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So what is the power of three and why is it so 
important for verbal communication? 

When it comes to communication, structure and 
simplicity are vital. This is where the power of 
three comes into its own. Organising what we want 
to say into sets of three, provides the necessary 
structure and forces us to keep things simple. So 
whether we have weeks to plan in great detail 
exactly what we want to say, or we have to provide 
an ‘off the cuff’ response to an unexpected 
question, aim to organise what you want to say 
into threes – usually!

Perhaps some examples would be helpful. Within 
the general idea of using threes, we still need to 
have themes or ways of organising information. 
Here are some that work well every time:

TIME

Organising what you have to say using points in 
time, can be very effective:
- two years ago, a year ago, now
- yesterday, today, tomorrow
- beginning, middle, end

There are hundreds (probably thousands) of ways 

 | The Power of Three

in which time can be used to organise what we 
have to say.
 
DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVES
 
When we are talking to our clients about the 
benefits of using Illumine to provide training 
courses, we may refer to the benefits for the 
delegates, for the learning & development 
manager and for the delegates’ managers.

BENEFITS OR CONCERNS
 
When listing the benefits of a product, service or 
course of action, it can be tempting to list as many 
as you can think of. When you know you are going 
to limit yourself to three key points, you are likely 
to be more focused – and clearer. You will avoid 
using those long lists that are hard to listen to and 
even harder to remember.

EXTREMES AND THE MIDDLE GROUND

If you are going to recommend a course of action, 
a great way of doing this is to take extreme 
positions either side of your recommendation... 
‘on the one hand we could try A, on the other hand 
we could try C, but our recommendation is B. Let 
me explain why...’.

https://www.illumine.co.uk
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The THREE Keys to effective verbal 
communication: 
 
1. Buy time to construct convincing 
responses

A lot of our most challenging verbal interactions 
are when we are asked something and we are not 
quite ready to respond. Either the question itself 
is unexpected or the response you need to give is 
complex – so you need a few seconds to structure 
your thoughts and think about how you are going to 
say them out loud.

In the unique Think Before You Speak(TM) course 
we talk about the four Rs - Respond, Request, 
Reframe, Reassure:

Accept the question and respond with empathy. 
This can range from a simple, ‘that’s a good 
question’ or ‘I’m glad you asked me that’ through 
to a more fulsome ‘that’s a great question and one 
that deserves a great answer. Let me try and give 
you a comprehensive response...’.

Request more information – either context or 
motives for asking the question - or ask for detail 
about exactly what the questioner wants to know 
or how they will use the information once they 
have it.

Reframe the question so that you regain control 
and provide the information you want to provide. 
This may be a matter of focusing on key words used 
in the question, or subtly rephrasing the question 
so that you can answer it more confidently. Each of 
these techniques will buy you a few seconds and/or 
put you in a position to respond more eloquently. 
And of course, don’t forget the other technique 
that you have – a few seconds of silence – so much 

more effective than stalling with Um’s and Ah’s, 
whilst hoping that your brain and voice click into 
gear.

There will be times when you don’t have a 
comprehensive answer. Here you need to reassure 
your listener that you are taking ownership and 
that you will get a response for them.

2. Listen... Alternatively and actively

It is almost impossible to be a good communicator 
without being a good listener. If two people are 
having a conversation, unless they are talking 
at the same time, 50% of what is happening is 
listening. It is by listening effectively that you are 
going to find out what the other person’s needs 
are. Most questions are preceded by some sort of 
explanation or some information that will provide 
valuable context to enable you to work out what is 
appropriate or helpful to say and what isn’t. 

Listening carefully to what is and isn’t being 
said, is a skill that requires practice. It is also 
very useful to show the other person that you 
are listening by looking at the person, nodding, 
smiling, frowning (as appropriate) and using short 
comments (‘I see’, ‘yes’, ‘of course’ etc). All of 
these demonstrate that you are listening. When 
people feel they are being properly listened 
to, rapport increases and often a potential 
interrogation turns into a respectful conversation.

| The Three Keys
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3. Use structure AND colour

You really don’t want to sound like an automaton. 
Nor do you want to develop a reputation for telling 
stories that are colourful but seem unrelated 
to the question. It is the ability to establish a 
structure (see the power of three) that allows 
you the freedom to use interesting examples and 
anecdotes.

Start by establishing a high level structure in your 
own head and share it with your listener(s). You 
now both have a shared understanding of what 
you are going to be talking about and the order 
of the key points. Think of this as the framework. 
Now when you cover each of the points you can 
bring them to life with your own explanations and 
stories, without the fear of forgetting where you 
are going...or of losing your audience along the 
way.

And... The Magic Key - Practise!

Because talking is something that we do 
automatically, without thinking about it, we don’t 
think it is something that we need to practise. 
Everyone can talk! But of course, that is the point. 
Talking without thinking first, is the reason some 
of us do it badly – particularly when we don’t have 
time to prepare in advance. So we need to practise 
all of the elements above so that they become 
second nature. 

Verbal communication is a skill that develops 
quickly with consistent practice. Our Think Before 
You Speak trainers are particularly good at this and 
they practise just about every day. Here are a few 
of the things they do to hone their skills: 

 | The Three Keys

• Pick newspaper articles at random, read them 
and then imagine you’ve been asked to summarise 
the article for someone else. How would you 
organise your summary, using the power of three?

• Record an interview on the television or radio. 
Each time a question is asked, pause the recording 
and think about how you would bridge from the 
question to your answer – and try to structure how 
you would answer the question. Then play the 
rest of the interview to see how the interviewee 
handled the question.

• Develop a range of verbal and non-verbal ways 
of showing you are interested when people are 
listening. Watch your favourite interviewers and 
see how they do it. Which of their techniques and 
mannerisms could you use? 

https://www.illumine.co.uk
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The THREE most common traps... and 
how to avoid them

Trap 1. ‘I have to respond NOW’

For some reason, we feel that an immediate 
response is stronger than a thoughtful or 
appropriate one. Too often, even experienced 
people, seem so anxious to stop listening and start 
talking, that they almost interrupt the questioner. 
Many people seem to feel that if they are seen to 
have an immediate response, that will indicate 
that their response is the right one!

In reality we almost always have a little longer 
than we believe, in which to think before speaking. 
Even a few seconds can make an enormous 
difference. Using the bridging techniques referred 
to above, perhaps with a few seconds of silence, 
will buy you a few extra seconds and show your 
respect for the question and the questioner.

Sometimes something as simple as ‘Ok, let me 
think about that for a moment (pause for 4 or 5 
seconds), well...’

Trap 2. ‘I’m losing my audience - I had 
better talk faster/louder/more...’

We have all endured those moments when we 
are talking and our audience is beginning to lose 
interest. There are usually plenty of tell-tale 
signs: side-long glances that seem to say ’what’s 
he on about’ or ‘I’m lost’ or ‘any idea where he’s 
going with this?’ or people flicking through papers 
on their desks or surreptitiously looking at their 
mobile phones.

Of course it’s not nice when this happens, but 
shouting ‘LOOK AT ME. LISTEN TO ME’ is clearly 
not the best way forward. But effectively, that is 
what we often do! We try to emphasise our points 
by making them more loudly and if that doesn’t 
work, we assume that the audience needs more 
explanation, so we tell them more, but because we 
are concerned about how long our answer is now 
taking, we speed up too.

So, what should you do? Start again. Almost always, 
the underlying cause of this sort of problem is a 
lack of structure. You’re not sure of where you 
are going or how you are going to get there. So it 
shouldn’t be too much of a surprise that you’ve 
lost your audience along the way! You need to start 
again, but this time be clear about where you are 
going. Starting again isn’t difficult either. How 
would variations on these alternatives sound if YOU 
heard them...

‘OK, I can see that I haven’t made this as clear as 
I had intended; let me put this another way. The 
three key points here are...’

‘Sorry, my explanation for that point was a little 
convoluted – and possibly for the point before as 
well! All I’m saying here is, firstly..., secondly..., 
and thirdly... – let me deal with each of these 
issues in turn’.

You’ve acknowledged that you got it wrong (you 
might as well acknowledge it if everyone else has 
switched off) and you’ve taken the responsibility 
for making what you want to say, easier to 
understand. It would need to be a very harsh 
audience for you not to get credit for that – as long 
as you get it right the second time!

| Three Most Common Traps
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1. Think about what the audience needs to know 
and then structure what you are going to say so 
that you provide them with that information as 
clearly and as quickly as possible. Less is more. 
If they need more detail when you have finished 
speaking, they will ask for it.

2. Be natural. Use language you normally use. 
Use short sentences. Speak clearly and a little 
slower than usual. Breathe. Look at your audience. 
Engage.

3. Check understanding. If it’s not clear by 
watching them, ask them – confidently, not 
defensively or submissively (‘Are there any 
questions?’ or ‘Does anybody need more 
information?’ would work in most situations. ‘Uh, 
was that ok?’ would not!).

Trap 3. ‘I need to sound impressive’

It’s your moment in the limelight. Your boss 
is there, perhaps your boss’s boss too, or an 
important client. So you want to demonstrate the 
breadth and depth of your knowledge and that 
you are not intimidated by all these more senior 
people. Nerves are inevitable, but you control 
those by focusing on your breathing...or whatever 
other technique you use. And you start talking - 
using longer words than you usually do – and longer 
sentences, so that no one can interrupt! You carry 
on talking, sharing more and more of your pearls of 
wisdom and knowledge, until you run out of things 
to say, or you’ve lost your audience (see trap 2), or 
you are cut off by one of those people you wanted 
or needed to impress.

What could you have done differently? Of course, 
every situation is different, but use the three keys 
above and...

| Three Most Common Traps
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COMMUNICATION SKILLS 
TRAINING COURSES

UK based Illumine Training has been 
running communication skills courses all 
over the world since 1996. The courses 
are based on the belief that clear 
thinking leads to clear communication. 
The courses can be tailored to your 
precise needs and run in your offices or 
at a venue convenient for you and your 
colleagues.

> Think Before You Speak™ 
How to think quickly (and speak clearly) 
on your feet
> Professional Business Writing
Write with authority and impact
> Effective Communication 
(using NLP)
Exceptional communication skills for 
everyone
> Negotiation Skills
Learn how to negotiate, persuade and 
influence
> Powerful Presentations
Public speaking training for professionals
> Dealing with the Media
Use the media effectively to get your 
message across

For more information and prices, please 
call us today on +44 (0)1753 866 633 or 
email info@illumine.co.uk 

https://www.illumine.co.uk
https://www.illumine.co.uk/write-speak-and-influence/think-before-you-speak/
https://www.illumine.co.uk/write-speak-and-influence/professional-business-writing-training/
https://www.illumine.co.uk/write-speak-and-influence/professional-business-writing-training/
http://www.illumine.co.uk/write-speak-influence/nlp-communication.html
http://www.illumine.co.uk/write-speak-influence/nlp-communication.html
http://www.illumine.co.uk/write-speak-influence/negotiation-skills.html
https://www.illumine.co.uk/write-speak-and-influence/powerful-presentations/
https://www.illumine.co.uk/write-speak-and-influence/dealing-with-the-media-training/
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COMMUNICATION SKILLS
Contact Us

info@illumine.co.uk
+44 (0)1753 866 633

www.illumine.co.uk 
– details of Illumine’s training courses

All of Illumine’s courses are available 
for virtual/remote delivery and can be 
tailored to your precise requirements. 
See courses here:
https://www.illumine.co.uk/training-
virtual-delivery/
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COMMUNICATION SKILLS 
About Us

We have been running communication 
skills courses since 1996, helping people 
to become confident and effective 
communicators. As well as running 
in-house communication skills courses 
for clients all over the world, we also 
run public courses in London and have 
a comprehensive range of high impact 
courses covering the full range of 
management, leadership and personal 
development requirements. 
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