more focused on creating trade barriers, creating market barriers such as customer 
interference, impeding access to capital through pressure on institutional investors, 
and directly attacking individuals and organizations who are the end users rather than 
consumers. 

• Activist campaigns are building a substantial track record of success.  Target 
companies are recognizing that indirect action against them is often more powerful, 
more corrosive, and harder to control. 

• Large organizations, agencies, institutions, and organizations continue to make 
mistakes and behave badly, unethically, or illegally thus making themselves targets 
for anti-corporate or anti-institutional action. 

 
Getting and staying out of the target zone essentially means the following: 
 
• Commit to principled, open behaviors that address issues promptly, directly, and 

positively. 
• Get to the high ground fast.  Avoid the usual denials, victim confusion, and 

antagonistic behaviors along the way. 
• Put yourself in the activist’s shoes as well as the shoes of other major stakeholders.  

Act from their perspective.  Ultimately, these will be the only actions that will be 
acceptable.  Start doing it today. 

• Focus on clear, useful, positive goals that can be “given away” to others for the 
credit.  You get to survive; they get to beat their chests. 
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• Be cautious in building phony coalitions on issues that matter.  Every member works 
his or her own agenda.  It’s pointless.  The only organization capable of managing its 
own destiny is the one that is the focus of the attack. 

• Recognize that response to activism basically feels defensive and protective.  The 
goal may simply be preservation of market share, reputation, customer base, or 
constituent relationships.  Be satisfied with a useful, positive result in which 
everyone gains something, but where many remain angry, some are disappointed, the 
media seem anything but completely happy, and the bloviators are continuing to talk, 
whine, and scream.  This is, in fact, how we now define victory in confrontational 
settings. 
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THE  STRATEGIC  POWER  OF  POSITIVE  LANGUAGE 
 
One of the great epiphanies for communicators is the recognition of how destructive negative 
language is and how powerful, controlling, and strategic positive words are. 
 
     Contrary to popular belief and much pr mythology, negative stories and headlines are 
generally driven by the negative language, stories, and examples spokespersons use − verbally 
but also in writing.  You might have noticed that even the best interview often results in a story 
with a negative slant simply because a single negative phrase was used.  Reporters and 
adversaries habitually and intentionally phrase their questions and information requests in 
negative ways that demand negative responses. 
 
     Another negative speech habit is to talk in double and compound negatives, perhaps because 
spokespersons mistakenly assume that more than one negative creates a positive result:  “It 
wasn’t our intent to not seem sensitive.”  “You can’t believe that we didn’t care.”  “Don’t be 
silly; he won’t really care.”  “No problem, it won’t be any trouble at all.”  “Certainly not.  Please 
don’t hesitate to call.”  “We had no idea it wouldn’t work.”  “I don’t disagree.”  “Change doesn’t 
come without a price.” 

 
     The critical reality of positive language is that if you wish to establish a pattern of long-term 
improvement in relationships, and control the conversation and the environment in which 
communication takes place, it is positive language that gives you control of your destiny, your 
opposition, and the distractions on your way to victory. 
 
     What is it about negative language that makes negative words so destructive? 

 
1. Negative language is non-communication 
 
If I say to you, “That’s not how we do it,” or, “That’s meaningless,” what have you learned?  
I’ve probably put you off because the answer is somewhat accusatory, like you should have 
known more than you did. 
 
2. Negative language is destructive 
 
If I say to you, “You’re wrong,” you are now a victim.  I haven’t provided information that 
would help you know what is right.  Even if I follow that comment with some useful, positive 
information, chances are that you’ll have difficulty hearing it because  
I have seriously insulted or hurt you, and you are licking your wounds, not listening to me.  
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3. Negative language causes 
defensiveness (yours) 

 
Once I’ve told you, “That’s not the way we 
do it,” or, “It won’t work,” if I care about 
you at all, I know I haven’t communicated, I 
know it’s not what you wanted to hear, 
therefore I feel that I must now do 
something to overcome my non-
communication.  This is what defensiveness 
is, a feeling of inadequacy brought on 
primarily by incomplete, negative, stupid, or 
erroneous communication. 

 
4. Negative language drives 

communication out of control 
 

As soon as I say, “That’s not the way we 
think,” what are your options as a victim 
responder?  You’ll ask me why not, why isn’t 
it, and why won’t we?  These are all negative 
responses, which drive communication even 
further off any positive, productive track.  
Your situation is now sliding into the verbal 
ditch.  You are out of control, and you can feel 
it. 

 
5. Negative language causes a kind of 

intellectual deafness 
 
Reporters, protestors, activists, and angry 
opponents seem to need negative language.  
In fact, the fulfillment of their mission 
revolves around the use of it.  When they get 
negative language in response, the 
communication immediately becomes 
driven by it and its power to continue, even 
expand conflict.  It is impossible to be 
positive enough to punch through the 
negative shield, once it has formed. 
 
     The news media especially use negative 
language as a means of balancing almost 
any positive news or information: 
 
• Man Lands On The Moon, But Cost 

Overruns Mar The Occasion 
 
• Life-Saving Medication Introduced 

Today In Cleveland, 17 Deaths During 
Clinical Trials Raise Questions 

• Religious Icon Rises From The Dead, 
Relationship With Prostitute In Previous 
Life Under Investigation 

 
6. Negative language never brings 

closure 
 
Negative language is used in the mistaken 
belief that a negative response somehow 
brings closure to allegations, assertions, and 
negative questions.  The actual affect is just 
the opposite. 
 
     Besides, when challenged or insulted, we 
tend to want to strike back because it feels so 
good.  I refer to this as testosterosis, an 
emotional state affecting both men and 
women when their favorite ideas are 
assaulted, questioned, or impugned. 

 
     While negative language can seem respon-
sive, the recipient automatically understands 
and senses important aspects of who you are, 
where you are, how you are feeling, and 
whether or not you can actually win the 
argument.  You are uncomfortable, defensive, 
non-communicative, and have no idea how to 
accommodate or win. 

 
7. Negative language never achieves 

victory 
 

Victory is supposed to be a positive event.  If you 
haven’t defined victory, there is no language 
strategy that will get you there.  Or, to say it 
positively, define victory and you’ll be able to 
structure a verbal and written strategy to 
achieve it. 

 
8. Negative language weighs more than 

positive language 
 
Risk communicators have learned that 
characterizing serious issues and topics in 
negative language, even if just a little, is 
almost impossible to overcome no matter 
how many positive words, phrases, and 
thoughts are used.  Verbally, it seems, 
negative words weigh five times as much as 
positive words weigh.  Negativity is 
memorable. 
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WHAT  IS  THE  POWER  OF  POSITIVE 
DECLARATIVE  LANGUAGE? 
 
To build better employee relationships, resolve  
labor problems, and get a labor agreement, 
sooner or later one has to resort to positive, 
useful, productive language to strike a deal, get 
a contract, end the dispute, and to hear.  It’s 
harder if you begin by waging verbal warfare. 
If you want to win an argument, the verbal 
struggle, you’re going to have to come up 
with useful, positive, helpful examples that 
illustrate the proof of your own assertions 
and assumptions. 
 
     If you wish to control the dialogue, 
you’re going to have to drive the discussions 
forward using meaningfully specific, 
positively stated examples, verbal 
illustrations, and stories that teach, illustrate, 
draw others toward your point of view, and 
persuade. 
 
 
TOXIC RETORTS KILL IDEAS & ENERGY 
 
Ideas, concepts, and forward thinking are 
often controlled or destroyed by the use of 
toxic retorts.  These destructive, negative 
responses generally end discussion and kill 
concepts. 
 
     Here’s my favorite list of toxic retorts. 
 
• I don’t like that idea 
• I don’t see the connection 
• I wouldn’t say that 
• It can’t be done 
• It didn’t happen that way 
• It didn’t work before 
• It won’t work now 
• It’s against company policy 
• It’s never been done before 
• It’s not my responsibility 
• It’s not affordable 
• Let’s not over-react 
• It’s too much trouble 
• No comment 
• Not my job, unfortunately 
• Not that again 
• Our boss would never buy it 

• Our customers wouldn’t like it 
• Our people would never do that 
• That isn’t our problem 
• That won’t build our product 
• That’s impossible 
• That’s not a good question 
• That’s not our fault 
• We aren’t that bad a company 
• We can’t change that fast 
• We can’t talk about it 
• We couldn’t have known 
• We did all right without it 
• We didn’t know 
• We don’t care 
• We don’t have enough studies 
• We don’t have the resources 
• We don’t have the time 
• We won’t have the money 
• We can’t because we’re just too busy 
• We’re not ready for that 
• What you’re not saying is . . . 
• Why won’t you use everything I say? 
• You didn’t talk to me about this 
• You’re mistaken 
• You’re wrong 
 
 
OVERCOMING TOXIC RETORTS & 
NEGATIVE LANGUAGE 
 
There are two techniques for overcoming 
negative and toxic language:  Using positive 
declarative language and power words. 
 
Positive Declarative Language 
 
Here are some examples of converting 
negative approaches into positive 
declarations. 
 
1. Negative:  I don’t believe it . . . or you. 

Positive:  Here’s what I believe.  Here’s 
what we believe. 

2. Negative:  It won’t work; it never 
worked. 
Positive:  Here’s how it might work.  Here 
are some suggestions to make it work. 

3. Negative:  That’s a lie. 
Positive:  Check the facts more carefully 
and you’ll find . . .  

4. Negative:  That’s not our style. 
Positive:  We’re known, even respected for . . .  



 

 
Copyright © 2009, James E. Lukaszewski.  All rights reserved. 

Reproduction without written permission of the copyright owner is strictly prohibited. 
 One-time permission to reprint granted to NYS School Boards Association on October 17, 2009. 46 

5. Negative:  We don’t do that. 
Positive:  Here’s what we actually do. 

6. Negative:  We don’t invest in benefits our 
employees won’t use. 
Positive:  We have three categories of 
employees, each with distinctly different 
needs. 

7. Negative:  We’ve never done that. 
Positive:  Here, specifically, is what we  
do . . .  

8. Negative:  You’re wrong. 
Positive:  Let’s look at the facts . . . 

 
 
POWER WORDS 
 
Power words add energy, thickness, and 
momentum to the conversation.  Power 
words are critically important for 
confronting color words*, words that are 
emotionally negative in nature, words like 
ashamed, afraid, worried, frightened, 
embarrassed.  Color words grab the 
spokesperson or an audience by their guts.  
Use power words to make important 
statements and to manage the emotional 
power of color words: 
 
1. Was it a bad or stupid choice? 
2. Power response:  In their place, I would 

have made different choices. 
3. It sounds like they hate your plan. 
4. Power response:  As we emphasize 

solutions, they’ll be more positive about 
what we’re doing. 

5. Will this problem destroy your 
reputation: 

6. Power response:  These matters are 
certainly urgent, and we will do our best 
to deal with them. 

7. Shouldn’t your company be ashamed of 
its performance? 

8. Power response:  We’re surprised at the 
public response, but intend to respond 
powerfully and aggressively to the 
public’s concerns. 

 
Other power words include: 
 
• Different 
• Emphasize 

• Prioritize 
• Proud 

• Empathize 
• Energize 
• Exciting 
• Fascinating 
• Great 
• Hopeful 
• Legitimize 
• New 
• Powerful 

• Strong 
• Surprised 
• Sympathize 
• Tough 
• Unique 
• Unusual 
• Urgent 
• Value 

 
 
POSITIVE LANGUAGE POSTULATES  
 
1. Say less; make what you say positive, 

powerful, and therefore more important. 
 
2. Saying nothing can be very powerful and 

positive (because in some cases the other 
side just wants to be heard). 

 
3. Peace, success, and victory are won only 

with positive language. 
 
4. Compassion and empathy sometimes use 

negative color words such as: 
 

• Ashamed 
• Concerned 
• Disappointed 
• Embarrassed 
• Failed 
• Humiliated 
• Mortified 
• Regrettable 

• Shocked 
• Tragic 
• Unfortunate 
• Unhappy 
• Unintended 
• Unnecessary 
• Unsatisfied 
 

 
Be very careful how you express 

empathy.  Empathetic sentiments can cause 
toxic retorts. 
 
5. The positive responder controls the level 

of negativity of any verbal or written 
exchange. 

 
*    For more information and lengthier 
discussion on this subject and a more 
complete list of color words, contact the 
author by  
E-mail at tlg@e911.com or explore his Web 
site at www.e911.com. 
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