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Stay away from hollow management speak

uring my last trip to

France, a friend gave me

a document that looked

like a communication aid
for managers. Titled “le parler
creux sans peine,” which roughly
translates as “hollow speak made
easy,” the document mocks the
buzzword-laden communications
favoured by hordes of managers
and consultants in France and
around the world.

Developed by French author
and management advisor Didier
Noyé, this caricature of a tool con-
sists of a single table. Its cells fea-
ture words commonly found in cor-
porate communications. In
English, the table would look like
this:

*Column one: an objective;
problem-solving; the business
model; training; rephrasing; inno-
vation; and experience.

*Column two: reinforces; clari-
fies; modifies; improves; highlights;
and changes.

*Column three: the qualitative;
the strategic; the systemic; the an-
alytical; the participative; and the
motivational.

*Column four: processes; para-
meters; results; needs; know-how;
and concepts.

*Column five: of performance;
of the organization; of the team; of
the project; of the stakeholders;
and of the market.

The table makes it very easy to
generate impressive sentences.
Simply combine any word from the
first column with any word from
each of the other columns, respect-
ing the sequence.

Here are a few examples: “The
business model reinforces the ana-
lytical parameters of the market”;
“Problem solving highlights the
systemic needs of performance”; or,
even better, “Innovation changes
the strategic know-how of the or-
ganization.”
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That sounds impressive, does-
n’t it? I know, it doesn’t really
mean anything, which is Noyé’s
point.

Somehow, this hollow-speak-
made-easy table has stayed with
me. Almost daily now, I come
across sentences that look like di-
rect products of the table. Here are
some recent examples from corpo-
rate Canada. To be fair, I could
probably have found examples in
my own writing or speeches.

The senior HR executive at a
large, iconic corporation said to a
group of HR professionals: “To suc-
ceed and get promoted, research
and apply best-practices that con-
tribute to bottom-line success, and
deliver strategic value through in-
novative human capital strate-
gies.”

A world-famous business au-
thor wrote in his latest book: “Net-
worked models of innovation and
value creation can bring the pre-
pared manager rich new possibili-
ties to unlock innovative potential
in a wide range of resources that
thrive inside and outside the firm.”

The CEO of a major corpora-
tion stated in his latest annual let-
ter to employees and shareholders:
“Future growth in our wholesale
business will be supported in core
areas of our business where we

have capacity, and within the para-
meters of our target business mix.”

I am sure these sentences stem
from great thoughts and insights.
However, they are laden with buzz-
words. The American Heritage
Dictionary defines buzzword as: “A
word or phrase connected with a
specialized field or group that usu-
ally sounds important or technical
and is used primarily to impress
laypersons.”

With all the buzzwords, these
three authors appear eager to
show off and impress. But the per-
ception is that their communica-
tion is shallow and meaningless.
To make matters worse, people in
organizations have grown sick and
tired of management buzzwords.
Just look at the popularity of Buzz-
Whack.com, a website catering to
folks who enjoy “bursting the bub-
bles of the pompous.”

The more buzzwords managers
use, the more cynical employees
become about management.

The basic purpose of manage-
ment communication should be to
say something that employees can
easily understand so they can ei-
ther react, ask questions or move
into action. The objective is not to
sound impressive, nor is it to con-
fuse people or turn them into cyn-
ics. Yet, that is exactly what occurs
when managers rely on hollow
speak.

Drop by the water cooler after
an “all employees e-mail” from the
big cheese, a presentation from the
latest management consultant or a
speech from an MBA-decorated
boss. Listen to the reactions from
employees. Are they clear on the
message or are they confused and
cynical? The answer will tell you
whether the management talk was
hollow.

Google’s co-founder Sergey Brin
firmly believes success comes from
simplicity, saying it has been the

foundation for his search engine’s
wild success. Similarly, Paul Tellier,
former CEO of CN Rail and Bom-
bardier, said in an interview there
are two types of managers: one who
makes things simpler and one who
makes things more complex. Tellier
explained that, throughout his ca-
reer, he highly valued the former
but had little patience with the lat-
ter. Which group do you think relies
more on hollow speak?

Simplicity might not be the
“magic bullet” of corporate suc-
cess, but it is critical to any man-
agement communication. When
the message is simple, it can be un-
derstood and acted upon. It doesn’t
reinforce the cynicism about man-
agement that prevails in organiza-
tions.

Therefore, everyone should
make a serious effort to stay away
from hollow management speak.
Below are a few pointers.

Keep the English version of
Noyé’s table handy, and regularly
test your sentences. Do they ap-
pear to come from the table? Visit
websites like BuzzWack.com to
stay abreast of the worst buzz-
words, and stay away from them.
For 2006, BuzzWack.com’s readers
have selected as their top five most
dreaded buzzwords — leveraging
our assets; mission-critical; con-
versate; information touchpoint;
and synopsize.

Don’t adopt too easily the
trendy expressions used by your
favourite management consultant
or book author. Be a manager, not
a parrot.

Edmond Mellina is founding
president of TRANSITUS Inc., a
leading provider of learning and
consulting solutions to master
organizational change. He can be
reached at
emellina@transitusinc.com or
www.transitusine.com.
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