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I recently took my daughter (Charley) to a

swimming lesson. This is normally an

enjoyable experience as she is a good

swimmer and works hard at improving

her technique by working on everything

her swimming teacher tells her to do. 

Usually, gathered around the pool will

be other parents chatting to each other

and encouraging their kids. At this

particular lesson there was one Dad who

was particularly loud and vociferous. I am

assuming his son is called James because

every few minutes he (the father) would

shout out instructions like:

“James, don’t keep lifting your head.”

“James, don’t slow down as you go

into the turn.”

“James, don’t …..”

“James don’t …..”

“James don’t …..”

I think you get the picture! Sadly, I am

quite sure James did not get the picture.

In fact, if anything, James will have been

creating mental images of all the things

his dad did not want him to do. This is

because our subconscious mind struggles

to process negatives. It tries to turn

negatives into positives.

If I say to you now “Don’t think of a

blue elephant” what are you thinking of?

A blue elephant - right? You have to think

of it before you cannot think of it. Going

back to kids, if a child goes to a park and

sees a sign that says “Do not walk on the

grass” what does the child do? If,

instead, the sign said “Stay on the path”

there is a far greater likelihood that the

child will stay on the path.

So, if we want to influence others, it is

a good idea to tell them what we want

rather than what we don’t want. Going

back to poor James in the swimming

pool, his mind will have been

creating images of

him lifting his head and slowing down as

he goes into a turn. What James needed

was instruction on what to do, not what

not to do. His father would have

generated far better and quicker results if

he had used positive language such as:

“James, keep your head down.” 

“James, accelerate into your turns.”

Such instruction allows James to

create an image of what is required and

he can act upon that, rather than creating

an image of what is not required, with no

alternative to act upon.

It is a good

idea to use

p o s i t i v e

l a n g u a g e

wherever and

w h e n e v e r

possible in our

personal and

professional lives,

especially when we

are in any kind of

leadership and or

management role.
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Some common language
patterns you should
remember to forget!       

There are some common language

patterns that we are all probably guilty of

using. I have listed these below with

suggestions on what to say instead.

Replace “Don’t forget” with

“Remember”

How many times have you heard phrases

such as “Don’t forget to get that report

to me by the end of the week?”

Subconsciously we delete the word

‘don’t’ and then all we are left with is

“Forget to get that report to me by the

end of the week”. Guess what you are

more likely to do! If you want people to

remember to do something, tell them to

remember to do it. “Remember, your

report is due in at the end of this week”

is far more powerful.

Replace “But” with “And”

Whenever we hear the word “but” in a

sentence, we tend to delete everything

that comes before the “but” and focus

on what comes after it. Imagine hearing

your boss saying “Your report was good,

but it missed some key points”. What do

you focus on? We tend to lose sight of

the positive praise (“Your report was

good”) and we focus on the missing key

points. Now imagine your boss says the

following: “Your report was good and, to

make it even better, I would like you to

include the following points.” What are

you focusing on now? You should be

encouraged by the fact that your boss

has praised your report and is making

some positive suggestions on how to

make it even better.

Learn the power of the word “Yet”

“Yet” is an extremely powerful word

when encouraging people to develop

new skills and/or knowledge. I am often

faced by people who say “I can’t”. This is

a self-limiting belief. If you believe you

can’t’ do something, you will never be

able to do it. I was recently coaching an

experienced pharmacist who believed she

was not good at handling conflict and,

following a recent promotion, she was in

more situations where conflict seemed to

occur. At the start of our very first

coaching session, she was using

sentences such as:

“I just can’t handle conflict.”

“I’m not very good at handling

conflict.”

I encouraged her to add the word

“yet” to the end of each of these

sentences. Try saying these to yourself

and notice how different they sound

and feel.

“I just can’t handle conflict yet.” 

“I’m not very good at handling

conflict yet.” 

These should sound and feel very

different. The addition of the word ‘yet’

suggests that, at some point in the

future, we will be able to do something.

This is far more encouraging and our

subconscious mind will start to work

toward that point in the future when we

can do the things that we can’t do

currently.

Remember!       

So remember, our words are like

weapons. They can and do wound, often

unintentionally and often the person they

wound is ourself. We are all good at

communicating and we can get even

better by thinking about what we say. We

will always have to have challenging

conversations, yet those challenging

conversations will become easier the

more we think about and practice what

we say. 
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“We are all good at communicating and we can 

get even better by thinking about what we say.”




