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SYNOPSIS/APPLICATION 
Political speech writing is a skill unlike any other. Luntz made a career out of words and he uses this book 
to convince us that it’s simply not enough to have a transformational thought. For our beliefs to impact 
others, it’s imperative that we give time to consider what we’re saying, and how we’re saying it. 
 

 
 
QUOTES ABOUT THE VALUE OF WORDS 
“Good language is just as important to twentieth-century trendsetters like IBM and twenty-first-century 
innovators like Google as it is to blue-blood law firms whose partners’ ancestors were on the Mayflower 
and twenty-one-year-old soon-to-be entrepreneurs who’ve been in the United States exactly one month.” 
  
“You can have the best message in the world, but the person on the receiving end will always understand 
it through the prism of his or her own emotions, preconceptions, prejudices, and preexisting beliefs.” 
  
“Words that work, whether fiction or reality, not only explain but also motivate. They cause you to think 
as well as act. They trigger emotion as well as understanding.” 
 
QUOTES ABOUT WORDS IN THE POLITICAL SPHERE 
“In the end, the ongoing battle over political language is more about comprehension than articulation. 
There are at least two sides to almost every issue, and people on each side believe in the deepest recesses 
of their souls that they are right. I help communicate the principles of the side I believe in, using the 
simplest, most straightforward language available. Sure, I seek to persuade. My goal is to fashion political 
rhetoric that achieves worthy goals—to level the linguistic playing field.” 
 
“Broadly speaking, the short words are the best, and the old words best of all.” —WINSTON 
CHURCHILL  
  
“My concern is with the unadorned, commonsense language of small town, middle America, not the 
intellectual gamesmanship of the ivory tower. It’s with language that has bubbled up from the American 
people themselves.” 
  
“Most of us are not great leaders speaking at great moments. Most of us are businessmen rolling out our 
next year’s financial goals, or teachers at a state convention making the case for a new curriculum, or 
nurses at a union meeting explaining the impact of managed care on the hospitals in which we work. And 
we must have the sound appropriate to us. . . . Your style should never be taller than you are.”  
  



“For most of us, communication has never been and should never be elitist or obscure. It is functional 
rather than an end in itself. For me, the people are the true end; language is just a tool to reach and teach 
them, a means to an end.” 
  
“Before you can create, and certainly before you judge, you have to listen to people and respect them 
for who they are and what they believe.” 
  
“The most memorable political language is rarely longer than a sentence. “I like Ike” was hardly a reason 
to vote for the man, but the simplicity of the slogan matched the candidate and the campaign. Not many 
people considered Calvin Coolidge a great president, but to this day we still remember “Silent Cal” for his 
brevity. When Coolidge’s dinner guest bet him that she could make him say more than three words, he 
responded, “You lose”—still considered one of the best political jokes in presidential history.” 
  
QUOTES ABOUT CHARACTER AND COMMUNICATION 
“So when it comes to effective communication, small beats large, short beats long, and plain beats 
complex. And sometimes a visual beats them all. “ 
  
“The words you use become you—and you become the words you use. The political graveyards are full of 
politicians who learned this lesson the hard way.” 
 
“Credibility is established very simply. Tell people who you are or what you do. Then be that person and 
do what you have said you would do. And finally, remind people that you are what in fact you say you 
are. In a simple sentence: Say what you mean and mean what you say.” 
  
QUOTES ABOUT COMPELLING COMMUNICATION 
“Americans are easily bored. If something doesn’t shock or surprise us, we move on to something else. 
We are always in search of the next big thing, whether it be the next American Idol, a new television 
‘reality’ show, a new gee-whiz techno-gizmo, the latest Madonna makeover, or something else that we 
haven’t seen or heard of before. Our tastes change as quickly as the seasons, and we expect the rest of 
society to keep up.” 
  
‘There’s a simple test to determine whether or not your message has met this rule. If it generates an  
I didn’t know that’ response, you have succeeded.” 
  
“The sounds and texture of language should be just as memorable as the words themselves. A string of 
words that have the same first letter, the same sound, or the same syllabic cadence is more memorable 
than a random collection of sounds. The first five rules in this chapter do just that: simplicity, brevity, 
credibility, consistency, and novelty stand out because they all end with the same sound.” 
 
“Context is so important that it serves not only as the last and most important rule of effective 
communication, but also as its own chapter. You have to give people the ‘why’ of a message before you 
tell them the ‘therefore’ and the ‘so that.’ Some people call this framing. I prefer the word context, because 
it better explains why a particular message matters. Without context, you cannot establish a message’s 
value, its impact, or most importantly, its relevance.” 
  
“These, then, are the ten rules of effective communication, all summarized in single words: simplicity, 
brevity, credibility, consistency, novelty, sound, aspiration, visualization, questioning, and context.” 
 It’s not what you say, it’s what people hear . . . and see.  
  
“There’s a time and a place for showing off the William F. Buckley vocabulary—but it’s probably not in a 
speech to your constituents, a sales pitch to a prospective client, or at a job interview.” 
  



“There is a time to reach beyond the daily vernacular, and a time to keep it simple. As I often explain to 
those clients who are in the habit of saying whatever they want whenever they want to—as written in 
Ecclesiastes, interpreted by Bob Dylan, and sung by the Byrds—to everything there is a season . . . and a 
time to every purpose. Yet again, context.” 
  
“How you define determines how you are received” 
  
 “Tell someone ‘two plus two,’ but let him put them together himself and say ‘four’—and he is 
transformed from a passive observer to an active participant.” 
 
“When the message, messenger, and recipient are all on the same page, I call this rare phenomenon 
‘language alignment,’ and it happens far less frequently than you might expect. In fact, virtually all of the 
companies that have hired my firm for communication guidance have found themselves linguistically 
unaligned.” 
  
“Words we remember . . . are not the common words of common people. These are the political, 
corporate, and cultural words that have been burned into our brains. Some are serious, others frivolous. 
We may forget our passport or our license plate number, but this chapter is about the words that will 
always be with us. Forever. ‘Great movie quotes become part of our cultural vocabulary.’ So said Jean 
Pickler Firstenberg, director and CEO of the American Film Institute, when in 2005 AFI released its list of 
the top 100 memorable movie lines.” 


