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Improve Your Communication, 
Improve Your Business
Four Skills to Help Build Stronger and 
More Lucrative Relationships
by Deborah Johnson

Most professionals spend a significant portion of every day communicating with 

others— in person, on the phone, in emails, or even texts. Whether you’re aware 

of it or not, every communication is an opportunity to gain momentum or stall, 

engage your listener or turn them off, and in some cases, to win or lose.  That 

means there’s a lot at stake.  
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If you have even a sliver of doubt about how important communication is 
to your personal success or to the overall success of your practice or business, 
here’s a startling statistic from another professional group.  Of all the malpractice 
suits filed against attorneys by their own clients, 90% of the suits were not about 
the law at all. Clients report that it’s because the attorney didn’t communicate 
well.  This is not surprising! Communication is extremely fragile. Regardless of 
how educated, intelligent or skilled we are, our face-to-face communications 
skills can be an Achilles heel.  

For more than three decades, I’ve had the privilege to work with a broad 
range of professionals, each of whom knew that saying the right thing in the 
right way could make the difference between success and failure—often on a 
grand scale.  I’ve prepared business people for interviews with Barbara Walters, 
the BBC, The New York Times, and a wide variety of local media. I’ve coached 
executives on how to give powerful and persuasive speeches; and helped 
nonprofit leaders raise hundreds of thousands of dollars. I’ve also worked with 
top attorneys to prepare witnesses for high-stakes trials.

In this article, I share some of what I’ve learned and taught over the years, 
including four skills, which can instantly improve your communication— help-
ing you build stronger, richer and more lucrative relationships with existing or 
new clients, colleagues, staff and the people in your personal life.    

  
The Rule of 93

Fundamentally, human communication is made up of two things:  What 
you say and how you say it.  Albert Mehrabian, Professor Emeritus of Psychol-
ogy, at UCLA says that 93 percent of communication is non-verbal. Yes, 93 
percent. He breaks it down like this: 55 percent of the meaning of a message 
is body language and 38 percent is tone of voice.  Do the math.  That leaves 
only seven percent for the actual words that are spoken.  

What this clearly points out is that as powerful as language is, there is 
something even more powerful. You. You are constantly sending out non-
verbal signals. And everyone around you is constantly picking up on them. 
Have you ever walked into an office and known immediately that something 
is wrong? Can you tell by someone’s sarcastic tone of voice they don’t mean 
what they are saying?

The point I want you to take away is that you are 100 percent in control of 
both what you say and how you say it.  Here are four tips to help accomplish 
this control.

Tip Number One:  
Identify High-Stakes Situations

Every day you run into situations where the stakes are high. The secret is in 
recognizing them ahead of time so you can engage in a win-win conversation. 
For example, a client who is upset about a bill presents a perfect opportunity 
to build rapport and increase your perceived value to them.       

To heighten your recognition of high-stakes situations, I recommend that 
every morning you spend two minutes evaluating your day and looking for 

... you are 

100 percent in 

control of both 

what you say and 

how you say it. 

... be conscious of 

how you approach 

conversations, 

watching for subtle 

situations where 

you don’t want to 

risk things going 

south.  
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situations where you want to ensure you 
have successful conversations.  Through-
out the day be conscious of how you 
approach conversations, watching for 
subtle situations where you don’t want 
to risk things going south.  

Tip Number Two: 
W.I.I.F.M.?

We are all hard-wired to listen to what 
others say through the filter of “What’s 
In It For Me?”  WIIFM might sound 
selfish, but it’s not.  It’s a fine-tuned 
survival mechanism. Looking out for 
ourselves is how the human race sur-
vived. And that’s a good thing.  

Once you’re aware of how people are 
listening to you, you can easily create 
more win-win conversations. If you 
need a client to be more timely getting 
documents to you, apply the WIIFM 
principle. An old conversation might 
have sounded like this, “You need to get 
your documents to us by the 10th. We 
are running into problems when they 
come in late; I have to pay overtime to 
get them filed.”  But that’s about you, not 
about them. Now, focus on what it’s in 
for them, like money:  “If you can get 
me your documents by the 10th of each 
month I can save you $150.”  

  

Tip Number Three: 
Deep Listening

Have you noticed that people are 
losing the ability to truly listen?  I see it 
around me all the time.  It is also one of 
the most common problems I face when 
preparing professionals for media inter-
views or preparing witnesses for trial. If 
a witness isn’t listening to the question 
during cross examination, he can look 
like an idiot to 12 people on the jury. 
When a person is not listening to a 
question from Barbara Walters, he can 
look like an idiot to 12 million people. 

But, how did it get so bad?  Here are 
a few scary stats:  294 billion emails are 
sent each day. That’s 2.8 million every 
second.  We are hit with more than 
3,000 advertising messages per day, 
bombarding us from every direction. 

There’s more to do and less time to 
do it in. We all feel the crush. Is it any 

wonder that with this barrage of useless 
information, spam, intrusions, and ir-
ritations that we have given up paying 
attention? Unfortunately, it is seeping 
into our professional and personal re-
lationships as well.

Ever try to have a conversation with 
someone who is also texting? Ever need 
to get some important information to a 
client on the phone and you can hear 
them typing away on their computer? 
Ever fade off in a conversation, only to 
snap to and wonder what was just said?  

The solution? It’s simple. Practice 
listening. It might sound odd, but 
you have to train your mind to pay 
attention. If you become masterful at 
listening, it will pay off in innumerable 
ways. When your clients recognize that 
you are actively listening to their real 
concerns, they can relax. It builds trust. 
It cuts down on misunderstandings or 
misalignment of goals. It saves money.  
And research shows that it increases job 
satisfaction and cuts down on stress.

The “art” of listening is about doing 
just that—listening—not listening to 
yourself think about what you are go-
ing to say. It is not jumping in to solve 
a problem before you’ve heard what it 
actually is, but listening to everything 
the person across from you is saying. 
Over the years, I’ve discovered that 
you never know what someone will say 
when they know you are really listening 
to them. Why? It goes back to the 93 
percent non-verbal communication. 
You send out lots of non-verbal signals 
to tell people you’re listening to them.      

Here’s a fun little trick to help you 
train your brain.  Listen for the last three 
words the person says.  Then try to start 
your sentence with them. That way you 
have to listen until the end, pause to 
make sure it is the end, and then think 
about what you will say in response.  

Tip Number Four: 
Clarify Your Intent

The final tip incorporates the 55/38/7 
research.  It’s about making sure you are 
clear in your own mind what your in-
tent is before you begin a conversation.  

There are three parts. First, be clear 
about what you want the other person 

to know. Most professionals are very 
good at this.

Second, be clear about what you want 
the other person to do. Sometimes we 
get sloppy and aren’t clear. All the best 
corporate management experts tell you 
that the more specific you are, the bet-
ter your outcome. Rather than saying, 
“Get me the file as soon as possible,” 
say, “Get me the file by 5 p.m. today.” 
If you put dates/times into a request, it 
is more likely to be completed exactly 
as requested.  

The third part is a little more elusive, 
but tremendously important. Be clear 
about how you want the other person 
to feel at the end of the conversation. 
Actually put words to it.  Because if you 
are not clear about how you want them 
to feel, it will default to their mood at 
that particular moment and there is no 
way for you to know what that is or how 
your message will be received.  

An easy example is having a tough 
conversation with an employee who 
made a mistake. Do you want her to 
feel demoralized, worthless, like she 
always makes mistakes, and is about 
to get fired? Or, do you want her to 
feel that she is valuable, that you trust 
her, and that you are confident that the 
same mistake will not happen again?  
By simply setting your intent, you 
dramatically affect your body posture, 
your tone of voice, as well as the words 
you use.  

By practicing these simple tips every 
day, you can increase your success rate, 
improve your relationships and ultimate-
ly make your personal and professional 
life much more rewarding.   

Deborah Johnson is a six-time Emmy-
Award winning writer and producer.  She 
has more than 30 years of experience into 
what highly diverse “audiences” perceive 
and how to communicate with them effec-
tively. She applies that expertise to prepar-
ing professionals for high-stakes situations 
in front of the media, in the boardroom, 
or the courtroom, where every word and 
every gesture is critical to success. Reach 
her at (602) 216-0049 or Deborah@
High-StakesCommunication.com or www.
High-StakesCommunication.com.
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