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				INTRODUCTION

				Half of What We Think About Thinking Is Wrong

				[image: 198534.jpg]e think that thinking means stringing words together in a meaningful way. We think that talking is the best way to share an idea. We think that speaking well is the cornerstone of intelligence. We’re only half right.

				This book is about three things: blah, blah, and blah—three little words that are killing our ability to think, learn, work, and lead.

				Blah-blah-blah is complexity, which kills our ability to think. This book introduces an easier way to think about complicated things.

				Blah-blah-blah is misunderstanding, which kills our ability to lead. This book presents a simple way to better understand our ideas before, during, and after we share them with other people.

				Blah-blah-blah is boredom, which kills our ability to care. This book lays out a way to make learning about complex ideas infinitely more engaging—and infinitely more fun. (Don’t tell anyone about that last part; they’ll think we’re not serious.)

				This book is about how to stop blah-blah-blah before it stops us.

				This Book and Its Tools

				This book is laid out in three parts. The first part introduces the three blahs.

				[image: 001_R1.eps]

				The second part introduces an antidote to blah-blah-blah. It’s called “Vivid thinking.”

				[image: 002_R1.eps]

				The third part presents a map that gets us from one to the other.

				[image: 003_R1.eps]

				Each of the three parts introduces a tool. First is the blah-blahmeter, a device that helps us detect incoming blah-blah-blah before it hits. The second tool is Vivid Grammar, a simple set of guidelines that show us how to avoid blah-blah-blah by engaging both our verbal and visual minds. The third tool is the Vivid FOREST, a map that shows us an easy-to-follow path to make sure our own ideas are vibrant, clear, and memorable.

				[image: 004_R1.eps]

				Let’s Meet Our Contestants
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				Blah, blah, and blah are the overuse, misuse, and abuse of language—anything we say that interferes with our ability to convey ideas. Blah-blah-blah isn’t just about being boring (although boring is often part of it), nor is blah-blah-blah about being intentionally misleading (although misleading is also often part of it). What blah-blah-blah really means is that we’ve become so enamored of our words that we’ve fooled ourselves into believing we understand things better than we actually do.

				When words don’t work, thinking doesn’t work. Wonderful as words are, they cannot alone detect, describe, and defuse the multifaceted problems of today. That’s bad, because words have become our default thinking tool. Even worse, for most of us words are our only thinking tool.

				We need a new tool.

				Sliding into the Land of Blah-Blah-Blah

				Many years ago, I worked at a small consulting company. Our boss was a brilliant salesman but an operational disaster, a combination that ensured we always had more work than we could handle. Being busy was an advantage: Since we never had enough time, we constantly improvised—and in looking for quicker ways to solve old problems, we were surrounded by new ideas. While our days were long, we always went home feeling good about everything we’d gotten done.

				After a few successful years, our company got big. New management came in, and before long all we did was go to meetings. Here’s the new company vision and values. Here’s our new synergy-leveraging go-to-market strategy. Here’s our new customer-centric restructuring plan. Blah-blah-blah. Those days were also long, but they weren’t satisfying. The more we talked, the fewer problems we solved. Before long, ideas stopped showing up, and our once respected little company became a permanent fixture in the land of blah-blah-blah.

				I quit.

				There’s No Place Like Home

				But I couldn’t get away. None of us can.

				In today’s learning and working world, blah-blah-blah has become our home. Ever been to three meetings back to back? Welcome to blah-blah-blah. Ever left a meeting more confused than when you entered? Ever watched two hours of cable news and knew that you knew less about the world? Ever stifled another yawn during another conference-room bullet-point bonanza? You get the picture.

				At least we’re not alone.

				We Know Too Much

				Blah-blah-blah comes in a sliding scale, from too much information to too little information to negative information.
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				On the too-much-information side, blah-blah-blah overwhelms our capacity for recall: So much knowledge comes in that we’ve got no choice but to let most of it flow right back out. Case in point: Late last year, two of broadcast media’s most well-read celebrities met on a New York stage to talk books—and ended up commiserating about how little of what they read they could remember.

				Jon Stewart, host of the comedy news program The Daily Show, sat down with National Public Radio’s interviewing legend Terry Gross to discuss Stewart’s new book. Not long into the interview, Gross asked Stewart if he actually read all the books he reviewed. Stewart jokingly said yes—he always made a point of reading both the front and back covers. Then, momentarily serious, he continued: 

				Stewart: Some weeks we have four books, and they can be big ones, you know: historical nonfiction. But I read pretty quickly, and I try and read as much of the books as I possibly can and I have a pretty good ability to get through it, retaining a good deal of its information... 

				Then he paused for effect: 

				...for a four- to-six-hour period. And then it disappears from my brain for the rest of my life.

				Gross: Do I know that feeling. I so know that feeling.

				Stewart: I take it in and suddenly I’m an expert on the construction of the Pentagon... and then by eight o’clock that night I’m like, Really? I didn’t know there was a building with five sides!

				The scariest part of this exchange is that these are the smart people. If Jon Stewart and Terry Gross can’t keep pace with everything they read, what hope is there for the rest of us?

				We Know Nothing

				Blah-blah-blah means sometimes we may be surrounded by lots of words but they contain no meaning.
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				Condé Nast, publisher of the world’s most prestigious collection of magazines (Vogue, Glamour, Vanity Fair, Golf Digest, Wired, The New Yorker, etc.), should know that: The company publishes millions of words every month that subscribers can’t wait to read. Yet a recent e-mail sent by the CEO to all employees took five hundred words to say... well, nothing.

				In his companywide note of Tuesday, October 5, 2010, Condé Nast CEO Chuck Townsend sought to clarify the thinking behind a number of changes the company was making in response to the Internet. His language was so full of corporate-speak that not even his employees could understand what he was telling them.

				In July, we announced a strategic refocus of our Company and identified three clear priorities to ensure our future growth and success: a consumer-centric business model, a holistic brand management approach and the establishment of a multi-platform, integrated sales and marketing organization. Our commitment to consumer centricity is evident... To optimize brand revenue growth, we will shift responsibility for single-site, digital sales and marketing to the brand level. Publishers can now fully leverage their offerings across all platforms.

				Huh?

				According to the New York Times, one employee reacted by saying, “We all read it and have no idea what he was talking about. It’s the kind of communication where there are no verbs and every other word is some kind of buzzy techno jargon.”

				When the head of a publisher can’t make himself understood with words, we know that we’re in big trouble.

				We Know Less Than Nothing

				At the other end of the scale, blah-blah-blah sometimes means we know less than nothing. When the depth of detail forced upon us kills our ability to comprehend, we end up receiving negative knowledge—the more we hear, the less we know.
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				In early 2010, in a tiny, darkened room buried somewhere deep within the Pentagon (the one with five sides, Jon), a senior member of the United States Department of Defense sat down at a small desk. The desk was bare and his hands were empty. He was there for a briefing on projects under way in the war on terror. Although he was one of only a handful of people in the whole world privy to the full scope of our government’s top-secret activities, he was not allowed to take notes.

				Project slides flashed on the screen before him. A program name appeared, then a list of staff members and authors. Then a mission statement appeared, followed by a list of goals and objectives, then a list of tasks completed and not completed, then a list of resources and their current disposition, then a written schedule, then detailed agendas, then reference documents, then a budget overview, then supporting points for a request for supplemental funding, then a list of action items, then a partial list of associated programs.

				When one program finished, another began. There were hundreds of programs to review that day.

				Not long into the briefing, it dawned on this “super user” that he knew less than when he had started. “Stop!” he yelled, and walked out of the room. Then, according to the Washington Post’s two-year investigation of America’s growing top-secret world, the super user flatly stated, “I’m not going to live long enough to be briefed on everything.” The result, he added, was that it was impossible to tell whether this mind-boggling array of programs made our country any safer or not.

				Let’s think about that for a moment: The more the super user was briefed on the programs, the less he could tell whether they made our country safe. That sounds like as solid a definition of blah-blah-blah as we’re ever going to get.

				How Did We Get Here?

				It’s weird, isn’t it? Everybody hates blah-blah-blah, yet here we are. None of us started out intending to make good ideas hard to find. Nobody decided up front that the best way to say one thing was to say everything else. Nobody began a career believing that the best way to get ahead is by making sure they’re not understood.

				With all the channels of instant communication available to us, we should understand each other better, not worse. With so much history accessible with the tap of a finger, we should find faster ways to solve problems, not quicker ways to assign blame. When we have a great idea, we should be able to share it more clearly than ever, not find it harder than ever to be heard.

				The Treasure Map

				We don’t need more words. We need more ideas. We need them fast, and we need them to be good—and to know that they’re good, we need them to be clear.

				To tell the good ideas from the bad ones, the insightful from the ignorant, the creative from the creativity killing, we need to be able to see them. Yet seeing isn’t something we can do here in the land of blah-blah-blah. This is the place to go to hide, obscure, divert, and spin. If we want to actually solve a problem, we have to get out of here.

				That’s where this book comes in. It offers an escape plan.

				The escape comes in the form of a treasure map. It’s a map we can use when we have a problem and we need to find a good idea to solve it, a map we can use when we’re overwhelmed with words and we need to know what they really mean, and a map we can use when we see a great idea—and need other people to see it too.

				What Makes a Useful Map

				To be useful, any map must show three things: where we are now (in enough detail to decide whether that’s a good place for us to stay), a better place to go (in enough detail to decide whether that place really does look more inviting), and a clearly marked path between the two (in enough detail to make sure we won’t get lost along the way).
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					A useful map shows us three things: our present location, a path, and a destination.

				

				Think of this book as a map that unfolds into three sections. The first describes our present location deep in the doo-doo of blah-blah-blah. The second describes a two-lane path that leads us out. The third describes a more desirable destination—a place where we know our ideas inside and out, trust that other people’s ideas are worth our time, and are confident in our ability to see the big picture.
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				Before we embark, let’s get familiar with our new map.
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					This is our treasure map. Let’s get familiar with it one section at a time.

				

				We Are Here
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					We are here, way over on the left side of our map, deep in the land of blah-blah-blah.

				

				On the left side of our map we see our present location, deep in the land of blah-blah-blah. As we know, it’s a noisy place, full of activity and buzz. It’s not necessarily a bad place—there is a lot going on here, and it can be thrilling to be in the middle of it all—but with all the talking and jostling, it’s not a great place to try to think things through, and it’s a nearly impossible place to get much attention.

				In order to stand out in this crowd, one of us starts talking a little louder and a little faster. That works for a moment, but to compensate, all the rest of us start talking louder and faster, too. Things ratchet up until a new blah-blah-blah equilibrium is reached, at a volume, velocity, and quantity that make it difficult to know what’s worth listening to. And that’s the real danger here: With all our clamoring words, it’s not long before we’re so busy keeping up that we not only stop listening to anyone else—we stop listening to ourselves. Pretty soon we don’t remember what our own idea was—or whether we even had one. All that matters is being heard.

				A Path Out
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					There is a two-lane path leading out—and we need to use both lanes.

				

				We could just stay here in blah-blah-blah; it’s easy to do—and, in most ways, our trends and technology encourage us to do so. But if we really need a new idea, need it to be good, and need others to see it, we need a way out.

				The path out of blah-blah-blah is simple to find, but it’s not that easy to take. That’s because the path has two lanes, and we’ve been taught about only one of them: the word path. This path we know well. It’s the path of talking, writing, and reading, and our education has taught, trained, and tested us to rely on it.

				The second path isn’t secret; everyone knows that it’s there. It’s the picture path. As a thinking tool, pictures have been around much longer than writing. In fact, far in the past, long before anyone ever wrote a word on anything, pictures were the only path to take.

				But somewhere between then and now we discovered writing, and most of us lost interest in the picture path. And now, because it’s been so long since we have trekked it, the picture lane remains undiscovered and undeveloped—and a bit scary.1

				So we stick to the path that we know—and we talk. The trouble is that, as much as we might want to leave blah-blah-blah behind, taking the word path always leads us right back in. Sadly, the second path—the picture path—isn’t by itself much better. Even people who know this ancient path well tend to get lost when they try to use only pictures to explain themselves.

				It’s only by taking the two paths together that we can get where we need to go. To solve the problems of today, we need to see and hear, read and look, write and draw. And when we do—when we remember how to think verbally and visually—that’s when we’ll understand the power of Vivid Thinking.

				Our Destination
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					Our destination is a place where we can see the forest and the trees.

				

				On the right side of our map, we see our destination. It is a quiet little forest located far outside the land of blah-blah-blah. Here we can take a deep breath, enjoy a moment of quiet, and get a better look at what’s really on our mind.

				This isn’t just any little forest. Although hushed at first, this forest isn’t secluded; it’s full of ideas—our own and those of others. After all the commotion of blah-blah-blah, it just takes a while to adjust our eyes and ears. But after a few moments we will begin to see more ideas out here, and we’ll see exactly what they’re made of. Out here, for the first time, we can see the forest and the trees.

				A Way Back
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					After our trip to the forest, we’ll need to come back, only now we’ll know how to cut through the blah-blah-blah.

				

				Once we’ve visited the Vivid FOREST, we’ll never look at the land of blah-blah-blah the same again. Of course, we’ll eventually have to return, because that’s where the action is, but it will be a different place for us. Because we’ll know many new things about our own ideas, we’ll share them differently. And knowing what we do, we’ll also expect something different from the people sharing their ideas with us.

				Enough Blah-Blah-Blah

				That’s it, this book in a nutshell: a section on the land of blah-blah-blah and how we got here, a section on the two-lane path out, and a section on a more vivid place to go.

				Since we’re going to start in blah-blah-blah, let’s begin by understanding how we got here. And that’s a story that begins with a picture.

				Winging It

				Way back in second grade, I drew what was to become one of the most important pictures of my life. It was a picture of a duck. I have no idea why I drew a duck, but I do remember the picture. In it, I captured the duck in midflight: nose out, tail back, legs tucked, wings stretched. He was a fast duck, and I drew him in profile so that I could add speed lines. I didn’t know a lot about ducks, so I had to wing it. In the end, my duck looked like this:
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					My fast duck, ca. 1970

				

				A few days after I drew the duck, my teacher, Miss Brown, gave me a trophy. It said best drawing. I was surprised. I didn’t even know that my duck had entered a contest.

				I shouldn’t have been surprised: My report card from the time, while complimenting my “creativity,” also chastised me for talking too much in class. Miss Brown’s specific words in the “Pays Attention in Class” section were “In need of improvement.”

				My report card also indicated that I was behind in reading. That, too, came as no surprise. I hated reading. Of all the things we got to do in class—draw, color, measure, cut and paste, build, talk—it was when instructed to read that I shrank. I said to myself that it was because reading was boring, lonely, and pointless, but the real reason was that reading was hard.

				I was ashamed that reading was difficult for me, because I was considered among the smart kids in class. I sensed that as much as my side conversations irritated Miss Brown, she appreciated my participation. But when we had to read, I knew I was falling behind. When reading became the main reason for school, I lost my favorite reason to go.

				This story could have ended badly. But right around that time, my dad brought home a book written by a doctor. I don’t know if my dad knew I was having trouble reading, but he did know that Dr. Seuss’s Green Eggs and Ham was funny. We started reading it together in the evenings. I was drawn in by the pictures and my dad’s laughing, and after a time I also realized that the words on the page weren’t so bad after all. They had only a few letters each, and those letters repeated in consistent patterns that were fun to sound out. After a few rounds of “Sam I am. I am Sam,” the lightbulb in my head labeled “words” began to flicker, and when my dad and I moved up to the more complex The Cat in the Hat, that light began to burn bright. Thanks to Dr. Seuss, I learned to read.

				Why Johnny Can’t Read

				So did hundreds of millions of other kids. By the time he died, in 1991, Dr. Seuss had written sixty books, which as of today have sold more than a quarter billion copies. According to Publishers Weekly, twenty-three of the 150 top-selling children’s books of all time were written by Dr. Seuss. His approach to writing—half of which involved drawing—changed the way America learned to read.

				But where did Dr. Seuss, with his funny words and goofy pictures, come from—and how did these seemingly simple books come to change so profoundly the way young students thought about reading? To know that story, we have to first meet John Hersey.

				John Hersey didn’t have the same troubles reading that I did. He loved words. As a correspondent during the Second World War, he wrote about the GIs landing on Sicily, the cold of the Russian front, and the heat of the Burmese jungles. While on duty in the Pacific, he survived a plane crash in the ocean. After swimming to the surface, the first thing he could think about was finding his writing—which he did, when his notebook floated up and bonked him on the head.

				John Hersey’s love of words was infectious. In 1946, he wrote the longest article ever published by The New Yorker magazine. His 31,000-word essay “Hiroshima” told of the devastation wrought by the first atomic bomb. (That’s a lot of words for a magazine: 31,000 is more than half the length of the book you’re holding in your hands.)

				Hidden behind a lovely New Yorker cover cartoon showing a warm afternoon in Central Park, “Hiroshima” appeared in the magazine’s August 31, 1946, issue. The sunny cover was a trick; the darkness of Hersey’s article filled the entire magazine. For the first and (so far) only time, The New Yorker dedicated its contents to only one story—no cartoons, no news, no reviews; just “Hiroshima.” It was among the magazine’s most successful editions, selling out at the newsstands within hours. Later, “Hiroshima” was described by Time magazine as “the most celebrated piece of journalism to come out of World War II.”

				Clearly, John Hersey loved words, which makes it fascinating that when he later wrote an article for Life magazine about reading, he ended up writing mostly about pictures.

				Pictures? Wait a second—wasn’t Hersey a word guy? This discovery is so important to this story (and to the rest of this book) that I want to repeat it: In writing an article about helping children learn to read, John Hersey focused more than anything else on the pictures that accompanied the words.

				Here’s what happened.

				By 1952, six years after his breakthrough New Yorker story, Hersey had become a successful novelist and professor of English. He had also become the father of five children, and in the interest of learning more about their education he joined a parent-teacher group called the Citizens’ School Study Council of Fairfield. The goal of the study group was to help the Connecticut school district’s principals, teachers, and parents understand why children weren’t learning to read very well—something that Hersey, as a dedicated word guy, found particularly troubling.

				As with today’s concerns about how the Internet is affecting our brains, there was great concern sixty years ago that a new technology (television at that time) and a new teaching style (individualized teaching instead of group rote learning) were undermining public literacy. According to Hersey, the study council’s goal was to answer the question “Are our young citizens learning to use our language well enough?”

				To address this challenge, members of the study group attended school classes, read technical books, consulted educational experts, and learned everything they could about the art of learning to read. After two years of intense effort and research, Hersey concluded the study by writing another long article, this one appearing in Life.

				“Why Do Students Bog Down on the First R?” appeared halfway through the magazine’s May 24, 1954, issue. Surrounded by advertisements for cigarettes, sunglasses, and Greyhound bus vacations to Yellowstone, the article ran for a long ten pages. In the article, Hersey and the study group covered a lot of ground. They revealed that kids preferred to watch television over reading (no surprise there), that more emphasis was put on helping the slow learners than the fast learners (a bit of a surprise), and that decisions about the “right” way to educate were always going to be difficult because there was so little in education that could be meaningfully measured (a pretty big surprise).

				But the biggest surprise of them all was also the simplest: The reason kids weren’t learning to read was because their books looked boring.

				Where There’s a Will

				Just looking at the pictures in the primers that the Fairfield students had been given, the study group could easily see why kids didn’t want to read them. “In the classroom boys and girls are confronted with books that have insipid illustrations depicting slicked-up lives of unnaturally clean boys and girls.”

				Hersey became even more focused on the pictures: “Little boys trying to learn to read in Fairfield witness a lone boy named Tom condemned to play endlessly, and with unnatural control of his manners, with two syrupy girls, Betty and Susan. This frightful life that Tom leads is bound up inextricably with the first crucial stages of reading. It is not entirely surprising that some boys draw back from the experience.”

				[image: Art%20018%20FIXED_R1.eps]

				
					What reading looked like in 1954.

				

				In summarizing their findings, the council concluded that the kids weren’t learning to read because they didn’t want to read the books they were given—and they didn’t want to read those books because they hated the pictures.

				Hersey ended his article with a plea to the textbook publishers. “In primary grade readers, pictures on each page give clues to virtually everything in the text. The child is helped to visualize the words, but he is helped by pictures that are uniform, bland, idealized and terribly literal. Why should they not have pictures that widen rather than narrow the associative richness the children give to the words they illustrate—drawings like those of the wonderfully imaginative geniuses among children’s illustrators, Tenniel, Howard Pyle, Dr. Seuss, Walt Disney?”

				Lucky for me many years later, one courageous textbook editor read the article.

				The Lists

				William Ellsworth Spaulding was an editor at Houghton Mifflin’s textbook division in New York. He read Hersey’s article and was inspired: Why not get one of those children’s authors to write a school textbook? But of the illustrators Hersey mentioned, the options were limited. Sir John Tenniel, the original illustrator of Alice in Wonderland, had died forty years earlier, back in 1914. Howard Pyle, author and illustrator of The Merry Adventures of Robin Hood, had passed away even earlier, in 1911. And Walt Disney, while very much alive and kicking, was busy putting the finishing touches on a theme park in Los Angeles.

				This left Ted Geisel, a moderately successful children’s author who wrote and drew under his mother’s maiden name, Seuss. Spaulding was familiar with Dr. Seuss and contacted his publisher, Bennett Cerf at Random House, to see if Cerf might be willing to loan the author out to try his hand at a textbook. Cerf agreed, as long as Random House could sell the bookstore version of anything Dr. Seuss wrote.

				Agreement made, Spaulding approached Dr. Seuss. To ensure that whatever Dr. Seuss might write could serve as a textbook that teachers and school districts would buy, Spaulding gave Dr. Seuss three lists of words that experts had agreed were important for first-graders to read. Altogether, the lists contained 348 words.

				Looking at the lists, Dr. Seuss thought the whole exercise ridiculous. But then he picked the first two words that rhymed: “cat” and “hat.”

				The Bet

				It took Dr. Seuss nine months to write and illustrate The Cat in the Hat. (He used only 236 of the words.) The book changed the way teachers taught, how schools bought texts, how publishers thought about education, and—most important to this book—how people connected words and pictures.

				The Cat in the Hat was so successful for Random House that Bennett Cerf decided to raise the stakes. He bet Dr. Seuss fifty dollars that Seuss couldn’t pull off the feat again using only fifty words. This time the list contained “ham,” “am,” and “Sam.” And this time it took Dr. Seuss just five months to write Green Eggs and Ham.

				Pictures Make the Words Matter—and Vice Versa

				And that’s how I—and very likely you, and just about anyone we know who was born in America in the past fifty years—learned to read: by sounding out simple words that were interwoven with compelling pictures. The magic sauce that Dr. Seuss added to his books not only changed how America learned to read but changed how we think about books: The books that teach us stuff best are those that reach out to both our verbal and visual minds.

				In the end, the magic sauce wasn’t all that magic; it just made sense. One of the great insights of Hersey and the council’s report was that experts and teachers agreed: A child who really wants to learn something usually learns it. “Some educators now believe beginners could absorb as many as 200 words in the first six months provided words are used that the children want to learn.” And what’s the best way to get a child to want to learn? Make it enjoyable to the whole mind.

				What Happened to the Pictures?

				From a combat correspondent’s words to an inspired pair of publishers to an author who liked to draw to millions of children who decided reading wasn’t so bad after all, it’s a great story. Among many other things, it tells us that in learning to read, pictures matter as much as the words they accompany.

				So here’s the big question: If pictures make such a difference in attracting a young kid to an idea, why stop with kids? If pictures played such an important role in motivating us to want to undertake something as challenging as reading, why don’t we use pictures today to motivate us to want to understand the problems we face as adults? If pictures gave us a good way to jump into the ideas then, why have we given up on the pictures now?

				In business, as in politics, education, and life, we’ve left the picture path behind precisely at the time we need it most. Why?

				Isn’t “Thinking Different” Exactly What We’re Looking For?

				The biggest buzzword in business these days is innovation. The business press, business leaders, and business schools can’t say it enough: “Innovation is the key to success.” “We need to innovate our way out of this recession.” “If we could emulate their ability to innovate, we could become the Apple of (insert industry here).”

				When we’re searching for innovation, aren’t we simply seeking a different way of looking at the world? Let’s ask the question of a moment ago again, but now from a different perspective. Why is it that at the moment in history when we most need to see the world differently, we don’t force our mind to look at problems differently? If our goal is to look differently, where have all our pictures gone?

				Why Johnny and Janey Can’t Draw (the Real Reason We Can’t Solve Problems to Save Our Butts)
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					The reason we think we’re not visual...
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					. . . is because just when we were starting to understand things...
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					. . . they took the pictures away.

				

				Pictures Aren’t Training Wheels

				We all know the power of pictures as a learning tool. Before we learned to read, we were asked to draw. But then the pictures stopped. Our entire education system evolved to believe that pictures are like training wheels: They’re useful only to get us started reading—and drawing should be discarded the moment we’re able to write.

				[image: 022_R1.eps]

				That is just so wrong. Pictures are the part of thinking that provides us with guidance and direction. It’s the “big picture” that lets us see where we’re going. Pictures aren’t training wheels; pictures are the front wheel.

				[image: 023_R1.eps]

				When it comes to thinking, talking, and solving problems, it’s as if we’re all riding around on mental unicycles. Sure, with enough training anyone can learn to ride one, but why bother: We’ll always be faster and more stable with two wheels than one. 

				[image: 024.bmp]

				Blah-blah-blah. No wonder no one can explain the world. The rest of this book is going to get us back on both wheels.

			

		

	
		
			
				PART 1

				The Blah-Blahmeter
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				CHAPTER 1

				Exploring the Land of Blah-Blah-Blah

				[image: W]ords can be used to describe anything.

				But that does not mean words are the best way to describe everything.

				What Is Blah-Blah-Blah?

				Not all words are blah-blah-blah.

				We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.2

				Words are magnificent. When used well, words help us think, make us feel, let us remember, tell us the truth, show us the way, help us understand, unravel the complex, gather us together, and give our lives meaning.

				Oh! I have slipped the surly bonds of Earth...

				Put out my hand and touched the Face of God.3

				When words work, they not only change how we feel about the world; words change the world.

				Yes we can.4

				These are not the words we’re talking about.

				When Words Work

				Words can do all these wonderful things because language is the single most sophisticated, finely developed, and important technology humanity has ever created. Using words is what makes us human.

				But using words and using words well are not the same thing. That’s because, wonderful as the technology of language is, it is also our easiest technology to mess up.

				When Words Don’t Work

				When it comes to words, there are many ways we can break things. When we do, the result is blah-blah-blah: the overuse, misuse, or abuse of the technology of language.

				Sometimes our blah-blah-blah comes from an honest mistake—we have a good idea to share, but we use the wrong words to describe it. Sometimes blah-blah-blah comes from not being clear in our own minds—because we’re not certain that our idea is any good, we use words to dazzle up a lame idea or fog up a mediocre one. And sometimes blah-blah-blah is just plain evil—because we know our own idea is rotten, we use words to distract listeners from what we’re really thinking.

				Not all words are the same; not all blah-blah-blah is the same, either.

				[image: 026_R1.eps]

				
					Although the noise makes it difficult to tell, not all blah-
blah-blah is the same.

				

				Introducing the Blah-Blahmeter

				Ernest Hemingway, the author most famously associated with keeping language as word-free as possible, once said the best thing an aspiring writer could do was to “develop a built-in bulls**t detector.” What was true then is truer now: We need to pick up on when the bulls**t is heading toward us just as much as we need to be aware when we’re the ones dishing it out.

				One thing we know for sure about the world of blah-blah-blah is that it isn’t uniform. There are all kinds of blah out there: too many words, the wrong words, unintelligible words, misleading words. We’re going to need a lot more than a shovel to sift through it all.

				How About a Built-in Blah-Blah-Blah Detector?

				In a meeting, at a conference, in class, watching the news, tweeting—wouldn’t it be great if we had a device to filter all the incoming words and quickly separate the signal from the noise? What we need is some kind of a blah-blah-blah detector, a quick way to identify what’s worth listening to and what is not. Let’s build one. Let’s build a Blah-Blahmeter.

				[image: 027_R1.eps]

				
					The Blah-Blahmeter is going to help us filter the incoming signal and noise into distinct levels.

				

				What the Blah-Blahmeter Does

				Our Blah-Blahmeter is a device that we’ll use to detect which words are being used effectively and which are not.

				When we point the Blah-Blahmeter at a verbal source, it will pick up the words and process them according to four distinct filters, then present the blah-blah-blah reading on a marked scale. Words that are used well—words that have a clear message describing a sound idea delivered with good intent—will register on the zero (or “no blah-blah”) side of the scale. Words that represent the worst abuse of language—words delivering a misleading message intended to keep us from noticing a rotten idea—will register on the maximum blah-blah-blah level. In between these two extremes we’ll find words that are simply boring or unintentionally confusing.
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					The Blah-Blahmeter scale: Zero blah on one extreme, blah cubed on the other.

				

				Depending on the measured result, we’ll know whether or not we need to use the tools in this book to improve a particular set of words—and if so, which tools to apply to make sure the real message gets through and gets heard.

				By the time we’re done, we’ll have the complete Blah-Blahmeter available to us and know how to use it. In full form, the Blah-Blahmeter looks like this:
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					The complete Blah-Blahmeter. In this and the next chapter, we’ll learn how to use all its features.

				

				We’ll build and test the full Blah-Blahmeter throughout this chapter and the next, but for now let’s warm up our internal bulls**t detectors with a few sample quotes.

				The “I Get It” Test

				Below are five quotations taken from prominent newsmakers of the past few years. All five were originally stated in public forums where the speaker (or source) knew he would be listened to intently. All five describe important aspects of our lives and cover topics that we all agree are of consequence to us, our families, and our businesses.

				These five quotations will serve as our first test of blah-blah-blah detection. Read through them, noting how each speaker uses words to convey an idea. To help you keep track of how well the speaker is doing, each quote is followed by an “understanding scale.” Read each quote only once (we’ll come back to them later), fill out the scale below it, then move on to the next.

				One more thing you’ll notice: I haven’t named the speakers yet. We’ll save that for the end.

				Blah-Blah-Blah Test: Five Prominent Quotes from Recent Years

				A	“Specially formulated with nutrients that enable the body to exert physical power by contributing to structural integrity of the musculoskeletal system, and by supporting optimal generation and utilization from food.”

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I fully understand this

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I sort of understand this

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I don’t understand this

				B	“I would say, actually, we defined it [the health insurance ‘public option’] fairly clearly in terms of what we thought would work best. What I said was, is that it shouldn’t be something that’s simply a taxpayer-subsidized system that wasn’t accountable but rather had to be self-sustaining through premiums and that had to compete with private insurers.... Now, if you look at the results, the 80 percent of all the various bills that are out there that people have agreed to reflect our—most of the ideas from the start of this process.... But the 20 percent that right now is still the holdup would have been a holdup if we had put forward a plan, hadn’t put forward a plan, had left it to Congress, had written it ourselves—because it represents some long-standing ideological divisions in our Congress and, frankly, in our society.”

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I fully understand this

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I sort of understand this

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I don’t understand this

				C	“Typically, a position will consist of the ownership of 30–35 S&P 100 stocks, most correlated to that index, the sale of out-of-the-money calls on the index and the purchase of out-of-the-money puts on the index. The sale of the calls is designed to increase the rate of return, while allowing upward movement of the stock portfolio to the strike price of the calls. The puts, funded in large part by the sale of the calls, limit the portfolio’s downside.”

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I fully understand this

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I sort of understand this

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I don’t understand this

				D	“‘The oil spot,’ if you will, is a, is a term in counterinsurgency literature that connotes a peaceful area, secure area. So what you’re trying to do is to always extend that, to push that out.Of course, down in Helmand Province [Afghanistan] what we sought to do was to build an oil spot that would encompass the six central districts of Helmand Province, including Marjah and then others, and then to just keep pushing that out, ultimately to connect it over with the oil spot that is being developed around Kandahar City.”

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I fully understand this

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I sort of understand this

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I don’t understand this

				E	“This is the captain. Brace for impact.”

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I fully understand this

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I sort of understand this

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I don’t understand this

				Connect the Dots

				Here are the five sources for the five quotes above. Write in the letter of each quote above with the appropriate source below: 
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								[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai]
								 General David Petraeus, describing Afghan war strategy on Meet the Press, August 10, 2010.
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								[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai]
								 President Obama, discussing health care reform with Time magazine, August 10, 2009.
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								[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai]
								 Text from the label on the Coca-Cola Company’s Power-C VitaminWater product.
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								[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai]
								 Madoff Securities Hedge-Fund Prospectus, Barron’s, May 7, 2001.
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								[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai]
								 Captain Chesley Sullenberger, to passengers aboard US Airways Flight 1549, January 15, 2009.

							
						

					
				

				Plotting the Results

				It’s safe to assume that we will all have different levels of understanding of what each speaker was trying to say. But we will all agree that some of the quotes were quickly understandable and some were not. The first time I read (or heard) each, here is what I remember thinking:

				A	VitaminWater

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I fully understand this

				[image: CheckMark.ai] I sort of understand this

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I don’t understand this

				B	Obama on health care

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I fully understand this

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I sort of understand this

				[image: CheckMark.ai] I don’t understand this

				C	Madoff’s investment strategy

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I fully understand this

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I sort of understand this

				[image: CheckMark.ai] I don’t understand this

				D	Petraeus on Afghanistan

				[image: CheckMark.ai] I fully understand this

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I sort of understand this

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I don’t understand this

				E	Sully on the Hudson

				[image: CheckMark.ai] I fully understand this

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I sort of understand this

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I don’t understand this

				

				In other words, of the five quotes (again, all delivered by prominent sources and all referring to critical aspects of contemporary life), only two—Petraeus and Sully—fit my personal criteria for the effective use of words: I understood them.

				Oog and Aag and Why Understanding Matters

				We’re going to come back to these quotes and the Blah-Blahmeter in a moment, but before we do, it will help to understand something about our brains. To help us, let’s meet two of our most ancient ancestors: Oog and Aag.5
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					Our ancient ancestors.

				

				All of us—Oog and Aag included—like to understand one another. We can’t help it: Our brains are hardwired that way. Because confusion and uncertainty were dangerous to Oog and Aag, their brains evolved to take great pleasure in understanding things—especially each other. In fact, Oog’s and Aag’s brains rewarded them with a shot of feel-good dopamine each time they “got” an idea the other was trying to convey. (Ever feel that chill down the back of your neck when reading a thriller and you suddenly figured out whodunit? That’s the feel-good stuff. Now imagine if you could get that every time your boss started talking.) We are so familiar with this feeling that we have a universal image to illustrate it.
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					The universal symbol for “I got it!”

				

				Millions of years ago, out there on the savanna, not knowing what was going on was the fastest way for Oog and Aag to die. They had brains that helped them make sense of things, but keeping those brains going required a lot of energy. So during their millions of years of development, Oog’s and Aag’s bodies made a trade-off: They’d sacrifice some strength, speed, and endurance in exchange for being able to understand each other. In Oog and Aag’s ancient world of constant life-and-death decisions, it proved to be worth the sacrifice.

				Today, when we find ourselves in a death-by-PowerPoint meeting, it pays to remember Oog and Aag and to stop kicking ourselves when we can’t stay focused. If we don’t understand instantly what the presenter is saying—and if we can’t figure out what to do about it and why it matters—we give up and look for something that will put our expensive-to-maintain brains to better use. But if we’re stuck in a conference room, there’s nothing else we can do. So our brains either start making stuff up (daydreaming and doodles) or go to sleep.

				That’s the real problem we face today: too many words with too little meaning coming at us too fast. This information rush interferes with our inner Oog and Aag and our ancient desire to understand one another. Either through boredom, befuddlement, or intentional distraction, any misuse of language that leads our brains to say “This is blah-blah-blah” must be avoided. At best, the blah-blah-blah puts us to sleep, and at worst it leaves us more confused than before.

				With that in mind, let’s get back to those five quotes and the Blah-Blahmeter.

				Blah-Blahmeter Filter No. 1: We “Get” the Message the First Time

				[image: 037_R1.eps]

				Starting at the top, the first criterion on the Blah-Blahmeter scale is whether it picks up a signal at all: If the words are clear and effective, we’ll be so busy absorbing them that we won’t even see the needle budge. For example, Sully’s seven-word study in concise language pegs the needle on the good side. “This is the captain. Brace for impact” is pure meaning. There is no blah-blah-blah here to detect.
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					“This is the captain. Brace for impact.” So clear that the needle doesn’t budge. No blah-blah. Nothing more needed for the message to be heard and understood.

				

				On my personal Blah-Blahmeter, this is also true of Petraeus’s words. “ ‘The oil spot’ is a term in counterinsurgency literature that connotes a peaceful area, secure area. So what you’re trying to do is to always extend that.” “The oil spot”6 is a metaphor that requires no expertise in military planning to instantly get: The army’s plan is to grow small secure areas in Afghanistan until they spread enough to link into larger secure areas. I don’t know if that strategy will work or not, but I have no problem understanding the idea.

				So let’s leave Sully and Petraeus aside. No blah-blah-blah, no Blah-Blahmeter reading.

				The Acid Test

				It’s when we don’t get quick comprehension that the needle starts twitching. That’s when we know one of two things: Either the message is beyond our understanding (in which case we need a more vivid explanation) or the technology of language is messed up.

				One Blah = Just Boring
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				Once the Blah-Blahmeter needle starts jumping, the first stop on the scale is just plain “blah.” One blah indicates the benign but ham-fisted overuse of words that makes interesting ideas boring. This is Grandpa telling war stories. By rights, his should be a fascinating tale, but somehow it ends up putting the family to sleep.
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					Grandpa telling war stories reads as one blah: He’s got a great story to tell, but his overuse of words puts everyone to sleep.

				

				Let’s go back and read the three remaining quotes again (recall that we’ve already discounted Sully and Petraeus as being too clear for the Blah-Blahmeter to detect). Read the three that remain (Coke, Obama, Madoff) and rank them again, only this time indicate your immediate response to each message, from bored to perplexed to mystified.

				Read one more time through the quotes (click here). Here are my responses:7

				A	VitaminWater

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I’m too bored to care

				[image: CheckMark.ai] I guess there could be something there

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] What the—???

				B	Obama on health care

				[image: CheckMark.ai] I’m too bored to care

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I guess there could be something there

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] What the—???

				C	Madoff on investing

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I’m too bored to care

				[image: CheckMark_Blank.ai] I guess there could be something there

				[image: CheckMark.ai] What the—???

				Reading each quote a second time tells me that, of the three, President Obama’s is the one most difficult to comprehend, because of its quantity of words. “But the 20 percent that right now is still the holdup would have been a holdup if we had put forward a plan, hadn’t put forward a plan, had left it to Congress, had written it ourselves...” He’s clearly talking about something important to him (health care), but he seems to have so many things to say about it that his ideas crash into one another, the same way an old typewriter snarls up when someone types too quickly.

				In this case, my Blah-Blahmeter ranks Obama’s quote as just “boring”: a potentially interesting idea made unlistenable through broken language. Not intentionally foggy, not misleading, just too tiresome to follow.

				Which leaves us with two quotes to go.

				Two Blahs = We’re Fooling Ourselves
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				The next stop on the Blah-Blahmeter scale doubles the ante. As we add a second blah, we get blah squared. At this level, our device is picking up more than just boring delivery; on the contrary, at blah squared we often find the cleverest use of words. They have to be clever, because here the words are masking an idea that isn’t there at all.

				[image: 042_R1.eps]

				
					The lack of an idea masked by the fog of words bumps our scale up to the blah-blah level.

				

				Quote A, the one referring to the drink that’s “specially formulated with nutrients that enable the body to exert physical power by contributing to structural integrity of the musculoskeletal system,” is from the Coca-Cola Company. It is from the label on its subsidiary Glacéau’s Power-C VitaminWater bottle. This text was cited in a lawsuit brought against Coca-Cola by a consumer advocacy organization called the CSPI (Center for Science in the Public Interest).

				The CSPI filed suit in 2010, maintaining that the labels on the VitaminWater products gave misleading information about the nutritional benefits of “enhanced water” products, which the group argued were nothing more than sugar water. The CSPI alleged that Coca-Cola had knowingly created pseudoscientific language to intentionally delude consumers into believing that they were purchasing a product that was good for their health—when in fact the bottles contained more sugar than Coca-Cola itself.

				In their legal response, Coca-Cola’s lawyers defended the wording on the bottles by saying that the slogans printed on the bottles “describe only puffery” and that “no reasonable consumer could have been misled by VitaminWater’s labeling.”

				In other words, Coca-Cola’s own lawyers admitted that the company spent a lot of time and money writing words on their products that they never expected anyone to take seriously. Shameful? Yes. Surprising? Not really—after all, this is soda marketing.

				This is true blah-blah: the intentional misuse of words to create a fog—a fog that masks the lack of an actual fact or idea. It’s the same thing we’ve all done when we were supposed to have something intelligent to say but really didn’t have a clue. It’s the old “If you can’t dazzle them with brilliance, blind them with bull***t” axiom come to life.

				Blah squared emerges whenever we find ourselves at the morally neutral but intellectually dishonest position of verbally padding our thoughts in order to make ourselves sound smarter than we are. Blah squared isn’t necessarily dangerous or malicious, but it is the beginning of a slippery slope of verbal self-delusion that, if unchecked, leads to the misguided belief that we understand an idea when in fact we don’t.

				Three Blahs = We’re Fooling Everyone

				[image: 043_R2.eps]

				At level three, three blahs appear—and now we’re in the verbal danger zone, the place where words become weapons. Blah cubed is the worst of language distortion, where words serve their opposite purpose—where they are intentionally used to mislead us from grasping the speaker’s real message.

				[image: 044_R1.eps]

				
					At full needle deflection, we’re seeing words used as weapons: They intentionally misguide us.

				

				We’ve only got one quote left and, challenging as it is, it is worth rereading if only for its sheer audacity. Through a brilliant mix of financial lingo and verbal sleight of hand equal to the best of magicians, Madoff Securities explained how the company’s investment strategy “worked”—an investment strategy that in 2008 would be exposed as a $21 billion fraud.

				Typically, a position will consist of the ownership of 30–35 S&P 100 stocks, most correlated to that index, the sale of out-of-the-money calls on the index and the purchase of out-of-the-money puts on the index. The sale of the calls is designed to increase the rate of return, while allowing upward movement of the stock portfolio to the strike price of the calls. The puts, funded in large part by the sale of the calls, limit the portfolio’s downside.

				Founder and chairman Bernard Madoff, who seven years before his arrest (and sentencing to 150 years in federal prison) told Barron’s magazine, “It’s a proprietary strategy. I can’t go into it in great detail,” was a master of blah cubed. His is an unsubtle example of what is a well thought-through and highly nuanced abuse of language: Mask a rotten idea by using highly charged words that throw listeners to distraction.

				The path to blah cubed is duplicity defined: Say whatever you want to say (no matter how vile, rotten, or wrong), but say it by saying something else. Here at the extreme edge of blah-blah-blah, words cease to serve as a means of clarification and instead become weapons of mass destruction.

				Moving Down the Blah-Blahmeter Dial

				That’s the first horizontal span of our Blah-Blahmeter scale: From Clear to Boring to Foggy to Misleading, we’ve mapped out the dangers of increasing blah-blah-blah. But there’s more. To make our Blah-Blahmeter useful not only in measuring incoming messages but also in improving our own, we’re going to add three more filters in the next chapter. These filters will detect deeper meanings in the incoming message, giving us a greater sense of how to improve, illuminate, or disarm the speaker’s real message—even if the speaker is us.

				Especially if the speaker is us.

				Blah-Blahmeter Basics

				Those are the basics of the Blah-Blahmeter, enough to get started using it: We listen for someone’s message, detect our immediate level of understanding, and plot it on the scale. If the message was clear, no problem: We take it in and prepare a response. If the message was unclear, at least now we have the means to figure out why—and understand what that lack of clarity means to the speaker and to us.
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