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Do What Elite Leaders Do 

When choosing words, go with the short ones. 
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Not Like the TV Show 
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4 Children Died 
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Jack Under Attack 

 Sales plummeted 80% 

 Media feeding frenzy 

 It was HUGE! 

 No escape 

 No clear message 

 

© Wiley Brooks 2015 4 



Wiley Brooks   

Common Thread 

 Short, simple message 
◦ Focused on values 

◦ Get it into every possible answer 

 

 Messages that work 
1. Easy to say 

2. Easier to remember 
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What You Recall 

 Famous quote 
◦ Write down the first famous quote that pops 
into your mind 

 You won’t have to share it 

 You do need to write it down 
 

◦ Why do you remember some things word for 
word? 

 Inspirational? 
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The Bard 

To be or not to be. . . 

. . .that is the question 
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William Shakespeare 
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The Romantic 

How do I love thee?. . . 

. . .let me count the ways 
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Elizabeth Barrett Browning 



Wiley Brooks   

Ain’t Nature Grand 

I think that I shall never 
see. . . 

. . .a poem as lovely as a 
tree 
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Joyce Kilmer 
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One Way to Look at It 

Tis better to have loved and 
lost. . . 

. . .than never to have 
loved at all 
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Alfred, Lord Tennyson 
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Early Patriot 

Give me liberty. . . 

. . .or give me death 
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Patrick Henry 
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Still Before Our Time 

The only thing we have to 
fear. . . 

. . .is fear itself 
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Franklin Roosevelt 
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A Lot of You Wrote This One 

Ask not what your country 
can do for you. . . 

. . .Ask what you can do for 
your country 
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John Kennedy 
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Why Do You Recall Them? 

 More than inspiring 

 Those quotes share something with the 
one you wrote 

 The secret ingredient 
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Truly Simple 

 Incredibly simple 
◦Practice it every day till it becomes 
second nature to you 

You’ll be more effective at work 
 

So easy you can do it right away 
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Likely News to You 

Here it is. . . 

Quotes you recall word-for-
word through time are built 
on short words. 
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Even Better 

Quotes you recall word-for-
word through time are built 
on one-syllable words. 
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Secret of 1-Syllable Words  

 To be or not to be, that is the question. 
◦ 1 1 1 1 1 1, 1 1 1 2. 

 

 How do I love thee? Let me count the ways. 
◦ 1 1 1 1 1? 1 1 1 1 1. 

 

 I think that I shall never see a poem as 
lovely as a tree. 
◦ 1 1 1 1 1 2 1 1 1 1 2 1 1 1. 

© Wiley Brooks 2015 18 



Wiley Brooks   

Secret of 1-Syllable Words  

 Tis better to have loved and lost than never 
to have loved at all. 
◦ 1 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 1 1 1 1 1. 

 

 Give me liberty or give me death. 
◦ 1 1 3 1 1 1 1. 

 

 The only thing we have to fear is fear itself. 
◦ 1 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 2. 
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My Favorite 

Ask not what your country can do for you. 
Ask what you can do for your country. 

◦ 1 1 1 1 2 1 1 1 1 1. 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 2. 
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No Ifs, Ands or Buts 

 You’ve probably not made this connection 
before 

 When you give a job to someone, do it 
using one-syllable words. 
◦ They’ll likely do what you want them to do. 
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How Leaders Make Points 

 Past 2 years studying elite leaders 

 They use simple language 

 They know clarity trumps everything else 
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Make It Easy to Get Right 

 Clarity relies on little words 
 

 Clarity drives momentum 
 

 Elite leaders know that if something fogs 
clarity they might not get what they want 
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Big Words Wall You Off 

 Big words and long sentences obscure the 
point that you want to make 

 

 Formal language makes you sound 
pretentious 
◦ Big words only impress you 
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No Question What You Mean 

 You know to be a direct, plain-talker with 
kids 
◦ “Go to your room” 

◦ “Relocate yourself to your personal 
accommodation space” 
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Don’t Fog In Your Points 

 It works for grown-ups, too, but we tend 
to not use a simple, direct style with 
adults 

 We go “all formal” on our main points 
◦ Don’t take a simple idea and complicate it 
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Elite Leaders Keep It Simple 

 So this. . . 

◦We need to keep track of who’s 
coming and going. 
 

 Becomes this. . . 

◦We should be more attuned to 
arrivals and departures. 
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How We Get There 

 Common mistake 

 Head down the wrong path 

 Might start out okay 
◦ “What is it I want to say” 

 Then we get formal 
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What Do You Want to Say 

 We have too many people taking too 
many sick days. Why are they calling in 
sick so much more than they have in the 
past? 
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Down the Wrong Path 

 Absenteeism affects our overall efficiency and 
escalates our costs. As a consequence, we are 
facing a situation where we are becoming less 
competitive. Competition is a good thing – as 
long as you are winning. How much longer, given 
the increased cost-basis in our rates, will we be 
able to stay ahead of the competition? We need 
to undertake a thorough analysis of what’s 
behind our increased absenteeism.  
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Opposite of Simple 

 Important should not mean pretentious 

 Full context does NOT support clarity 
◦ Don’t throw in extra phrases  

 Fat sentences usually offer fat words  
◦ “Call in sick” becomes “Absenteeism” 
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I Blame Her 

 English teachers led us astray 
◦ Ever get a note on a paper like this: 

◦ “You’re using too many big words” 

◦ “Your sentences are too long” 

 What we learned 
◦ If something is important, use 3-, 4- and 5-
syllable words and put them in 30-word 
sentences. 
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Mrs. Jackson, my 

English teacher 
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Actual Memo - Really 

We encourage you to inquire of your 
departmental employees to determine how 
much fluency they have in the new auditing 
principles so that we can ascertain where 
additional resources need to be allocated. 

 
 1 3 1 1 2 1 1 4 3 1 3 1 1 3 1 1 1 1 1 3 3 1 1 1 3 1 4 3 1 1 1 3. 
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This Statement Leads to Action 

Find out what your staff knows about the 
new way to do audits. That way, we will 
know where to focus our work. 

 
 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 1 1 1 1 1 2. 1 1, 1 1 1 1 1 2 1 1. 

 

Top leaders revise and revise until it’s right 
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Keep Every Sentence Simple 

 We write one sentence at a time 

 We tend to repeat the style 
 

◦ One long sentence stuffed with big fat words 
becomes several long sentences with big words 
strung together. 

 

 They are hard to read 
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See for Yourself 

 Why did you reread something? 

 Did you understand the words? 

 Were there just too many big words in too 
many long sentences? 
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How Your Mind Works 

 Your mind holds what it’s reading in short-
term memory until major punctuation 

 It then tries to store it 
◦ Short and sweet = fast and easy 

 Not so for long, complex sentences 
◦ Mind has to figure out what to process and 
where to stick it. 

 Meanwhile, the eye has moved to the next 
sentence 
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It Gets Worse 

 Brain fatigue sets in with more long, 
complex sentences 

 Leads to less catching and storing the 
points 

 Can even lead to giving up on trying 
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Simplify Everything You Write 

 When specific action counts 
◦ Resist urge to expand, clarify or put in context 

 Doesn’t make it more clear 

◦ Strip the sentences to their essential elements 

 

 Elite leaders cut out everything except 
what must be said 
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Science, Not Art 
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Rudolf Flesch 

 Emigrated from Austria to NYC  

 Enrolled at Columbia University as an 
English major 

 In graduate school focused on what made 
some writing easy to read and other 
writing hard 

 Columbia granted him a full professorship 
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Readability Built on Clarity 

 Clarity can be measured and 
predicted mathematically 
 
◦ Built algorithms mostly on word and 

sentence length, as well as the size and 
number of “complex” words. 
 

◦ Those formulas accurately measure 
how readable a passage is. 
 
 The higher the score the better 

 Easy to test what you write today 
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He Called It ‘Reading Ease’ 

 2 factors are key to readability: 
 
1. Size of the words used 

2. Length of the sentences they’re in 
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Bigger Not Better 

 Flesch found: 
◦ Long sentences were stuffed with extra info 

◦ The extra info got in the way of understanding 

 This finding ran counter to what most people 
thought. It still does. 
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Step 1 for Shorter Sentences 

 A sentence should offer one point 
◦ We routinely stuff extra points in sentences 

 See if you can revise a long sentence by dividing 
it into 2 or more sentences 

 

 Long sentences often use bigger words 
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Complex Words 

 Flesch railed against words with 3 or more 
syllables 
◦ A lot of English professors thought he was nuts 
 

 Complex words act as speed bumps 
◦ Slow the reader down 

◦ Distractions 

◦ Points get lost 

 Has nothing to do with vocabulary 
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Hard to Believe – But True 

 Avoid prefixes and suffixes 
 

◦ Flesch’s data showed that readers could 
process “not able” better than “unable” 

 

◦ Suffixes might even be worse 

 Words ending in –ment, -ism and –ion usually 
derail the reader 
◦ Driven home to me in graduate school 
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Your Goal Is Simple 

 You want your reader to get through 
whatever you have written and know 
without question the point you want to 
make 

 

 Use short words in simple sentences 
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Go to Your Handout 

 2 quick exercises to show how words 
affect how well you can recall something 
 

 There are two sections on your handout 
for Memory Exercise 1 and 2 

© Wiley Brooks 2015 49 



Wiley Brooks   

Memory Exercise 1 

 Listen closely. . . 
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“Human beings, judging by the complexity of the 

language they deliver, either display consummate 

leadership or are relegated to lesser recognition.”  
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How’s Your Memory? 

 Write the quote as closely to word-for-
word as you can 

 

 No one has ever gotten it 
◦ Most would struggle even saying what it is 
about 

◦ Brain can’t handle it 

 Words too big and there are too many of them 
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Memory Exercise 2 

 Do it again with a different sentence 

 Same rules 
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Mind Games, Part 2 

 Here it comes. . . 

 
 “Those who use short words often reach the top 

of their fields.”  
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Recall Time 

 Again, word for word 
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Count Those Syllables! 

Mr. Full of Himself  Mr. Born Leader 

 “Human beings, judging 
by the complexity of the 
language they deliver, 
either display 
consummate leadership or 
are relegated to lesser 
recognition.”  

 

 

 “Those who use short 
words often reach the top 
of their fields.” 
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Readability16.6 

1 1 1 1 1 2 1 1 1 1 1 1. 

Readability100 
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Flesch Reading Ease 

 Flesch scored writing from zero to 100 
◦ Low score like a bad grade 

 Hard to read and get the point 

◦ Higher score means reader more likely to get 
the point 

◦ Very high score means reader could likely 
quote word-for-word from the passage 
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Typical Scores 

 Newspapers score about 50 

 Bestselling novels usually about 80 

 Harvard Law Review about 25 

 Most of you in the 40s 

 Flesch said clarity starts at 60 
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Leaders Go for Clarity 

 Top leaders almost always score above 60 

 
◦ Steve Jobs was often above 70 

◦ No surprise he was one of the top business 
leaders of the past few generations 
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Don’t Impede Clarity 

 Jobs made the complicated simple 
◦ He was able to put his vision into easy-to-grasp 

words and phrases. 
 

◦ Jobs wrote mostly to well educated people but made 
sure it was easy for them to know what he was 
saying. 

 

 

© Wiley Brooks 2015 59 

Steve Jobs 

• He got results 
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What’s Your Flesch Level 
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www.WileyBrooks.com 
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Clarity Tool Page 
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Check Your Results 
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Check Your Score 

 Take the paper with my web address back 
to your office 

 Copy something you’ve written that’s at 
least 3 or 4 paragraphs and paste it in the 
box 

 Click “Get Results” 
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Revise, Revise, Revise 

 Raising your score takes work 
◦ Have a Flesch goal 

◦ Be willing to keep revising 

 It’s common for me to revise something 5 or 6 
times 
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Sentences, then Words 

 Start with your sentences 
◦ Can you turn one into two – or more? 

 Can you get your average length down to 15 
words? 
 

 Next tackle the big words 
◦ Look first at those with prefixes and suffixes 

 Can you get your average down to 1.5 syllable 
per word or less? 
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Point of Reference 

 Written version of this speech 
◦ Flesch = 83 

◦ Syllables / word = 1.32 

◦ Words / sentence = 11.49 
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Learn from Top Leaders 

 Acquire new writing habits 
◦ Insist of clarity 

 Use short words in simple sentences 

 

 Those working for you will know exactly 
what you want them to do. 
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You Can Do This Too 

 Elite leaders tend to get what they want 
◦ They’re not difficult or overly demanding 

◦ They bring clarity to what they write and say 

 They remove doubt about what they want 

 

 Use short words and put them in simple 
sentences 
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Questions? 

 I love feedback. Please send me an email in the 
next day or two with your thoughts about what 
you liked or didn’t like about my talk here today. 

wiley@wileybrooks.com 

 

I do workshops similar to this talk today for 
work groups of up to 25 people  
 

 

When choosing words, go with the short ones. 

70 
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