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•  People filter what they hear; to be understood, tailor your message accordingly.

• People judge your character more than they judge your words.

• To communicate well, use short words and brief sentences.

• Repeat your message to drive it home – but find ways to repackage it, so that it 
stays fresh.

• Context is essential. Show people how your message matters to them.

• Make your message vivid, poetic, positive and future-oriented.

• Tie your verbal message to an image. Invite people to share a vision with you.

• People believe many myths about Americans. You have to cut through them to reach 
your audience. Learn what your listeners value; tie your message to those values.

• People don't want to deal with a faceless, unresponsive corporation; give your 
communication a personal face. Make it responsive. Be approachable.

• People want to connect with their politicians, and even more, they want someone 
who gets the job done. Forget ideology and platforms. Give them results. 
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  Relevance

What You Will Learn
In this Abstract, you will learn: 1) What ten rules govern the effective use of language; 
and 2) How to employ these principles in speeches, ads and political campaigns.

Recommendation
This book’s readability says a lot about the power of author Frank Luntz’s advice on 
communicating. The text flows, usually matching actions with concepts. For instance, 
Luntz repeats how important it is to repeat your message. He uses simple language 
to illustrate the importance of simple language, and so on. What’s more, the book is 
entertaining. Luntz has been involved in major media campaigns with key American 
products and politicians, and his story about demonstrating an important principle to 
the Senate is hypnotic. The caveat is that such stories sometimes seem boastful and end 
up being off-putting when they are clearly meant to be engaging. That grain of salt aside, 
getAbstract recommends this extremely useful book to those who want to improve their 
communication skills. The book is directed toward Americans, though it debunks myths 
about them for the entertainment and edification of everyone else. Some of the book’s 
principles are familiar, but so deeply fundamental that they are worth repeating – which is 
actually Luntz’s fourth rule of effective language use. Say it right, and then say it again.

  Abstract

“The Ten Rules of Effective Language”
To communicate successfully, learn one core principle: “It’s not what you say, it’s what 
people hear.” People don’t listen objectively. They filter what they hear and see through 
their personal lenses. Tailor your words accordingly. Let the following ten rules guide 
your communication to increase how well people understand your message and how 
many of them will agree with you:

1. “Use small words” – Use the simplest language possible. Keep your audience in 
mind. Most people did not graduate from college. They are very busy. Long, obscure 
words slow people down. They either have to look them up or accept the fact that 
they don’t understand – and resent you for it.

2. “Use short sentences” – Be brief. Don’t say more than needed. Reduce your message 
to the shortest possible statement that will do the job. Use taglines and slogans. Use 
active, not passive, verbs.

3. “Credibility is as important as philosophy” – People have to trust you in order to 
believe what you say. Do not say one thing and do another. Don’t give people reason 
to doubt you, or make claims for yourself or your product that aren’t true. 

4. “Consistency matters” – Identify the most important things you have to say and 
repeat them. If you are campaigning for a cause, don’t add new points every day. 
Have the discipline to repeat yourself. You might be tired of saying the same thing, 
but often the people in your audience have not yet heard it.

5. “Offer something new” – Find a new way to state an old idea. People get bored quickly, 
so surprise, amuse and entertain them. Repackage your idea, and then repeat it.

6. “Sound and texture matter” – Make your words appeal to the ear. Use rhyme, rhythm, 
bad grammar, whatever it takes.

“The words you 
use become 
you – and you 
become the 
words you use.”

“One reason 
why there is so 
little successful 
communication [in 
the U.S.] is that 
so many of our 
communicators 
don’t truly 
understand 
something as 
basic as who 
their audience is.”
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7. “Speak aspirationally” – Give people a dream. “Personalize and humanize” your 
messages. Help people find themselves in your content. Linking your message to a 
universal human reality is good, but linking it to something specific and personal 
to each listener is better. Learn from great political speeches, such as Rev. Martin 
Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech. Learn from advertising. Ad slogans sell 
dreams more than they sell specific products. 

8. “Visualize” – “Paint a vivid picture.” Link your words to instantly recognizable, 
attractive images that summarize your points. Use literal pictures or vivid language.

9. “Ask a question” – Rather than explaining something, ask a question that makes your 
listeners provide the answer. Phrase a question that hangs in their memories.

10. “Provide context and explain relevance” – Context is incredibly important, and too 
often forgotten. For people to really grasp the implications of what you’re saying, you 
have to put it in context. Why does it matter? How does it relate to what they already 
know? To make your message relevant, research your audience. What is important 
to them? Show how your core message relates to those issues. 

If you fail to provide context, your message may go painfully off track. CEOs can’t 
give the same speeches to general audiences that they deliver to their Wall Street peers. 
Such corporate updates might trigger markedly different responses from working-class 
listeners than from executives. As an insider in your field, you know your industry’s 
jargon and abbreviations. When you talk to people who are not in your line of work, 
translate your words to a more common language, and explain how your concerns relate 
to theirs. Even the order in which you present information or the metaphors you use 
can build or destroy context, or establish a faulty context. For example, when men use 
sports metaphors, they may exclude most women; when they use war metaphors, they 
overdramatize their work situations. 

Be aware that the meaning of words can change over time. Sometimes, people fight 
these changes. Read George Orwell’s essay, “Politics and the English Language,” for a 
great discussion of the relationships among obscure language, poor thinking and moral 
corruption. Poor thinking leads to bad writing; bad writing makes poor thinking more 
likely. Still, some linguistic changes are harmless. Popular usage overrides the dictionary 
definitions of words and permanently transforms them. Each generation produces slang; 
new technological developments create new vocabularies. In such cases, adjust your 
message to the evolving language.

Business Communication: Word Choices
Vague, wordy or dysfunctional corporate language abounds, but you can find good 
models to follow. Start with Jack Welch’s clarity and bluntness. Too often corporations 
don’t communicate with their customers or workers, leaving them frustrated and 
disconnected. Communicate frequently with your target audience. Make sure your 
corporate communications are personalized and crafted to appeal to the public. 

To boost your industry or company, sum up your message in a short, catchy advertising 
slogan. To create a consistent message or brand, align your language with your personal 
reality. Become the living embodiment of your message. Apply the ten rules. Don’t veer 
into industry jargon or complex phrases, especially when you discuss values. Instead, 
craft hopeful slogans in vivid language. Offer a vision for your industry that everyone 
will want to join. 

At times, selling this vision will mean consciously reshaping how your industry is 
discussed. For example, look at the shift that casino marketers accomplished by recasting 

“Successful, 
effective 
messages – words 
and language 
that have been 
presented in the 
proper context – 
all have something 
in common. 
They stick in our 
brains and never 
leave, like riding a 
bicycle or tying 
our shoelaces.”

“Repetition. 
Repetition. 
Repetition. Good 
language is like 
the Energizer 
Bunny. It 
keeps going…
and going…
and going.” 

“Give people 
the ‘why’ of a 
message before 
you tell them 
the ‘therefore’.”

“Circumstances 
change, and so 
do the meanings 
of words. You also 
have to consider 
the knowledge 
and frame of 
reference – the 
context – of 
your listener.” 
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“gambling” as “gaming.” It completely changed the industry’s image. Relabeling the U.S. 
estate tax as a “death tax” made it sound less fair. Changing the phrase from “drilling 
for oil” to “exploring for energy” helped recast the oil supply debate, as did referring to 
exploring “American” locations instead of “domestic” ones. Such tactics work because 
they identify the negative associations linked to their core concepts, and then recast the 
discussion in more useful, positive ways. 

Perhaps the best example is the politically conservative “Contract With America,” 
developed in 1994 and spearheaded by then-Congressman Newt Gingrich. He sought to 
present Americans with “a platform that clearly highlighted not just our principles but a 
plan to get it done.” The campaign started with the term “contract,” implying a mutually 
binding agreement. The platform listed ten items – resonating with top ten lists from 
popular culture and classics, like the Ten Commandments – and promised to act on them 
within 100 days. This short, specific period echoed FDR’s first 100 days in office. The 
contract was signed, like a public pledge, and was advertised in TV Guide, a venue more 
likely to reach the nonreading American public. 

The Campaign Trail
If you are running for office or advocating a political cause, the voting public will fuse your 
character and your message, so address both factors to present a winning profile. People 
respond to former New York Mayor Rudolph Giuliani because they think they share his values. 
Some officials, such as California’s Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger, succeed because they 
fuse celebrity with politics. They bring superstar cache to government. The public believes 
Giuliani and Schwarzenegger share a central quality: authenticity. To be authentic, become 
your own best message. Don’t let others define you. If they attack your image, answer fast 
and decisively; the public sees silence as an admission of guilt and weakness.

To craft your message, look to history for well-presented political messages. Dwight D. 
Eisenhower’s 1952 presidential election opponent, Adlai Stevenson, was a better public 
speaker than Ike. However, Stevenson’s campaign treated the new medium of television 
like radio, and broadcast complete speeches. Advisor Rosser Reeves created an ad 
campaign titled, “Eisenhower Answers America.” He showed staged clips of citizens 
asking questions with clips of Eisenhower answering, creating the impression of an 
interactive exchange. 

Cutting Through Myths about People and Language
To make your message persuasive, you must understand your target audience and fit 
your language to them. In the U.S., begin more broadly, by becoming aware of who the 
average American is, and who she isn’t. Yes, it helps to think of the average American as 
female. She’s a busy member of an aging population who has a longer commute than she 
used to have. Despite a higher salary than in the past, she has little money saved. Though 
the U.S.’s ethnic balance is shifting, the average American is still white and of European 
descent. What’s at least as important about her, though, is what isn’t true. Many people 
believe ten common myths about Americans: 

1. “Americans are educated” – They aren’t. Far less than half of the population has 
graduated from college, and many are ignorant about their history and government. 

2. “Americans read” – Not true. Fewer than half of U.S. households get a daily newspaper, 
and slightly more than a third of the people read the paper once a week. Magazine and 
book readership is dropping. The only area where reading is increasing, even exploding, 

“Evocation of 
a compelling 
persona is critical 
in politics; voters 
must feel that a 
candidate speaks 
to them and is 
in touch with 
their personal 
concerns.”

“Messengers who 
are their own 
best message 
are always true to 
themselves. You 
cannot get away 
with acting in 
politics for long.”

“It’s a matter 
of finding the 
most appealing 
and persuasive 
way to present 
a pre-existing 
proposition or 
program in a more 
accurate light.”

“The key word 
is more: more 
conversation 
with the affected 
community rather 
than less, more 
information rather 
than less, and 
more details rather 
than fewer. If the 
words are right, 
there is no such 
thing as overkill.”
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is online. People are reading and writing blogs and e-mails, but writers who become 
accustomed to cyberspace’s informality have trouble adapting to other writing contexts.

3. American women all respond to politics the same way – Not so. Men’s political opinions 
tend to stay the same throughout their lives far more than women’s, which evolve with 
changing circumstances. Women’s positions vary by “age, income and education.”

4. Americans can be grouped into easy categories – The putative urban vs. suburban vs. 
rural division is not straight-forward. People often ignore a fourth category, “exurbia,” 
the move beyond suburbia into relatively homogeneous, mostly Republican, planned 
communities that blend the rural and small-town living in a managed fashion.

5. To reach Americans, strike a patriotic note – Not quite. Americans are proud to be 
American, but they shy away from explicit calls on their patriotism, which seem 
manipulative, jingoistic and overdone.

6. To sell, go retro – Not really. Americans want the new and the fresh. You can sell the 
past, but only if you repackage it as a future trend.

7. The candidates’ stands matter – Scratch that. Candidates’ positions matter to only a few 
voters. Americans judge candidates by their “personality, image, authenticity, vibe.” 

8. “Americans are happy” – Nope. They listen to Howard Stern and Bill O’Reilly, and 
vote for Schwarzenegger, because they’re tired of seeing established leaders fail 
them. They want solutions and they don’t care where the cure comes from.

9. Americans like big business – People may want to own large corporations, but they don’t 
trust or like them. To overcome this, business must present a responsive human face. 

10. Americans have put 9/11 behind them – Not now. Not ever. The attack on U.S. soil 
crushed the sense of casual invulnerability that most Americans took as their right.

What Americans Care About
Once you cut through the myths about Americans, you can integrate your message with 
their real values. Start with principles. Americans aren’t always good at explaining why 
they believe what they do, but they hold their beliefs passionately and want to know 
you share them. Chief among these principles is opportunity, the shot at the American 
dream. It is not “freedom,” a word that has been “politicized” since Sept. 11, and is now 
associated with Republicans, just as “fairness” is associated with Democrats. 

Community is another key value. Americans readily join clubs and organizations. Common 
sense, rather than intellect, matters to Americans. Make your ideas sound reasonable to 
the average person. Americans want their government to run like a good business, to give 
good value and to work efficiently. It should protect their communities and families. 

To reach Americans, tie your message to the future, and make it positive. One reason 
Bill Clinton beat Bob Dole for the presidency was that Clinton was positive, and spoke of, 

“building a bridge to the twenty-first century.” Dole, by contrast, often seemed negative. 
He linked his campaign to the past. Be prepared to stand by your promises. Americans 
value accountability, and they want solutions (not ideologies). They are pragmatists who 
seek respect for their individual efforts.

  About The Author

Frank Luntz has supervised more than 1,000 focus groups or surveys, and has advised 
business and political leaders on shaping their messages. 

“It’s not just CEOs 
and corporate 
spokespeople who 
need effective 
language to be 
the message. The 
most successful 
advertising 
taglines are not 
seen as taglines 
for a product. 
They are 
the product.”

“The best warrior 
is a happy warrior. 
Accentuate the 
positive…eliminate 
the negative. 
Negativity 
definitely works, 
but a solid 
positive message 
will triumph 
over negativity.”


