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O ur daughter, age three-and-
a-half, has the sometimes-
annoying habit of repeating,

over and over, “What
you say? What you

say?” Which of
course she

thinks is
hilarious. 

There’s
nothing like

the fun of
making mom re-

word her last sen-
tence 10 different

times just to quiet that refrain.
Although irritating (especially when
visualized during a two-hour drive to
Chicago), it also makes one pause and
think:

What DID you say?
At a recent trade show, I saw a

sign outside of a demo room reading,
“Demonstrations At Odd
Hours.” I laughed – my

immediate
t h o u g h t
was, “I

wonder if
m i d n i g h t
would be

odd enough? Or
would 5 am be
even more odd?”

I understand
that the company was trying
to convey that the demon-

strations would take place at odd-
numbered time periods during show
hours, i.e., 11 am, 1 pm, 3 pm, etc.
But the mere flip of a word put a
completely different twist on the
message.

The promo sign at the local video
store recently proclaimed: “Intolerable
Cruelty for $9.95.” What a deal! I
haven’t had anyone be intolerably
cruel to me in months, and now I can
get this rare commodity for less than

10 bucks? Sign me up!
Of course, context lends sense to

both of these examples. But take con-
text away, and it’s pretty easy to see
that both messages could mean some-
thing entirely different.

The act of communication these
days is often a hurried one. In the pro-
cess of trying to get from point A to
point B as quickly as possible, we can
sometimes overlook the obvious.

Now, I’m not going to advocate the
use of the “dreaded red pen” for every
little e-mail message that goes out.

(A l though,
frankly we could all
do a bit better in this
regard – the sloppy
habits we’ve formed
by relying so heavily
on informal e-mail
“lingo” has probably
contributed to the

problem.)
But let’s all help each other out,

lessen headaches and wasted time (at
the least) – and avoid serious mistakes
– by taking a moment to review and
think about our communication efforts
from every angle. 

Eliminate con-
text and location
– does the mes-
sage still make
sense to someone
else (or a diverse
multitude of
folks) who will be
reading it? 

So at the same
trade show noted
earlier, there was
a sign in a restroom
reading “Toilet Out Of Order. Please
Use Floor Below.”

What you say?
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