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VIEWPOINT

Leadership 
Lessons From 
the Tour de 
France 

Ihave been an amateur cyclist for more than 40 years. One of my favorite times of the year is 
July, when the famous Tour de France bicycle race occurs.

Despite the accolades given to the team leader, the Tour de France is a team sport. Every 
winner is supported by a team of fellow cyclists who have worked together to deliver victory. I 
have learned a lot of leadership lessons as a cyclist, and by watching the Tour de France.

One of those lessons is the role of the team compared to the role of the leader. If you’ve 
ever taken a management class, you may have heard that the role of the manager is to remove 
obstacles from the team members, so they can accomplish the mission. There is a lot of truth in 
this statement. However, cyclists look at leadership a little differently.

On a cycling team, the role of the team is to protect the leader. The role of the leader is to 
protect the mission. If you watch the Tour de France, you will notice that the team leaders are 
rarely in front. Most of the time, they are behind their teammates. The team is breaking the 
wind, protecting the leader from fellow cyclists, and responding to breakaway attacks on the 
road—based on the instructions from the team leader.

The team leader’s role is to protect the mission for the day, and for the overall race. They 
are the ones who decide which breakaway attacks need to be followed. They are the ones who 
adjust the plans based on what is happening during the race.

What would that look like in Toastmasters? It might look like team members staying 
focused on accomplishing their tasks so the team leader can stay focused on the mission. It 
might look like team leaders truly empowering teams to accomplish their roles without micro-
management. Perhaps it might look like everyone providing positive support to one another in 
the same tone and manner as we provide speech evaluations.

What about you and your team? How are you operating? Are you removing obstacles from 
your team’s path? Are you empowering them to accomplish their job without micromanaging 
them? Are you providing positive and supportive feedback to each other?

I encourage you to explore this concept in your team. If you do, you may find some great 
opportunities to work together even more effectively than you do today.
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On a cycling team, the role of the team is to protect the 
leader. The role of the leader is to protect the mission.
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TOASTMASTERS NEWS 

News

Let’s Talk Holiday Talk
Toastmasters International recently held a 
webinar on the topic of party talk, toasts, and 
awkward conversations. This time of year, when 
gathering with friends, family, and colleagues, 
find out how you can make the most of your 
conversations and overcome communication 
obstacles. Also, find helpful tips for casual 
conversations on page 26 in this issue.

Say Hello to Your 
New Home Page
When you log in to the Toastmasters website, 
your home page will now be personalized to fit 
your membership needs. It is more stream­
lined for members—particularly new ones—on 
where to get the information you need.

The information available on your home 
page, about topics such as Base Camp, dues, and 
officer resources, is tailored primarily to whether 
you’re a new member, current (or returning) 
member, club officer, or District leader.

Follow the New Toastmasters 
Instagram Page
Join and connect with your fellow Toast­
masters by following our new Instagram 
account, @toastmastersofficial. The old account, 
@toastmastersinternational, is no longer 
active, but we can’t wait to share more inspira­
tion, insights, and Toastmasters news with you 
through the new page.

Resources
Create Promotional Materials for Your Club
Many clubs have already had promotional success using Canva to create event fliers, social media posts, 
and more. To make it even easier for your club, utilize these templates created on Canva by World Head­
quarters. Just remember, all content must be brand compliant. You can also use the Brand Manual to 
learn best practices. Have fun and submit your designs to brand@toastmasters.org for review/approval.

Help With Hybrid Meetings
A hybrid club meeting combines both in-person and online attendance. Many clubs have opted 
to adopt this meeting format to allow members to continue their Toastmasters journey. Visit the 
Hybrid Meetings webpage for resources and articles to support your hybrid club and members. 
Resources for online participation can be found on the webpage’s Online Meetings tab.

Invite a Friend to Toastmasters
Are you uncertain of what to get your loved ones this 
holiday season? Why not give the gift of Toastmasters? 
Invite a friend, family member, or coworker to your next 
club meeting so they can see the supportive environment 
where they would hone their speaking and leadership 
skills. The My First Meeting page has all the resources they 
they need to get started on their journey.

Reminders
Find and Share Articles 
The Explore page on the Toastmaster magazine website is a tool to help you find articles by cate­
gory, author, or month and year. Select a category on the left-hand side of the page to easily track 
down the topic you’re looking for. Once you find it, don’t forget to share the article link with a 
friend or coworker who could use some tips or inspiration. 

Do You Know About The Toastmasters Podcast?
Yes, Toastmasters International has an official podcast! Since 2009, Distinguished Toastmasters 
and co-hosts Greg Gazin and Ryan Levesque have interviewed more than 200 members and 
experts from around the world. Published twice a month, you’ll hear enlightening interviews 
covering a wide variety of topics related to communication, public speaking, leadership, and 
more. Find all episodes at ToastmastersPodcast.com, the Toastmasters website, and embedded 
within online Toastmaster articles, as well as the last 25 episodes on Apple Podcasts, Google 
Podcasts, and other players.
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SEEN AND HEARD

Personal Growth

Create a Conversation Resume
Patrick King, author of Better Small Talk, 

recommends creating a conversation 
resume to lean on when attending events any 
time of year, but it can be especially handy 
during holiday parties. It should include 
talking points about your daily life, personal 
background, notable experiences, and current 
events. Remember to review this resume before 
you head to social events, and you’ll be able to 
keep up with just about anyone. Find additional 
tips for small talk on page 26 in this issue.

Below are a few questions King recommends 
asking yourself when creating your conversa­
tion resume.

Daily Life:
	� What did you do over the weekend?
	� How is your week/day going?
	� How is your family/significant other?
	� How is work going?

Personal:
	� What are your hobbies?

	� What’s your biggest passion or 
interest outside of work?

	� Where are you from?
	� How long have you lived at your 

current location and worked at your 
current job?

	� Where did you go to school and 
what subjects and activities were you 
involved in?

	� What do you do for work?

Notable:
	� What are your five most unique 

experiences?
	� What are your five most personally 

significant accomplishments?
	� What are 10 strengths—things you 

are above average at, no matter how 
big or small?

	� Name 10 places you have traveled to in 
the past five years.

	� Name the past five times you have gone 
out to a social event.

	� Name 10 things you cannot live without—
don’t take this too literally. It is about your 
interests, not household staples.
 

Staying Current:
	� What are the top five current events of 

the week and month? Learn the basics and 
develop an opinion and stance on them.

	� What are four funny personal situations 
from the past week? Be able to summarize 
them as a brief story.

	� What are the four most interesting things 
you’ve read or heard about in the past week? 
Be able to summarize them as a brief story.

Traveling Toastmaster

SMITA MISHRA, DTM, of Hyderabad, Telangana, India, and MAYURI ASSUDANI, 
DTM, of Nagpur, Maharashtra, India, travel to Hanoi, Vietnam, together. 

LANDON JOHNSON, DTM, of Snellville, Georgia, 
visits Piazza del Popolo in Rome, Italy.
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Snapshot

Aurora Toastmasters Club of Curepipe, Mauritius, hosts an outdoor event at Domaine de Labouronnais, a popular historic destination 
for the country. 

Presentation Skills

Tips for Toasting
As a Toastmaster, you‘re more likely to be 

called upon to deliver a toast at an event 
than others. Review these tips to ensure you’re 
prepared to answer the call to ring in the new 
year or applaud the host of a holiday party.

	� Get their attention. Tap your glass with a 
fork or stand up and ask for people to turn 
their attention to you.

	� Seize the right moment. Before getting the 
audience’s attention, read the room. If energy 
levels are high, the time might be right, but 
always be sensitive to the host if there is one. 
They may prefer to give you a cue.

	� Give a brief introduction. Don’t assume 
everyone in the room knows who you are, 

especially at a large event. Give your name 
and share either your job title or how you are 
related to the host.

	� Keep it short. Somewhere between two to 
three minutes seems to be the sweet spot.

	� Mean what you say. Be sincere in your 
message and delivery. Your intention is more 
important than anything else.

	� Toast, don’t roast. If your toast is focused 
on a particular individual, don’t dwell on the 
negative or make anyone feel uncomfortable. 
Keep it positive and inclusive.

	� Stick to a single theme. Decide what your 
focus will be for the toast, like the host or 
the event. Then stay on that track, just as 
you might do with a Table Topic. Don’t 
make it more complicated than it needs 
to be.

	� Raise your glass. Toward the end of your 
toast, lift your glass to encourage others to 
join you.

	� End with a call to action. Keep it light 
and celebratory. Something like, “To the 
coming year!” or “Cheers to our hosts!”
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MY TURN 

A Song of Brotherhood
A devastating childhood experience helped me find my storyteller’s voice. By Ankur Bora

Just over two years ago, I began my dream 
with a small step. Initially, I started by 
doing what I thought was necessary. Then  

I began to see what was possible. Suddenly, I was 
doing the impossible. If I can do it, you can. 
Anybody can.

In 2019, I gave a speech at Highway to 
Excellence (HTE), the Bedford, Texas, club I’d 
joined a few weeks before. My speech, “Same 
Boat Brother,” was about growing up in 
India—including the sweet childhood memories 
of walking to school with my best friend. And 
how, during a local community uprising, I 
unintentionally became part of a mob that 
threatened my friend and his family. And how, 
eventually, a song of brotherhood brought us 
back together.

After the speech, I received a brown bag 
filled with handwritten notes of positive 
feedback. The compliments and appreciation 
boosted my morale and eventually sent me  
on a higher journey.

At HTE, I found Emily Murray, DTM, a 
special person who agreed to become my 
mentor. We met weekly for six months, and 
Emily taught me the craft of public speaking.  
I learned to animate my body and express 
emotions, to leverage hand gestures, and stir 
audience emotions with vocal variety.

Emily told me my speech had a universal 
message and asked if I would carry it to a 
larger audience. Her guidance and the beauty 
of the Toastmasters mentoring program 
triggered something so fierce in me I could not 
stop it. Thanks to Toastmasters, I began 
publishing my speeches and stories to social 
media sites. I received a tremendous response 
from fellow Toastmasters. In the fork of my 
life’s journey, I began to see infinite 
possibilities.

In early 2021, the USA TODAY Network 
accepted “Same Boat Brother” for its 2022 
Storytellers Project. The project produces shows 
in 20 cities across the United States, and 

features a diverse line-up of people sharing true 
stories that affirm a belief in hope, perseverance, 
love, and compassion.

The USA TODAY Network coaches 
recommended some changes to my speech. I had 
an intense conversation with one, who asked, 

“In your story, when you joined the mob and 
started shouting, what happened to you?”  
I reluctantly replied, “The compassionate 
comforting, caring me was suddenly overpow-
ered by a beast.” Ultimately, her advice helped 
to unlock my authentic voice and engage with 
the audience during the program.

In early 2022, a reporter with the Austin 
American-Statesman newspaper in Austin, Texas, 
wrote a story about me and some of my fellow 
storytellers. In April 2022, I gave my USA 
TODAY Storytellers speech to a boisterous 
sold-out crowd in Austin. I was speaking to a 
non-Toastmaster audience for the first time  

but my Toastmasters training, including eye 
contact, vocal variety, and body language, gave 
me the edge.

“Your speech was touching … with a moral 
that is very much relevant in today’s times,” one 
of the audience members wrote me.

My speech at the Storytellers event was 
covered by local and national media and was  
a great moment of pride for me. Along my way 
in this journey, I discovered the power that had 
been within me all along.

If I can do it, you can, anybody can. Dear 
fellow Toastmasters, don’t you agree with me?

Ankur Bora is a member of three Texas clubs: 
Out On The Town, Thumbs Up Toastmasters, and 
TNT Toastmasters Club. He is a software profes-
sional and lives with his family in Irving. To read 
Bora’s speech and a Toastmaster’s evaluation, visit 
www.sameboatbrother.com.
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The beauty of the Toastmasters mentoring program 
triggered something so fierce in me I could not stop it.
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TOASTMASTER TOOLBOX

Lessons From the County Fair
Keep your cool and your focus, whether presenting steers or speeches. By Bill Brown, DTM

When I lived in the big city, county 
fairs all looked alike. There was 
the big carnival with the tall Ferris 

wheel. There were vendors selling cotton candy 
and strange-sounding food. Fried what? And, to 
add a touch of authenticity, the fairs had a small 
pen of piglets, probably trucked in from 300 
miles away.

When I recently attended the local county 
fair in my small, rural town, the carnival was 
nowhere to be seen. The vendors had food 
you actually wanted to eat. And there were 
two pavilions full of animals, all waiting to be 
judged and, perhaps, sold. The action in these 
pavilions revealed lessons that can also apply to 
public speaking.

The animal judging was a big deal. This was 
all new to my wife and me, so we just had to 
check it out. Steers were the featured animals 
on the day we attended. Fortunately, we sat 
next to some friends who were quite knowl-
edgeable about the entire process. 

The category that I observed was for show-
manship—how well the kids presented their 
animals.

As we walked into the arena, I first noticed 
that each contestant had a long pole with a 
hook at the end of it. And they were scratching 
their steer’s belly to keep the animal calm. More 
on that later.

As the competition went on, I noticed that 
some aspects of the presentations reflected 
principles also important in public speaking. 
Perhaps these examples will serve as reminders 
to us as we approach the lectern.

I noticed that, as the judge walked around, 
the presenters kept their eyes glued on him. Even 
when the kids were parading their steers around 
the arena and were walking away from the judge, 
they never lost their focus. One of our friends 
explained that that was one of the judging 

criteria. My immediate thought was, How well do 
we, as speakers, keep our attention on our audience 
members? Perhaps we need to work on our focus.

At one point in the competition, the steers 
were lined up, side by side. Occasionally, one of 
the animals would get a little impatient, so the 
presenter would walk them a few paces then turn 
them back into line. Once, my friend said of one 
of the presenters, “He turned his animal incor-
rectly.” Seriously? My tutor explained that the 

presenter must never get between the steer and 
the judge. The judge must have a clear view of the 
animal at all times. This presenter didn’t do that.

That, too, is a public speaking reminder. 
Our audience members must have a clear 
view of our message at all times. Do we have a 
nervous habit that distracts their attention? Do 
we like to go off on rabbit trails, running away 
from our main point? Are our words so convo-
luted that our audience members don’t know 

what we are saying? Always make sure that your 
audience has a clear view of your message.

One key factor in the judging is how well 
the presenters keep their cool, even if their steer 
is not cooperative. At one point in the com-
petition, one of the contestants got frustrated, 
took that long stick, and whacked the animal 
on the back. There was an audible gasp from the 
audience. When they handed out the ribbons, 
that boy came in dead last.

Things don’t always go as planned for us 
either, do they? Sometimes we forget our lines. 
Sometimes the technology doesn’t work as 
planned. And sometimes an audience member 
causes a distraction. One time I was competing 
in a speech contest and someone in the audi-
ence blew her nose so loud that it sounded like 
a Canada goose. Those things happen.

The question is: How well do we handle it? 
Do we get frustrated, lose our place, get mad? 
Or do we continue with our speech as if noth-
ing was wrong? Don’t be that boy with the stick. 
Perform calmly and professionally, even if there 
is total chaos around you.

One final thought: Some of those kids were 
only 11 or 12. Yet there they were handling large, 
sometimes cantankerous animals, and they were 
performing their task without fear or frustra-
tion. If they can do that, then we have no excuse 
to avoid giving a speech. Stand up there will-
ingly and calmly, and perform like a champion.

Of course, if you do have some nervousness, 
perhaps you could get the Toastmaster to rub 
your belly with a long pole. I hear that it works 
wonders in some circumstances.

Bill Brown, DTM, is a speech delivery coach 
in Gillette, Wyoming. He is a member of Energy 
Capital Toastmasters in Gillette, and Evening 
Stars Club in Denver, Colorado. Learn more at 
www.billbrownspeechcoach.com .

PB    TOASTMASTER | JANUARY 2022 WWW.TOASTMASTERS.ORG/MAGAZINE    9

Perform calmly and 
professionally, even if there 
is total chaos around you. 

http://www.billbrownspeechcoach.com


CLUB EXPERIENCE

6 Tips for Successful 
Club Meetings
Find out what it 

takes to be great. 

By Greg Lewis, DTM

Iam one happy Toastmaster when I attend a well-organized, 
engaging, and educational club meeting. I’ve been lucky 
enough to experience that many times over the years.

Yet I’ve also experienced some club meetings that 
are chaotic, inefficient, and flat. These always leave me 
a little frustrated and dissatisfied. Perhaps you have had 
similar experiences.

While it’s unfortunate that some meetings don’t live 
up to their potential, the good news is they all can. As 
Toastmasters, we can learn from each other and make 
every meeting a great one. The more we like being there, 
the more we’ll benefit. As Toastmasters International 
founder Dr. Ralph C. Smedley once said, “We learn best in 
moments of enjoyment.”

Building a Strong Foundation
Toastmasters doesn’t have a mandatory meeting format; 
however, meetings are built around three elements: prepared 
speeches, Table Topics®,  and speech evaluations. In addition, 
it’s recommended that clubs hold a business session at the 
beginning or end of meetings at least once a month.

Otherwise, clubs have a lot of leeway with what they 
can do. Many have unique meeting roles (Jokemaster, 
Mystery Greeter, Meeting Poet). Some conduct educa-
tional sessions or host outside speakers. This flexibility 
allows each club to create its own unique personality.

Yet great clubs also have a few things in common. Let’s 
define “great” as a club where members want to stay and 
guests want to join. Members’ goals are met, and there is a 
strong sense of community and support. 

Whatever your club’s personality or your members’ 
goals, these six elements can help your meetings be great.

1Be well prepared for meeting roles.
Advance planning helps members be prepared and 

better able to succeed. Some clubs distribute their agenda 
about three weeks in advance, which gives each partici-
pant time to properly prepare for their role. If three weeks 

is not realistic for your club, try to at least get the agenda 
out early and not scramble at the last minute. That way if 
a member is unsure of what their role requires, they have 
time to get help from the Vice President Education (VPE) 
or their mentor if they have one. 

2Begin and end meetings on time, 
and follow an agenda. 

Developing the skills to prepare and adhere to an agenda 
is an important part of every Toastmaster’s development. 
While the Toastmaster of the Day takes the lead in man-
aging the meeting flow, everyone with a role helps. Brenda 
Toth, of Garden City Toastmasters of St. Catharines, in 
Ontario, Canada, says when she served as Sergeant at 
Arms, she always worked closely with the Toastmaster to 
help keep the meetings running on time. “It’s not all up to 
the Toastmaster,” says Toth. 

To that end, some members with roles will need to 
make adjustments during the meeting. For example, 
if the meeting is running late, the Table Topicsmaster 
might need to shorten the number of questions. If you’re 
assigned a meeting role, review the agenda to know 
exactly how much time you have been allocated.

3 Welcome guests and make them 
feel part of the group.

Look at a meeting from the perspective of both guests and 
members. For guests, a supportive, positive environment is 
key. Immediately greet visitors when they arrive and intro-
duce them to other members. The more they feel comfort-
able and included, the more likely they are to return. 

At Viva Las Voices Club in Las Vegas, Nevada, every 
officer assumes responsibility for guests, ensuring they 
are not alone during a meeting. “Guests are extremely 
important to our club,” explains Club President Christine 
Wittwer. “We ensure they have a great experience and 
leave with a visitor information packet. And we contact 
each guest following their visit to invite them back.”  
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The same principles apply to an online 
meeting. Invite guests to log on early before 
things start and get to know other members. 
The Club President or Toastmaster should also 
formally acknowledge and welcome each guest 
at the start of the meeting, and ask for any 
comments or feedback at the end.

4 Give speakers proper introductions 
and positive, helpful evaluations.

A proper introduction sets a speaker up for 
success by providing background on them and 
explaining their speech’s goals or objectives. 

This gives audience members more context 
for what they’re about to hear. An introduction 
is also a chance to help the speaker by relaying 
basic information about their topic that would 
otherwise take up valuable speaking time. 

Effective speaker evaluations are a hall-
mark of every great meeting. As speakers, we 
improve when we receive positive and practical 
feedback. Just as a speaker needs to prepare, so 
do evaluators. Make sure you are familiar with 
the speaker’s speech assignment as well as the 
speaker’s objective. When giving feedback, offer 
constructive suggestions for improvement and 
deliver them with encouragement. 

5 Recognize member 
achievements.

Celebrating the progress of members is crucial. 
When I was a member of Rose City Toastmas-

ters, in Welland, Ontario, Canada, we would 
always acknowledge member achievements 
during meetings. The Club President or VPE 
would make a point of recognizing major 
speech milestones (Ice Breaker speech, Pathways 
path completion, speech contest participation, 
etc.). We also recognized (with their permission) 
members who experienced major life changes 
(new job or promotion, having a baby, etc.). A 
little recognition goes a long way.

6 Regularly update members 
on club business and progress.

Is the club business meeting the least 
popular aspect of Toastmasters? Some 
members think so. Yet when done right, they 
can actually be fun—yes, fun! Members who 
take pride in their club want to know how  
well it is doing. It’s a time to celebrate your 
success. The club officers can each provide 
updates on their respective areas of responsi-
bility. The VPE or Club President can review 
the club’s status in the Distinguished Club 
Program. That’s a perfect opportunity to  
highlight member progress. 

If there are areas of concern, the Club 
Executive Committee should review these 
issues and develop a plan to address them. 
In addition, it’s never too late to review your 
current meeting format and look for ways to 
improve the member and guest experience. In 
fact, try to do this on a regular basis.

Applying Your Skills
You can also apply the benefits you gain from 
successful meetings to your life outside the club. 
When you run a successful meeting, you gain 
skills that will help you stand out among your 
peers. You’ll develop more confidence, a deeper 
appreciation for efficient and punctual meet-
ings, and better organizational skills. When you 
evaluate speakers, you hone your ability to offer 
helpful feedback to people in all kinds of settings. 

A final word on Toastmasters meetings. 
The most important factor is attitude. You 
must want to create and run a successful club 
meeting. One that meets everyone’s needs. 
High-quality clubs are filled with energetic and 
enthusiastic members, and officers who put best 
practices to work. Members are prepared for 
meetings, happily welcome guests, and provide 
valuable and positive feedback to speakers.

As Kathy Orth, President of Garden City 
Toastmasters of St. Catharines, in Ontario, 
Canada, says, “These elements constitute the 
‘scaffolding’ upon which we hold our meetings. 
They are habits now, and new members seem to 
take to them easily.”

 Now, how will you create your own great 
meetings?

Greg Lewis, DTM, is a retired business 
professional who strives to inspire and encourage 
his fellow Toastmasters. He and his family live in 
Fonthill, Ontario, Canada.
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INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION

The Benefits of 
Being Real at Work
A new book by 

Quiet author 

advocates 

for emotional 

authenticity. 

By Caren S. 
Neile, Ph.D.

When Susan Cain was a corporate lawyer in 
New York City, she’d put on her power suit 
at home—and then don her emotional armor 

before entering the office. That’s because she needed to pre-
pare not only for her job, but also for the “emotional labor” 
of being a strong, super-positive professional in a challeng-
ing work environment. 

“I would reach the office door every morning,” she 
recalls, “and I’d say to myself, Okay, Susan, time to put on your 
Superwoman costume! Immediately I would change my whole 
way of being, starting with my facial expression. I knew 
from long experience that any signs of sadness or weakness 
were not considered appropriate for the workplace.”

 As Cain chronicles in her most recent book, Bitter-
sweet: How Sorrow and Longing Make Us Whole, everyone has 
periods of sadness and weakness, and they’re not always 
so easy to hide. Yet too often, like Cain, we are made to 

feel that our true feelings are not welcome in the office, 
that we are expected to exude nothing but strength and 
positivity. 

Eventually, the expense of energy to appear invulner-
able at work caused Cain to burn out, and she quit. She 
went on to forge a highly successful career writing and 
speaking about the power of expressing who we really 
are—warts and all. 

Author of the 2012 bestseller Quiet: The Power of 
Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking, Cain is a past 
member of Toastmasters and was awarded Toastmasters 

International’s prestigious Golden Gavel Award in 2013 
for her communication and leadership achievements. 

Why Show Vulnerability at Work?
The association in many people’s minds of happy winners 
and abject losers can make us think that instead of being 
happy because we win, we have to be happy in order to win. 
Yet Cain enumerates several reasons why encouraging 
the display of authentic emotions such as loneliness and 
longing is actually vital for an organization’s success. First, 
it leaves employees the time and energy for more import-
ant things than hiding feelings—like doing your job to 
the best of your ability. Sometimes, as in Cain’s own case, 
putting on a happy face all day can feel like a job in itself. 

What’s more, letting others know how you feel can 
prevent conflict. For example, do you experience chronic 
pain? If colleagues know you’re not feeling up to par, they 

won’t take it personally when you don’t smile and make 
small talk at the office. Plus, says Cain, shared sorrow 
tends to bring us together. We form deep connections 
from being open about the challenges we face, and these 
connections can make collaborating on a work project 
much easier.

Perhaps the most compelling reason for bosses to 
promote the display of authentic emotion in the office is 
simply practical. If everyone were totally satisfied, there 
would be no overwhelming urge for growth or change. 
Creativity would be stifled. In fact, Cain contends, 
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business outcomes actually depend on normaliz-
ing vulnerability and “challenging the tyranny 
of positivity.” 

This idea of transforming pain and longing 
into creativity, transcendence, and love is at the 
heart of Cain’s thesis.

How To Share 
Vulnerability at Work 
There are several ways to spread the message 
that challenging emotions are welcome in the 
workplace.

1 Leaders can communicate their own fears 
and worries—up to a point. They may not 
want to overshare concerns and anxieties; 

employees want to feel they can count on their 
bosses. But if leaders don’t pretend to be super-
human, they give those who work for them 
permission to accept that they’re not, either, 
and to not beat themselves up for their own all-
too-human flaws and foibles.

2 Try this simple exercise: Ask employees 
to write on a slip of paper a challenge 
they face. Tell them not to include any 

identifying information. Then collect the papers 
and have someone read out the responses. 
(This works best in a large group to preserve 
anonymity.) In this way, says Cain, people come 
to appreciate the shared humanity of everyone 
on the team, and learn to behave toward one 
another with compassion—even if they don’t 
know which problem belongs to whom.

3 Practice kindness. Feeling free to express 
your own negative emotions means that 
you also have the freedom to show empa-

thy to others. Even small gestures of kindness 
can have a powerful impact.

“I recently got a letter from a woman going 
through a really difficult time,” Cain explains. 

“She was a bank teller. She told me that some-
one gave her an extra smile at work and that 
made all the difference to her.”

4 Explore the Toastmasters Pathways 
project “Understanding Emotional 
Intelligence.” The project helps cultivate 

an understanding of how emotions impact 
our relationships, including those at work. It 
also helps identify how the emotions of others 
impact our own, and introduces concepts such 
as reframing, active listening, self-regulation, 
and emotional honesty.   

How Toastmasters 
Helped Susan Cain
At the start of her literary career, joining Toast-
masters provided Cain with a major confidence 
boost. She says being a member was particularly 
meaningful because the experience enabled 
her—a self-described introvert who had just 
written about the subject in Quiet—to speak 
comfortably on stages around the world.

“I came to Toastmasters with a lifelong, 
crippling fear of public speaking,” she says, “and 
for years I avoided confronting that fear. But 
when my first book came out, I knew I had to 
do speaking engagements. So I started showing 
up for [Toastmasters] meetings. In time, the 
change in my skills and attitude felt transcen-
dent. Absolutely unbelievable.” 

Cain sees a strong connection between pub-
lic speaking and her current work.

“What makes a good talk?” she asks. “It’s 
not revealing your deepest personal secrets. It’s 

being totally present. A good speaker is fully 
there with you, in touch with the full range of 
emotional life, however it’s going to express 
itself. 

“This is about more than emotional intelli-
gence,” she adds. “I’m talking about emotional 
willingness, the will to express your own feel-
ings and those of others.” Maybe the atmosphere 
that surrounds such disclosures is not always so 
pleasant, she concedes. “But it can be exquisitely 
sweet to recognize that we are all human beings, 
that we can be acutely aware of the distress of 
others, as well as our own.”

Have you found yourself wearing a super-
hero costume at the office? Are you ready to 
challenge the tyranny of positivity at work? 
Depending on your role in the company and 
the nature of your industry, you might want 
to make incremental changes. But the rewards, 
Cain says, can be huge.

“A friend of mine is a CEO,” she says. “When 
I was researching this book, he told me he only 
wanted to hire happy people, that unhappy 
people can make organizational life difficult. I 
recently connected with him again, after he put 
into practice the principles in Bittersweet. And 
he said, ‘The truth is, now we all know each 
other so well. We love it.’”

Caren Schnur Neile, Ph.D., has written for 
this magazine for 20 years and has presented at three 
Toastmasters International conventions, including 
presenting a session on storytelling at the August 
2022 convention. Learn more at carenneile.com. 
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COMMUNICATION

Know a Narcissist?
Learning how to self-

advocate and set 

boundaries is critical for 

your well-being.

By Kristen Hamling, Ph.D.

Trying to communicate with someone who blames, manipulates, gaslights, domi-
nates, or belittles you for their own gain can leave you feeling confused, unheard, 
and invalidated. Unfortunately, people with complex personalities are every-

where—at home, work, and even Toastmasters clubs. Maybe you have a coworker who 
constantly demeans you or your ideas, or a partner who insists that you are just imagining 
things when there are problems. According to the British Journal of Psychiatry, the rate of 
people currently living with a personality disorder is estimated at 7.8% worldwide. 
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I’ve been a psychologist for over 20 years, and I have a Ph.D. in the 
field of psychology, and yet it took me two years of therapy to understand 
that I was in an unhealthy relationship. Constantly trying to rescue a 
relationship by apologizing and surrendering your needs to take care of 
 the other person can leave you exhausted—especially if the person has 
a complex personality such as narcissim. The trauma bond, or the 
narcissistic abuse cycle that accompanies narcissism, often results in 
post-traumatic stress symptoms, anxiety, and depression. 

I’ve been a psychologist for over 20 years, and I have a Ph.D. in the 
field of psychology, and yet it took me two years of therapy to understand 
that I was in an unhealthy relationship. Constantly trying to rescue a 
 relationship by apologizing and surrendering your needs to take care of 
 the other person can leave you exhausted—especially if the person has 
a complex personality such as narcissim. The trauma bond, or the 
 narcissistic abuse cycle that accompanies narcissism, often results in 
post-traumatic stress symptoms, anxiety, and depression. 

S Y M P T O M S
of Narcissistic 

Personality Disorder

Considers themself 
intelligent, confident, 

and self-assured

Believes they are 
unique and special 

Is unable to 
empathize

14    TOASTMASTER | DECEMBER 2022 WWW.TOASTMASTERS.ORG/MAGAZINE    15

Here are some examples of workplace scenarios you might encounter 
when dealing with a narcissist.

The vulnerable/covert narcissist might cope by becoming a victim:

Sally: “You haven’t been getting your reports in on time as we dis-
cussed; please get the report in on time this week.”

Bruce: “I can’t seem to do anything right. I try so hard, and I still get 
criticized. I’m such a bad employee.” 

The grandiose narcissist might cope by blaming the other person:

Celia: “Well if you didn’t give me so much work and you stopped 
micromanaging me, I might get the reports in on time.” 

Worst of all is the narcissist who gaslights you:

Helen: “Remember you said that the report wasn’t due until Monday. 
You’re so stressed out lately, you’ve probably got me confused with 
George’s team.”  

Narcissism is a significant social problem, and combatting it begins 
with education. Learning why people develop narcissism and how to 
communicate with the narcissist is the first step. Given that positive social 
relationships are foundational to well-being, learning how to communi-
cate with complex personalities will not only protect your well-being, but 
theirs as well.

What Is Narcissism?
When someone displays extreme narcissistic characteristics, such as 
the case with a narcissistic personality disorder (NPD), then problems 
can start to arise. People diagnosed with NPD consider themselves as 
self-assured, intelligent, confident individuals, with a strong sense of 
right and wrong. However, in reality, someone living with NPD is often 
a deeply insecure person who has a profound lack of confidence and 
self-esteem. This is often a result of childhood trauma, genetics, and an 
insecure attachment style. 

For example, someone born with an anxious temperament who has 
self-absorbed and emotionally unavailable parents grows up fiercely inde-
pendent, believing that they have to take care of themselves and prove to 
the world that they are worthwhile and special. NPD is a serious mental 
health condition with complex symptoms such as an inability to empathize, 
diminished self-reflection and insight, and an excessive need for praise and 
admiration. Although there are different types of narcissism (e.g., covert/
vulnerable or grandiose) the root cause of the problem is often the same.

Narcissism does not allow people to fully understand or regulate their 
emotions. You might know some people who must control their environ-
ment or avoid feelings such as shame or rejection. 

Sometimes you will have to walk 
away from the narcissistic relationship 
because the short-term pain of ending 
the relationship will result in long-term 

gain for your health and well-being.

Has a grandiose 
sense of self

Always thinks 
they’re right

Manipulates, blames, 
and gaslights

 Has an excessive need 
for praise and admiration

Displays a sense 
of entitlement

Uses criticism and bullying 
to achieve their goals
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Bruce: “I can’t seem to do anything right. I try so hard, and I still get 
criticized. I’m such a bad employee.” 
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Celia: “Well if you didn’t give me so much work and you stopped 
micromanaging me, I might get the reports in on time.” 
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Narcissism is a significant social problem, and combatting it begins 
with education. Learning why people develop narcissism and how to 
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relationships are foundational to well-being, learning how to communi-
cate with complex personalities will not only protect your well-being, but 
theirs as well.
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can start to arise. People diagnosed with NPD consider themselves as 
self-assured, intelligent, confident individuals, with a strong sense of 
right and wrong. However, in reality, someone living with NPD is often 
a deeply insecure person who has a profound lack of confidence and 
self-esteem. This is often a result of childhood trauma, genetics, and an 
insecure attachment style. 

For example, someone born with an anxious temperament who has 
self-absorbed and emotionally unavailable parents grows up fiercely 
independent, believing that they have to take care of themselves and prove 
to the world that they are worthwhile and special. NPD is a serious mental 
health condition with complex symptoms such as an inability to empathize, 
diminished self-reflection and insight, and an excessive need for praise and 
admiration. Although there are different types of narcissism (e.g., covert/
vulnerable or grandiose) the root cause of the problem is often the same.

Narcissism does not allow people to fully understand or regulate their 
emotions. You might know some people who must control their environ-
ment or avoid feelings such as shame or rejection. 

Sometimes you will have to walk 
away from the narcissistic relationship 
because the short-term pain of ending 
the relationship will result in long-term 

gain for your health and well-being.



COMMUNICATION

Narcissists are less interested in team harmony and success, and more 
interested in using others to pursue their own agenda. Many narcissists 
will take responsibility for others’ accomplishments. They set perfection-
istic standards and are often workaholics. They may even use bullying 
tactics to achieve their goals. For example, withholding information to 
sabotage coworkers’ performance, persistently criticizing, and spreading 
gossip. The covert and vulnerable narcissist is more likely to act vindic-
tively—make sure you keep records of conversations and limit informa-
tion provided to them.

Narcissism can lead to serious mental health issues such as burnout, 
compassion fatigue, depression, and anxiety. A narcissistic boss can erode 
your self-esteem, make you feel incompetent, and cause you to lose trust 
in yourself and others. If you are not careful, narcissism can also damage 
your career. 

Narcissists aren’t just confined to the workplace—often, the people we 
love the most display tendencies. In the following example, Barry, who is a 
very attentive husband, is faced with his wife’s narcissistic rage when he 
tries to change plans. 

Barry: “I know we planned dinner tonight, but I have an old friend in 
town, and I’d love to go out to dinner with her—can we reschedule for 
tomorrow night?” 

Fiona: “You always do this; you never make me a priority in your life. 
You are so selfish and inconsiderate. You knew I’ve been looking 
forward to tonight. Why are you choosing to go out with another 
woman on our date night?” 

Barry: “But I hardly ever cancel plans. Of course I love you …” 

In this instance, even though Barry would love to see his friend from 
out of town he decides to go out with his wife to placate her. However, 
over time, this will cause him to lose sight of himself. The narcissistic loop 
of manipulation, blame, gaslighting, etc., can derail constructive 
conversations and be mentally exhausting.

There Is Nothing Wrong With You
Truthfully, having a relationship with a narcissist can make you feel like 
there is something seriously wrong with you. But you’re not the monster 
they make you out to be. Elinor Greenberg, therapist and author of the 
book Borderline, Narcissistic, and Schizoid Adaptations: The Pursuit of Love, 
Admiration and Safety, explains that when narcissists feel good about you 
(or more accurately that you are making them feel good about them-
selves), they see you as special. Then you do something “wrong” (e.g., say 
“no” to one of their requests), and suddenly you’re bad and worthless. 

Therefore, people with NPD only see people (including themselves) in 
one of two ways: Either they are special, unique, perfect, and entitled 
(High Status); or they are defective, worthless, garbage (Low Status). 
Boundaries are your best friend if you want to stay connected to your 
truth when in a relationship with a narcissist.  

Boundaries, Boundaries, Boundaries
Maintaining boundaries can be particularly challenging when communi-
cating with a narcissist. Narcissists are masterful at blurring boundaries. 
Paul Mason and Randi Kreger, authors of the top-selling book Stop 
Walking on Eggshells, developed what they call the broken record 
technique to help people maintain boundaries when communicating 
with difficult personalities. 

The broken record technique helps you avoid the white noise 
(gaslighting) produced by the narcissist by staying focused on the issue at 
hand. Going back to Barry and Fiona, you can see how Barry could have 
used the broken record technique to enforce his boundaries.  

Fiona: “You always do this; you never make me a priority in your life. 
You’re so selfish. You knew I’ve been looking forward to tonight. Why 
are you choosing to go out with another woman on our date night?” 

Barry: “I know you’re disappointed and I’m hearing that you want to 
spend time together. We will have our date night tomorrow night, but 
right now it’s important to me that I see my friend.”
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Fiona: “But you’re choosing to go out with another woman on our 
date night. Are you having an affair with her?”

Barry: “It’s concerning that you think that, and we can absolutely 
discuss these issues later if you want. But as I said, right now it’s 
important that I see my friend.”

Fiona: “You’re not listening, I don’t want you to go out with her.” 

Barry: “I know you’re disappointed, but as I said, it’s really 
important to me that I see my friend and we’ll have our date night 
tomorrow night.”

No matter what Fiona throws at Barry, he’s going to repeat the same 
thing, just like a broken record. Barry doesn’t get caught up in the white 
noise and he remembers “just because they say it doesn’t mean it’s true.” Fiona 
is triggered and stressed, and she is struggling to manage her own 
emotions. By staying calm, respectful, and assertive, Barry has a greater 
chance of getting his needs met. 

 

Safety and Self-Care
When your boundaries stop the narcissist from getting their needs met, it 
can result in a high level of stress and hurt for them. Self-care is critical 
when dealing with the narcissist because as the saying goes, hurt people 
hurt people. If the narcissist is someone in your family or close circle, be 
sure to spend time with other people, go to yoga, go to therapy, eat well, 

and remember, you are not responsible for their emotions. Sometimes you 
will have to walk away from the narcissistic relationship because the 
short-term pain of ending the relationship will result in long-term gain 
for your health and well-being. 

Julie Hall, author of The Narcissist in Your Life, argues that the 
narcissistic mentality of superiority and entitlement results in scapegoat-
ing people who are different. Scapegoating increases conflict and tribal 

thinking and reduces diversity, collaboration, and cooperation. 
Narcissism underpins significant social problems, such as sexism, racism, 
and queerphobia, and, unsurprisingly, wreaks havoc with workplace 
morale and team performance.

It pays to be strategic when communicating with a narcissistic 
colleague or manager at your workplace. Remain objective, don’t 
approach the narcissist with high emotions, and choose your battles. For 
example, know when to play the game and know when to stand up to the 
narcissist. You may benefit from aligning yourself with people you trust 
and who will support you if the narcissist tries to undermine you or steal 
your ideas.

Recognizing narcissism in the workplace will not only protect your 
mental health, but it can help to protect your career as well.

No matter how much hurt we cause each other, we should default back 
to compassion, but with boundaries. Narcissism is actually a front for 
deeply vulnerable and insecure people. Boundaries and self-care are 
paramount when dealing with narcissism, but anger and retaliatory 
behaviors serve no one well in the long run. It is possible to have a healthy 
relationship with people who have complex personalities and maintain 
compassion for their pain, but awareness and boundaries are advised.

Kristen Hamling, Ph.D., is a trauma and positive psychologist and 
a Toastmaster in Whanganui, New Zealand. She is the founder of Wellbeing 
Aotearoa, which focuses on trauma-informed well-being practices. A facilitator, 
coach, and researcher, she has also served in the Australian Army Reserve. Learn 
more at www.wellbeingaotearoa.com.  
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Barry: “It’s concerning that you think that, and we can absolutely 
discuss these issues later if you want. But as I said, right now it’s 
important that I see my friend.”

Fiona: “You’re not listening, I don’t want you to go out with her.” 

Barry: “I know you’re disappointed, but as I said, it’s really 
important to me that I see my friend and we’ll have our date night 
tomorrow night.”

No matter what Fiona throws at Barry, he’s going to repeat the same 
thing, just like a broken record. Barry doesn’t get caught up in the white 
noise and he remembers “just because they say it doesn’t mean it’s true.” Fiona 
is triggered and stressed, and she is struggling to manage her own emo-
tions. By staying calm, respectful, and assertive, Barry has a greater chance 
of getting his needs met. 

 

Safety and Self-Care
When your boundaries stop the narcissist from getting their needs met, 
it can result in a high level of stress and hurt for them. Self-care is critical 
when dealing with the narcissist because as the saying goes, hurt people 
hurt people. If the narcissist is someone in your family or close circle, be 
sure to spend time with other people, go to yoga, go to therapy, eat well, 

thinking and reduces diversity, collaboration, and cooperation. Narcis-
sism underpins significant social problems, such as sexism, racism, and 
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to compassion, but with boundaries. Narcissism is actually a front for 
deeply vulnerable and insecure people. Boundaries and self-care are para-
mount when dealing with narcissism, but anger and retaliatory behaviors 
serve no one well in the long run. It is possible to have a healthy relation-
ship with people who have complex personalities and maintain compas-
sion for their pain, but awareness and boundaries are advised.

Kristen Hamling, Ph.D., is a trauma and positive psychologist and 
a Toastmaster in Whanganui, New Zealand. She is the founder of Wellbeing 
Aotearoa, which focuses on trauma-informed well-being practices. A facilitator, 
coach, and researcher, she has also served in the Australian Army Reserve. Learn 
more at www.wellbeingaotearoa.com.  
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The broken record technique helps 
you avoid the white noise (gaslighting) 
produced by the narcissist by staying 

focused on the issue at hand.

and remember, you are not responsible for their emotions. Sometimes 
you will have to walk away from the narcissistic relationship because the 
short-term pain of ending the relationship will result in long-term gain 
for your health and well-being. 

Julie Hall, author of The Narcissist in Your Life, argues that the narcis-
sistic mentality of superiority and entitlement results in scapegoating 
people who are different. Scapegoating increases conflict and tribal 
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PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Next-Step Networking 
How to develop 

meaningful 

and useful 

connections with 

new contacts. 

By Victor David

Whether you love or hate networking, you can 
turn it into an opportunity that benefits you 
and others, even when it initially feels uncom-

fortable. If you want to take the next step in networking 
with new contacts, how do you start the conversation? How 
can you demonstrate sincerity without sounding salesy or as 
if you’re only asking for a favor? Here are some ideas. 

Do your research.
LinkedIn and Google provide a wealth of information 
about people you have just met. These two resources 
usually show the career endeavors of your contacts, their 
interests, volunteer work, affiliations with professional 
organizations, and who you know in common. 

If your contact is sharing a lot of these details online, 
they are serious about networking. These details provide a 
springboard for broader talking points, help you discover 
mutual interests, and determine if someone is a good fit 
for networking. 

Find your flow in the follow-up.
After meeting a new contact, get to know them better 
through an informal catch-up, such as coffee or lunch. 
If you’ve met online, continue the chat or jump on a 
short phone call. Be respectful, even if your interests and 
career paths differ. You don’t need to have the same goals 
or similar careers to be in each other’s network, but 
you do need a basis for trust. This trust will help them 
feel confident to refer you to their network when the 
opportunity arises. 

If someone you follow up with doesn’t welcome 
your invitation (or simply doesn’t have the time), 
don’t be disappointed. Even if it’s a “no” for now, 
nothing is stopping you from rekindling the relation-
ship in the future.

Lead with a passion, not a pitch.
People are happy to help if they can, and they will do so if 
compelled by your story. You don’t necessarily need to be 
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on a Nobel Prize-winning quest to get people 
on board, but a keen passion goes a long way. 

People are eager to refer you if they believe 
your passion is genuine and can help everyone 
flourish. Most people like to meet other pro-
fessionals with diverse backgrounds and learn 
about innovative ideas and insights, so think 
more about the story you tell them rather than 
the title on your business card. 

What if you’re approached? 
People will reach out to add you to their 
network as well, and the more senior roles 
you grow into, the more often this will likely 
happen. Generally, it’s a good idea to accept 
the invite and see where this opportunity may 
take you. If you’re not sure whether you should 
invest time in getting to know someone better, 
or it starts to look like a sales pitch you’re not 
interested in, simply ask if there is anything you 
can help them with. It’s not a rude question. 
It’s also acceptable to say you can’t help them 
now, which leaves the door open to rekindle the 
relationship later. 

Consider the favor on the table. 
Once you build rapport, trust, and respect, 
you may want to come forward with a favor, a 
request for an introduction, or even a potential 
business deal. Frame your request with your 
relationship in mind and avoid sounding too 
transactional. It feels much more approachable 
if you say: 

“I would like to find people who might 
be interested in X. Is that something you 
could help me with?” 

Instead of: 

“I need to find people interested in buying 
X. Could you introduce me?”

In the first request, the contact would be 
keener to act because they feel they could help 
you, instead of helping you tick a box. If they 
genuinely can’t help you, the first phrasing 
means they have more room to explain the rea-
son. In this way, the new relationship between 
the two of you is not on the line. You always 
want to keep the relationship positive; you 
never know what the future will bring.

Get to your goal.
If someone is keen to refer you or even buy from 
you, they will likely start the process behind the 
scenes, and this new contact will be working on 
closing the sale already. Success!

However, if you haven’t heard back, it is 
okay to follow up in a few days. Be enthusiastic 
but not pushy. If you don’t hear back within a 
week, it’s still okay to check back in and ask if 
they’re still interested in connecting with you. 

If the silence continues, or the other person 
doesn’t want to proceed, just accept it. Don’t let 
it stand in the way of your positive relationship. 
Check in with them in a few months, as things 
may have changed. 

Victor David is Immediate Past President of 
City Tattersalls Toastmasters Club in Sydney, New 
South Wales, Australia, where he works for the 
government as a senior communication advisor. He 
is the founder of The Networking Experience, a 
networking skills training platform. Contact him at 
victor@thenetworkingexperience.com.

Try These Networking Tips 
Members of City Tattersalls Toastmasters Club in Sydney, New South Wales, 
Australia, share some steps that work for them.

Mike Kano-McCallum, DTM:
Make it known you are a (potentially) great addition to their network. Do this by posting on LinkedIn or other 
social media regularly. Many people don’t comment, but they view what you post about. It’s much easier to open 
a conversation with someone who has heard about or from you before.

Rachel Beaney:
Build on long-term professional relationships; they bear more fruit over time. When you get to know people and 
build trust, they are more keen to learn about other things you offer, aside from what they already know about 
you. People are always interested to hear about a better way to do things or ways to expand their businesses if it 
comes from someone they know and trust. It’s a win-win approach that helps grow their business and yours.

Stephanie Giannis, DTM:
At Toastmasters, you learn to collaborate with people from diverse backgrounds, cultures, and opinions. Use that 
skill to network and get along with people who are quite different from you. They can introduce you to people 
whom you otherwise might not meet, and you may learn a thing or two about diversity as well.
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DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION

The Age ofOpportunity
How different generations of Toastmasters can 
learn from one another. By Greg Lewis, DTM

In any given Toastmasters club around the world 

today there can be as many as five distinct genera-

tions of members. This means there is a tremen-

dous opportunity for growth and understanding. We 

learn from our fellow members; we teach, inspire, and 

encourage each other. Having a wide range of ages in a 

club brings fresh opportunities to work and learn from 

each other in a safe environment.

“In our club we have a lot of generational diversity, which is amazing. I 
am inspired by the passion my fellow club members, both older and 
younger than myself, have for Toastmasters,” says Eugene Law, 25, a 
member of Brock Toastmasters in St. Catharines, Ontario, Canada.

When clubs intentionally seek out members with a wide range of 
ages—and work to maintain that variety—they gain a depth of experience, 
along with a solid base of members. Members of different generations offer 
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diverse perspectives and skills, largely based on their life experiences, the 
times in which they’ve lived, and the culture that has surrounded them.  

The chart above shows the generally accepted names and age ranges of 
five generations, the youngest being born in 2010.

Avoid the Stereotypes
If you’re a 55-year-old and walk into a Toastmasters club that has 
members in their 20s, it’s understandable that you might feel out of place. 
However, it’s important not to fall prey to stereotypes and assume you 
won’t have anything in common with people in different generations. In 
fact, you’ll likely learn more about some things than you would if you 
stuck with your own age group.

Certainly, the rise of the internet and mobile phones have had a 
dramatic impact on the way we communicate. While the rate of adapta-
tion varies around the world, one thing that holds true everywhere is a 
difference in comfort levels with technology among the generations. Many 
millennials and Gen Zers have grown up with the internet as an essential 
part of their lives, and this has shaped and influenced their expectations 

in a variety of ways. They may have less experience with face-to-face 
communication and many may have shorter attention spans. 

Different generations might have different expectations and ways of 
communicating, but no method is inherently better than another. Just 
because another club member does something differently than you might, 
doesn’t mean they are doing it wrong. For instance, the social media of 
Gen Z offers new opportunities, but a traditional newsletter has a place 
as well. 

Younger generations also tend to be less formal and more direct. As 
millennial Andrew Tsuro, DTM, a District 74 leader and CEO of The 
eHub, an organization that provides professional coaching and 
training to South African entrepreneurs, observes, “I also 
recognize that we question a lot of the formalities, like the need 
to use a gavel at a meeting. Why is that still necessary?” 
Observations like this present a great opportunity for clubs to 
ensure the club’s practices are meeting and reflecting the needs of 
their members.

But again, it’s important not to make assumptions. Just 

because a new member is in their early 20s doesn’t necessarily mean they 
“live” on social media. Or that a 55-year-old has no idea how to use 
TikTok. 

Generation Breakdown
C U R R E N T  A G E

77+
	 The Silent 

Generation

76-58
Baby 

Boomers

57-43
Generation X

42-27
	 Millennials

26-12
Gen Z

Find the Common Ground
Regardless of age, people join Toastmasters with a common goal: to 
improve their communication and leadership skills in order to gain more 
opportunities. And no matter what a person’s ability or confidence level, 
Toastmasters provides the opportunity for every member to realize their 
full potential. Technology may have made a drastic change to the way we 
communicate, but it hasn’t changed the mission of a club. This common 
ground provides a bridge between the generations in a Toastmasters club. 

“I am in Toastmasters to prepare myself for every personal and 
professional assignment I will have to take on in the outside world,” says 
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DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION

Tsuro, echoing a common goal of members for the past 98 years. 
Think of each Toastmasters club as its own team. Everyone on that 

team brings different skills, experiences, and expectations. There are 
veterans, rookies, and everyone in between. This spectrum of skills and 
experience adds greatly to the fabric of the “team.”

Like any team, the aim is to achieve your goals (and have some fun 
along the way). In Toastmasters, the team wins when members reach their 
objectives. As each member grows and succeeds, the entire team (club) 

also succeeds. 
The question is, how can you get all generations to work together, so 

everyone on the team wins?
It helps to understand the strengths, background, and expectations of 

each member, and each generation. 
Phil Gwoke is a writer, market researcher, and managing director of 

Bridgeworks, a company that helps people realize the value each genera-
tion brings to the workforce. In his 2021 Toastmasters International 
Convention presentation “When Generations Connect,” Gwoke points 
out that it is experiences that shape each generation, not simply age. This 

goes a long way to explaining the “why” of a member’s actions. 
“Different experiences result in different styles of communication,” 

says Gwoke. “The more we understand about where people are coming 
from and what shaped them, the more effective we can be in delivering 
our message to them.” 

This understanding and appreciating of experiences opens tremendous 
opportunities for growth and development.

Create a Supportive Environment 
When looking to attract younger generations to your club, stress the 
mutually supportive atmosphere. Members are free to make mistakes, 
thereby learning and growing, without fear of how that may look to their 
boss or superiors. Clubs also offer a unique opportunity for members of 
all generations to work together and learn from each other. 

Millennial Amanda Mae Gray, the host of the Yes You Mae podcast and 
a member of Toast of Cobb Toastmasters and Speakers Roundtable 
Advanced Club, both in Georgia, says, “At Toastmasters you have a whole 
bunch of support from people of all ages and walks of life.” 

She was also pleasantly surprised to find the opportunities with 
Toastmasters to improve her leadership skills. “It’s like an on-the-job 
training that you are very supported in.” 

Generational diversity also expands the opportunities for mentoring, a 
vital part of every Toastmaster’s journey. Traditionally, mentorships are 
seen as an older person guiding a younger person, imparting their 
knowledge and experience.

However, Toastmasters offers an opportunity for what is known as 
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reverse mentoring. In this situation, a member from a younger 
generation acts as a mentor to an older member. While the ages 
may be reversed, the goal is still the same—to help the mentee 
become more comfortable and confident in a new situation. 

Having an open mind in reverse mentoring is vital for both the 
mentor and the mentee. The benefits, however, are undeniable.

Patrice Gordon, an executive coach and personal development 
advocate, talks about this in her video for TED’s “The Way We Work” 
series. “You [the mentee] have to be genuinely curious about learning from 
that individual [the mentor] and have to be intentional about the 
relationship in order to make it work.” 

Of course, reverse mentoring works outside the club setting as well, in 
the workplace and in everyday life. A baby boomer learns how to set up a 
podcast, or a Gen Xer masters Instagram. 

Law shares an example of reverse mentorship he saw in his club.
“We had an older guest attend a meeting. A younger member was eager 

to mentor and provide guidance to this guest on all things Toastmasters. 
The older member later delivered a memorable Ice Breaker, and expressed 
his appreciation toward the younger member for taking time outside the 

regular meeting time to work with him on preparing his speech. 
“I believe that the mentorship from the younger member helped the 

older member become more confident in delivering his speech and feeling 
supported and encouraged in the new Toastmasters club environment.”

Each generation brings different experiences and perspectives. By 
remaining flexible and open to people of all ages, clubs thrive.

As your club grows, so will its members. As Gray, the podcast host, 
says “I help people get what they need and in return get the help I need. 
We each bring skills and knowledge to the club, which provide amazing 
benefits.”

So rather than fear generational diversity, embrace it. Whether you are 
in your 20s, 40s, or 80s, there are learning opportunities for everyone. 
When we view our fellow members with openness and a keen desire to 
learn and teach, we all win!

Greg Lewis, DTM, is a retired business professional who strives to inspire and 
encourage his fellow Toastmasters. He and his family live in Fonthill, Ontario, Canada. 

How to Make Your Club More Inviting

1Be flexible. Toastmasters provides a simple framework for professional development, with defined roles, 
published agendas, and the Pathways learning experience. While traditions offer stability, it’s important to avoid 

a rigid adherence to ceremony, which can make newcomers feel excluded. Toastmasters is a place for growth, 
not a secret society. Be willing to invent new traditions and try new technologies.

2Focus on commonality. Toastmasters is an affinity group, where people come together out of a shared 
interest in public speaking and leadership. Avoid labels like “Gen Z” or “millennials.” Also avoid jokes about 

generational differences. No one wants to be stereotyped.

3Be judicious in your feedback. Young members benefit from hearing mature perspectives. But experienced 
members shouldn’t point out every last defect in a newcomer’s speech. When it comes time to evaluate, give 

two or three concrete areas for improvement. Avoid sweeping statements and instead use conditional phrases 
like “I typically…” or “In similar situations…” or “It may be useful to…” Such phrases allow for the fact that there’s 
more than one way of doing things.

4Highlight Toastmasters’ mutually supportive environment. Psychological safety is the foundation on which all 
learning takes place. Let prospective members know about your club’s positive environment in your market-

ing materials. Welcome and reassure them when they walk in the door. Remember what it was like to attend your 
first meeting. In Toastmasters we share each other’s triumphs and challenges.

5Meet them where they are. If your club has older members, consider doing promotion at local universities. 
(You may need approval from the student activities office prior to posting fliers.) Also explore social media, 

event-planning sites (such as Meetup), podcasts, and short videos as tools for reaching young people.

Finally, remember that in Toastmasters the benefits we receive are comparable to those we bestow. Millennial 
Andrew Tsuro, DTM, says, “The biggest thing that Toastmasters gave me has been to understand how service is 
fulfilling—just serving and seeing transformation in other people.”

Jesse Scinto, DTM, is a Fulbright scholar and deputy director of the strategic communication program at 
Columbia University in New York City.
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PROFILE

Speaking Up to Change Lives
A member’s 

journey from 

poverty to 

finding her voice. 

By Ruth Nasrullah

Gaining the courage to speak in public can be 
life-changing for Toastmasters. For Jillian Haslam, 
DTM, it was not just life-changing; in many ways 

it was life-saving. Speaking up helped her leave a life of 
wretched poverty in a land where she barely belonged and 
barely survived. Eventually it became her path to help the 
lives of those in India who suffer now as she did as a child.

Haslam was born and primarily raised in Calcutta, the 
daughter of British parents who were born in India when 
it was part of the British Empire and chose to stay after 
the country gained its independence in August 1947. The 
family lived in poverty against the backdrop of unrest and 
violence after the partition of India and Pakistan. 

Her family was loving but lacked stability, and much 
of her childhood was spent homeless, with family mem-
bers often separated from one another when they couldn’t 
find or afford sufficient space for parents and children to 

all live together. Even when they were together, tragedy 
was never far. The family lost four out of the 10 children 
born to her parents to illness or malnutrition. It began to 
seem almost commonplace to Haslam.

“It seemed that death took one of us and left one of us, 
then took another one of us and left one of us,” she says.

The stress of chronic poverty was compounded by 
abuse she endured at the hands of a woman who took 
Haslam and her sister in for a time; to discipline Haslam, 
she locked her in a small outhouse swarming with large 
cockroaches. Terror became part of ordinary life. In her 
autobiography, A Voice Out of Poverty, Haslam describes 
how her family fled in the middle of the night after being 
warned that gang members were planning to kidnap her 
older sister. 

Her childhood took its toll. After years of suffering 
and deprivation, as a teenager she developed episodes 
where she was unable to speak and would at times suffer 
bouts of dizziness and fall to the ground. She was never 
evaluated for the spells, but they kept her from leading a 
functional life, and from caring for her siblings. But as yet 

another sister was on the verge of dying, Haslam pushed 
through and found her voice.

“I ran to a tea shop with a little bowl and begged them 
to please just give me some milk to save my sister’s life,” 
recounts Haslam, a Toastmaster since 2010. “That was the 
very first time I understood that if I use my voice, if I could 
try to find the will to speak up, I would get some help …. 
[The tea shop owner] gave me the milk and every day I 
would go back with my bowl and beg him for that milk.”

Overcoming the Terror
Eventually, she was able to move out of that life of inces-
sant poverty. After finishing high school, Haslam moved 
to Delhi, to live with her sister and enroll in a secretarial 
course. She saw a help wanted ad for assistant to the CEO 
of Bank of America and applied for it. She never imagined 
she would get the job, but out of over 200 applicants, she 

was chosen. However, the more Haslam succeeded, the 
more her mind returned to thoughts of poverty-stricken 
children and families in India. As she writes in her book:

The more poverty and devastation I saw in the 
streets, the more my personal world recalibrated 
each day, and how I saw myself changed as well. 
Day by day, what was becoming most important to 
me, what began to define me and my moral code, 
was steadily transforming. 

“Every single weekend I used to go out to the homes 
of the dying and the destitute, to the lepers, to the poor, 
to anyone I could find,” she says. “I would just want to be 
with the poor.”

Initially, she did the work of providing food, clothing, 
toys, and other supplies, along with general comfort and 
companionship, on her own. After seeing her dedication, 
her boss at Bank of America promoted her and made her 
president of the bank’s Charity and Diversity Network. In 
this position, she was able to assemble a team to accom-
pany her on visits to those in need.
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When her boss transferred to an office in the 
United States, she chose to move to the United 
Kingdom, essentially reversing the decision 
her father had made years before to remain in 
India. While working as a personal assistant at a 
Dutch bank in England, she began taking steps 
toward her long-term goal of starting a business 
that would enable people to lead more success-
ful lives. She took online classes offered through 
her employer and enrolled in professional train-
ing courses, earning a certification in coaching 
and mentoring, and becoming a professional 
corporate trainer. The more presentations she 
did, the more she realized that to have the most 
impact, she would have to transition to the big 
stage—which meant vanquishing her fear of 
public speaking for good.

A woman she worked with told her about 
Toastmasters, and she was intrigued, particu-
larly by the organization’s tagline, “Where Lead-
ers Are Made.” Leadership being her bailiwick, 
she attended her first meeting soon after.

“I could not have got rid of this fear [of 
speaking],” she says. “That wouldn’t be possible 
without Toastmasters.”

Taking Action
Haslam founded a charitable organization, 
Remedia Trust. Under its auspices, she now 
runs multiple charities: Ageing Smiles (for the 
elderly poor), Happy Hearts (for children), 
Empowering Girls (for teaching work skills), 
India’s Disabled (for building a mobile medical 
unit), E3 Growth (focused on education, 
empowerment, and employability), and the 
Mother Teresa Project (for women and single 
mothers). She is especially proud of the services 
provided to girls and young women from 
impoverished backgrounds.

“[Remedia] takes the little ones and educates 
them, and then we have skill-training schools,” 
Haslam explains. “We have all of these different 
centers where we train them and give them a 
skill and get them out to work.”

Talking about this charitable work, she 
recalls a larger-than-life role model she met as 
a child in Calcutta. Every Friday, the Sisters 
of Charity came to the slums where her family 
lived to give out bags with clothes, powdered 
milk, and cookies. 

“One day I met Mother Teresa there,” she 
says. “She used to come and check up on all her 
[charity] branches. I felt so great and so inspired 
with what she was doing for the poor that I just 
wanted to do that.”

Haslam is a member of The Write Toastmas-
ters Club in Moate, Ireland, and Hertfordshire 
Speakers Club, based in Hatfield, England. 
Hertfordshire’s Vice President Membership, 
Elizabeth Jordan, DTM, has known Haslam for 
10 years and has always been an admirer of hers.

“Jillian is humble and modest,” Jordan says. 
“Despite a poverty-driven life, she didn’t grow up 
with anger or hatred. Jillian can not only recite 
the Toastmasters values—integrity, respect, 
service, and excellence—she lives the values.”

She brings those values to bear on both her 
professional life and her philanthropy. She has 
never forgotten the days when she begged for 
milk to save her sister. She has never forgotten 
her parents’ faces each time they lost a child. 
Most of all, she will never forget the lesson she 
learned when she finally stopped falling to the 
ground, stood up straight, and made her voice 
heard. She makes sure the girls in her Remedia 
Trust programs learn it too.

“Everything starts with public speaking. 
That’s what I teach them—to find their voices,” 
Haslam says. “They come in with their heads 
down; they won’t even look up at you. Now 
they’re going and opening other branches [of 
Remedia Trust] and delivering speeches. For me 
that is just a dream come true.”

Ruth Nasrullah is a freelance journalist and 
Vice President Public Relations of the Pearland 
Toastmasters Club in Pearland, Texas. She is presi-
dent of the Houston chapter of the Society of Profes-
sional Journalists and recently was honored with the 
Howard S. Dubin Outstanding Pro Member award 
from the society’s national organization. She is also 
a co-founder of the COVID-19 Wall of Memories. 
Read more about her at www.ruthnasrullah.com.
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COMMUNICATION

7 Tips to Brush Up 
Your Small Talk
How to have 

casual conver- 

sations during 

your work parties 

and holiday 

gatherings.

By Diane 
Windingland, DTM

With holiday work parties, family gatherings, 
and social events on the calendar, it might 
be time to brush up on your small-talk skills. 

Small talk, although often about unimportant things, 
serves the important purpose of being a social lubricant, 
helping you and others interact. Small talk allows you 
to assess mood, interests, and potential for business or 
personal relationships. Small talk can lead to more sub-
stantial conversations, and these seven tips can help you 
get there.

1 Ask open-ended, specific questions.
Encourage others to talk by asking open-ended ques-
tions that can’t be answered with just a “yes” or “no.” 

You can use the phrase “Tell me about …” to elicit longer 
responses or to avoid asking questions that might be 
uncomfortable to answer. Try “Tell me about your family,” 
instead of “Are you married?” Specific questions (e.g., 
“What were your favorite holiday traditions as a child?”) 
are better than general questions (e.g., “How are you?”) 
because they provide context for the other person to 
frame an answer around. Good small-talk topics include:

	� Questions about the location or event: “What brought 
you to this event/location?”

	� Leisure activities (hobbies, sports, travel, movies, or 
weekend plans): “What are you looking forward to 
this weekend?”

	� Professional interests: “What do you enjoy the most 
about your profession?”

2 Try the CAAA approach to break the ice.
CAAA is an acronym for a four-step process to help 
you initiate conversation and not simply ask question 

after question like you are conducting an interrogation.

	� Comment positively on something you observe or have 
in common (like the event) or observe and compliment 

a person’s unique attire. Consider wearing a “conversa-
tion piece” item yourself (such as a Toastmasters pin) 
to have a handy topic to discuss.

	� Ask an easy-to-answer, open-ended question related to 
your comment.

	� Affirm their answer after listening to their response, 
ideally paraphrasing what they said.

	� Add to the conversation by extending the topic with 
your own experience or by pivoting to another related 
topic. (You can also ask a follow-up question.)

Here is a CAAA example:

Situation: Two people who don’t know each other are 
standing in line for desserts at a holiday work party.

Person 1 (Comment and ask): “Wow! All the desserts look 
delicious! What looks especially good to you?”

Person 2: “I’ve got my eye on the crème brûlée.”

Person 1 (Affirm and add): “Ahh … Crème brûlée. That’s my 
favorite. My mom made it for special occasions and it brings 
back many memories. I bet you have some foods that bring back 
memories.”

As you converse, you will want to focus on finding 
common ground topics you can take to a deeper level. 

3 Pay attention to body language and 
actively listen.
People communicate using much more than just the 

words they speak. You can encourage people to talk with 
your body language. Try using NOSE-y body language.

	� Nod—Nod to engage with what they are saying.
	� Open Body Language—Keep your arms uncrossed and 

your hands visible.
	� Smile—Smile when you first initiate conversation and 

keep a pleasant expression.
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	� Eye Contact—Make eye contact as culturally 
appropriate.

You can also encourage the other person 
to continue speaking by using small verbal 
comments like, “uh huh.” At the same time, 
you want to actively listen and notice the other 
person’s body language and tone of voice. You 
can’t do that if you are distracted by non-re-
lated thoughts or your phone. Focus on the 
other person. And then respond by occasionally 
reflecting back (“So, what you’re saying is ...”) 
and asking clarifying questions.

4 Consider cultural differences.
“Small talk differs across cultures, not 
only in how it’s done but also in terms of 

its role and importance in business communica-
tion,” says Andy Molinsky, the author of Global 
Dexterity: How to Adapt Your Behavior Across 
Cultures without Losing Yourself in the Process. “In 
many cultures—especially those with more for-
mal rules for communication and with a strong 
emphasis on social hierarchy—it’s considered 
inappropriate to engage in casual conversation 
with superiors. In addition, it can also feel 
impolite and even dangerous to openly express 
your opinion during small talk, especially if 
it could potentially conflict with the other 
person’s opinion.” 

5 Avoid awkward topics.
While acceptable small-talk topics vary 
depending on culture, you generally want 

to avoid discussing the following topics with 
someone you don’t know well:

	� Your health issues
	� Personal/confidential information
	� Controversial topics
	� Inappropriate jokes

“Holidays can mean the ideal family get-to-
gether or a day of awkward moments, uncom-
fortable silences, and eruptions of family feuds,” 
says Debra Fine, author of The Fine Art of Small 

Talk. “Personal questions you do not know the 
answer to are never a good idea. For example, 
you will want to avoid conversational land-
mines such as, ‘How is it that your son looks 
just like you and your daughter looks like she 
could be from a different family?’ or ‘When are 
you two going to make me a grandmother?”’

If you make an awkward comment, you 
can admit it, apologize, and maybe even laugh 
about it. “To laugh is sometimes a release. And 
it acknowledges, ‘Oh, that came out a little 
oddly!’” says Lucinda Harman, DTM, of Shilling 
Speakers in Havant, England. “Generally, you 
can then move on. If you get rattled or try to 
hide it, it gets worse.”

6 Construct a conversation resume.
“The conversation resume allows you 
to remind yourself that you’re not such 

a boring person after all,” says Patrick King, 
author of Better Small Talk: Talk to Anyone, Avoid 
Awkwardness, Generate Deep Conversations, and 
Make Real Friends. “It’s the difference between 
having a good answer or story when someone 
asks, ‘What did you do last weekend?’ versus 
simply saying, ‘Oh, not too much. Some TV. 
What about you?”’ King suggests regularly 
updating your conversation resume with 
talking points about your daily life, personal 
background, notable experiences, and current 
events. Review this resume before you head into 
socially intense situations. “If you’ve ever felt 
like your mind was going blank, this is the cure!”

7 Practice in Toastmasters.
Improve your small-talk skills in 
Toastmasters by participating in the 

impromptu speaking practice of Table Topics® 
and looking for ways to incorporate conversa-
tion in your club meetings, like a game session. 

Pre-pandemic, when most members were 
meeting in person, they often had casual con-
versations before, after, and sometimes during 
a meeting. It’s much more challenging to engage 
in small talk in online meetings, where it seems 
the etiquette is to talk to everyone or don’t 
talk. You can build a little extra time at the 
beginning and end of meetings for unstructured 
conversation, or open meetings with individual 
check-ins or an icebreaker question. Some clubs 
use breakout rooms in online meetings for small 
group networking or small group topic discus-
sions as part of Table Topics. You can reach out 
in the chat feature to individuals for written 
small talk, too.

Small talk might start small. It might be quick. 
It might seem irrelevant at first. But ultimately, 
small talk is about human connection. It’s worth 
making an effort.

Diane Windingland, DTM, is a presentation 
coach from St. Paul, Minnesota, and a member of 
two clubs: PowerTalk Toastmasters and Readership 
Toastmasters. Learn more at www.virtualspeech-
coach.com.
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Encourage others to talk 
by asking open-ended 
questions that can’t be 

answered with just 
a “yes” or “no.”
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FUNNY YOU SHOULD SAY THAT 

Slanguage
Do not use any new word you learn in this column 
or you will be cheugy. And that’s not good. By John Cadley

Illustration by Bart Browne

Independence is particularly important to 
the American character. Having, on July 
4, 1776, declared our collective 

independence from Great Britain, we 
continue to declare our independence—
from each other. No American wants 
to be a face in the crowd; rather, it 
seems, every American wants to be the 
face in the crowd. We strive to 
distinguish ourselves, to stand apart, to 
be the “rugged individual” who goes his 
own way (until he has to ask a 7-year-old 
how to use an iPhone).

Slang is one of the ways we do this. Slang 
is not like jargon or argot, which help a 
particular group—physicians, soldiers, 
plumbers—to communicate more 
efficiently with one another. Slang is 
about culture and class distinction. It starts 
in adolescence with the desperate attempt to 
NOT be like your parents. When I was a 
teenager that meant being “hip” or “cool.” 
Parents can never be cool. It’s actually written in 
the little-known Article 8 of the U.S. 
Constitution: Any American citizen who begets a 
child or children, upon birth of said offspring, (a) 
shall forfeit all rights to claim any relevance 
whatsoever to the time in which he or she lives, (b) 
shall have no right to appeal in a court of law, and 
(c) shall, if caught attempting to be “with it” through 
language or dress, be forced to sit in the public 
square for 15 days, to be laughed at by any 
natural-born citizen under the age of 20.

So if I used “hip” and “cool” today I would be 
laughed off the planet. Because slang changes. As 
soon as it becomes accepted and, God forbid, 
makes it into the dictionary, it loses its purpose. 
Far from distinguishing you as “in the know,” it 
marks you in today’s Gen Z slang as “cheugy”—
someone who is trying too hard to be trendy, 
and in so doing effects the opposite perception. 
If your child’s friends come to your house and 
you tell them you’re “just chillaxin’ in your crib,” 
you’re being cheugy. And your children have 
been traumatized.

According to linguistic scholars, to be 
considered slang a word or phrase must (1) 
undermine the standards of accepted speech; (2) 
mark you as a member of the “in” crowd; (3) be 
taboo to the upper classes; and (4) replace a 
conventional word with a newly minted 
synonym (think of “friending” for “befriend,” a 
crafty neologism which, thanks to our friends at 
Facebook, affords one the opportunity to have 

thousands of friends without the bothersome 
inconveniences of actually being one).

Whatever slang you may be familiar with, it 
is passé. There is new slang now which, since I’m 
over the age of 20, I am forbidden to use. 

However, dedicated as I am to the erudition of 
my readers, I am, at the risk of ridicule, 

contempt, and spending 15 days in the 
public square, going to share with you 
some of the words today’s youth are 
using. Read it, then burn this column. 
Being caught with it will forever brand 
you as a tourist trying to speak the 
language of the locals from a guidebook.

Drip. Whatever clothes you’re 
wearing at the moment, they’re your 

drip. If they’re really fashionable, you’re 
dripping. 

Snatched. Very similar to drip, as in 
“Dude, that suit is snatched!” (In my 

prehistoric mind I wonder: If someone 
snatches your drip, do you go home in 

a barrel?)
Lit. This used to mean being overserved at a 

cocktail party. Now it means really good or 
exciting. Hence, you might hear “This party’s 
lit!” without actually being lit.

Bussin’. Once again, a word for great or 
wonderful: “Girl, that song you wrote is 
bussin’.” Perhaps this comes from the conven-
tional meaning of buss—to kiss: “Girl, this song 
you wrote is like a kiss.” One can only hope.

Low-/High-Key. Mild interest or strong 
desire, respectively: “I low-key want to go to gym 
class,” or “I high-key want to skateboard on ice.” 
As for the latter, I would advise the skateboarder 
to low-key those plans to his parents.

Sus. Something that doesn’t feel quite 
right, arousing suspicion. For instance, if you 
try to hide this column when a young person 
walks into the room for fear they might ask 
what you’re reading, they’ll say you’re acting 
sus. Your only response is, “What’s that?” If 
you can’t resist one-upping them by saying 
you’re “hip to their lingo,” I hope your town 
has a nice public square.

John Cadley is a former advertising copywrit-
er and currently a musician working in upstate 
New York. Learn more at www.cadleys.com.
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Whatever slang you 
may be familiar with, 

it is passé. There is new 
slang now which, since 
I’m over the age of 20, 
I am forbidden to use.
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FUNNY YOU SHOULD SAY THAT

The List
To do or not to do? When you make a list, there’s no question.

BY JOHN CADLEY

Where would the world be without 
To-Do lists? Well, for one thing, 

we might not have a world. Even the Cre-
ator had to make a list: Day 1: Light. Day 
2: Oceans. Day 3: Land. And so forth.

Then there was that all-important 
second list when Adam and Eve, banished 
from the Garden of Eden and suddenly on 
their own, had to write down everything 
humankind might need for the next few 
billion millennia. After much theological 
debate it is generally agreed that the first 
item was: Buy clothes.

If you think I’m being facetious, great 
minds will tell you that I am not. Umberto 
Eco, for instance, the late distinguished Ital-
ian philosopher and novelist, was an invet-
erate list maker—not so he could remember 
all the ingredients for meat loaf, but so 
he could “make infinity comprehensible.” 
Think of that the next time you’re com-
plaining about the price of tomato paste.

It’s what we humans have a desperate 
need to do—make order out of chaos. 
We have a thousand “to-do’s” whirling 
around in our minds at any given mo-
ment, slamming and crashing into each 
other like a horde of miscreant kinder-
gartners run amok. If we can catch them 
one by one and pin them down (the 
things, not the children) we can bring 
form to chaos, substance to shapeless-
ness, manageability to the otherwise 
unmanageable. We can feel like Hercules 
taming the nine-headed Hydra.

Then we can stick the list in a drawer and 
feel like we’ve just conquered the universe.

ruptions. You start out in the morning 
with your list firmly in hand, determined 
to start at No.1 and work right to the 
bottom … when a neighbor stops by to 
ask about your pachysandra. Where did 
you buy it? How much do you water it? 
Will it do well in the shade? At this point 
it becomes difficult to attack your list 
with gusto when all you can think of is 
doing the same thing to your neighbor. 
The Scottish poet Robert Burns may 
help you here. Seeing “fix hole in roof ” 
on his to-do list, it took him four days 
instead of one to accomplish the task 
due to a Scottish Blackface ram that kept 
knocking the ladder over with its horns, 
stranding Burns on the roof. In the rain. 
It was then that the poet wrote his classic 
line: “The best laid plans of mice and 
men go oft awry.” 

Mr. Burns’ experience notwithstanding, 
I strongly recommend you write a to-do list. 

First, so that you may avoid the 
dreaded Zeigarnik effect, which posits 
the human tendency to remember things 
we haven’t done more clearly than those 
we have. Better to write the list and stuff 
it in a drawer than to be haunted daily by 
what should be on it. And so that you may 
experience the rapturous, the joyous, the 
inexpressible elation that only a to-do list 
can give you—crossing things off it. T

John Cadley, a former advertising copy-
writer, is a freelance writer and musician 
living in Fayetteville, New York. Learn 
more at www.cadleys.com.

Not really, but you get the point: mak-
ing a list gives us that all-important feeling 
of control. Yes, we have many things to 
do, but if we nail them down to a piece of 
paper, they seem more doable. I say “seem” 
because even though putting something 
on a list makes it 33 percent more likely 
you will do it, 41 percent of items on a 
list never get done (yes, people actually 
research this stuff ). In other words, put 
“fix screen door” on your list, and there’s 
a good chance you’ll do it—but there’s an 
even better chance you won’t! 

Why is this? It’s because making a list 
isn’t enough; you have to make the right 
kind of list. If it’s too long, with too many 
items and too much time to do them, 
your objectives will languish like those 
wrinkled tomatoes that hung a little too 
long on the vine. For instance, “Change 
my life by next Wednesday” is not a good 
to-do item. You need to “chunk it down” 
into smaller, more actionable goals. For 
instance, “Get to work on time once this 
week” is a good first step. Even if you fail, 
you can refine it to an even easier objec-
tive: Buy an alarm clock.

Unfortunately, even if you make the 
perfect list, you may still be thwarted by 
the unknown—i.e., unexpected inter-

ILLUSTRATION BY BART BROWNE

“It’s what we humans have 
a desperate need to do—
make order out of chaos.”
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