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Your Voice Can Get in the Way 
 

Often, how we say things conveys more meaning than what we say. In fact, 
voice quality is said to convey about 38 percent of meaning. 
 
 Once, G. K. Chesterton, the British writer and critic, went into a fish 
market and tried an experiment. To the woman waiting on him, he said in a 
low, endearing voice, “You are a noun, a verb, and a preposition.” 
 
 The woman blushed; apparently flattered that such a cultured 
individual would observe these qualities in her.  
  
 After buying the fish, Chesterton said in a higher voice, “You are an 
adjective, an adverb and a conjunction.” 
 
 The woman slapped him with a flounder. 
 
 Taken literally, Chesterton’s words were meaningless. To call 
someone an adjective—whatever that means—is certainly no more 
insulting than to call that person a noun. But the tone of voice conveyed a 
meaning that the woman understood instinctively, and her response was 
instinctive. 
 
There are five elements of voice that we rarely consider in our speaking. 
We sometimes pay little attention to or neglect these aspects because we 
feel nothing can be done to improve them. 
 
In your daily interactions, it’s important to pay attention to voice qualities. 
You, teach, inspire, encourage, sell, praise, and coach with your voice and 
much of your meaning is conveyed through media other than words. 
 
We impute strength and confidence to the person who speaks in a low-
pitched, well-modulated voice. When the voice rises to a high pitch, we 
sense excitement, panic, and lack of control. Each of us should use the low 
end of our voice range when we want to communicate calmness, 
confidence, and competence.  
 
We convey feelings, moods, and attributes through a variety of voice 
qualities, namely: 
 

 Volume  
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 Intonation 

 Resonance 

 Speed (Pace) 

 Stress 
 
You can improve your voice by adding variety, which is the spice of life. 
 
Volume: Your Volume Speaks Volumes 
 
This element of your voice has a tremendous effect on the audience and its 
willingness to listen. Errors in volume are most often made by those who 
speak too softly. The comprehension and retention of our message will be 
questionable if we force the audience to work to hear what we’re saying. 
Your audience does not want to work hard—they will not expend a great 
deal of energy to catch every word you say. Instead, they will start 
conversations of their own or find other distractions. 
 
What can someone do if their voice is naturally soft? 
 
If your voice is naturally soft, then by all means use a microphone. If you 
speak frequently and in a variety of settings, strengthen your voice by 
taking voice lessons. Singers and actors do this all the time. If you want 
your message to be heard, you must be heard! Any effort to strengthen 
your voice will be well rewarded. 
 
Speakers Who Talk Too Loudly 
 
Less frequently, we encounter speakers who talk too loudly. These people 
tend to slightly irritate their audience. The other problem with the screaming 
eagle speaker is that he or she allows no room for flexibility of expression. 
If you are speaking very loudly through your speech, how do you vary your 
voice to emphasize a point? 
 
If the reason you speak loudly is because of the size of your group, use a 
sound system, and let it do the work for you while you concentrate on 
communicating. But be careful here, too.  
 
Does anyone want to share a story about someone yelling throughout the 
entire training or presentation? Tell us what you actually learned during the 
training or presentation? 
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The rule on volume is, learn to project, but speak in a normal voice; give 
yourself tremendous leeway to use whispers or shouts when they are 
needed. 
 
A good rule of thumb to remember about volume is that volume should 
always be loud enough that you can be heard by everyone you’re trying to 
reach within the sound of your voice. 
 
Intonation – Refers to Voice Pitch: 
 
We usually speak in a range of pitches from low to high. Chesterton used 
low intonation when he called the woman in the fish market, “a noun, a 
verb, and a preposition.” He used a high intonation when he called her, “an 
adjective, an adverb, and a conjunction.” His intonation or pitch provided 
the meaning that was lacking in his words. 
 
We all know of nothing more irritating than a high-pitched, squeaking 
presentation. Whether it’s the taste of our culture or simply the design of 
our eardrums, a whinny or high-pitched delivery alienates your audience. 
Generally, people who speak loudly also have a tendency to raise the pitch 
of their voice to an irritating level. Women, because of our naturally high 
pitch, can really have a problem here. 
 
What can someone do if their voice is naturally loud? 
 
If you are uncertain of the quality of your voice, record yourself speaking, 
and then listen to the recording. If you find yourself wincing and feeling 
uncomfortable, you’ll know you have a problem with pitch. Contact a voice 
instructor and ask for exercises to help lower your pitch. These exercises 
usually involve disciplining yourself to speak more softly, which will usually 
mean speaking lower. 
 
Once again, a sound system can be your salvation. If the only way you can 
lower the pitch of your voice is to speak more softly than can be heard 
easily, use a sound system. You will be amazed at the change that can 
take place in your speaking voice over a relatively short period of time. 
 
If you are serious about becoming an excellent communicator, start 
working on that pitch now. 
 
Resonance: At the Tone, the Time Will be… 
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Another quality of voice is resonance. Many of us have learned to speak in 
ways that decrease the impact of our communication. Some speak through 
the nose, giving the voice a nasal, whining quality that is very difficult to 
listen to. Others slur words or mumble, making listening and understanding 
an effort. We’ve all heard some people speak from the back of their throat, 
giving the voice an extraterrestrial quality that might be okay for phoning 
another planet but will be a barrier to effective communication. Some tips 
for overcoming a high-pitched, nasal sounding voice are: 
 
First, always start with plenty of air. Words cannot be spoken with clarity, 
quality or intensity without air. For example, let’s try this exercise: Exhale, 
then say “wonderful.” Next, take a deep breath, then say “wonderful.” Hear 
how much clearer the word sounds when spoken with lungs full of air? 
 
Breathe from your diaphragm, not just from your chest. Put your hand on 
your stomach just where your rib cage ends. Now take a deep breath. If 
your hand moves inward, you are breathing shallowly from the lungs. If 
your hand moves outward, you are breathing deeply, fully using your 
diaphragm. Breathe. It not only gives you life, it gives your presentation life. 
 
 
Speed: Where is the Fire? 
 
When it comes to speed, speaking is like driving. Very few drivers are 
arrested for driving too slow, but each year thousands get caught driving 
too fast. Most errors in the speed of speech are on the side of talking too 
fast. Although the human mind is capable of comprehending speech 
delivered at incredible rates of speed, this kind of comprehension is 
possible only if the listener is totally motivated and relaxed, with no 
distractions. 
 
When speaking under usual circumstances, one’s speech should be 
relaxed—conversational pace or slightly faster. Speaking too fast causes 
your audience to miss phrases or ideas. Most people will quickly tire of 
trying to keep up. Fast-talking also intimidates an audience. You have 
heard the phrase “fast-talking salesman.” It is always used derisively. 
Deliberate, well-paced deliveries convey a sense of confidence and trust 
and will hold an audience’s attention much more effectively. 
 
Pace should be adapted to the message. Some simple, but telling points 
can be made effectively in rapid-fire sequence. Others can be made by 
slowing drawing out the words or by long pauses to let the point sink in.  
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Volume and pace should be used in a careful, controlled way. These 
qualities can work in unison to achieve powerful effects. You can let 
your voice rise to a crescendo, the pace and volume quickening until 
you reach a peak of excitement. Or you can drop your voice to a 
dramatic whisper. 
 
 
 
Stress – How you Emphasize Words 
 
The way you emphasize words can change the meaning of your sentences. 
 

 Mary only takes classes in accounting. 

 Only Mary takes classes in accounting. 

 Mary only takes classes in accounting. 

 Mary only takes classes in accounting. 

 Mary only takes classes in accounting. 
 
As you speak, use stress to help your listener understand the sense in 
which you use words and to show which words you consider important. 
 
A Few Tricks Used by Speakers to Be Sure They Are Heard 
 

 Speak slowly. Pause after main points and then repeat them so that 
they sink in. Ask frequently for questions to be sure the learners are 
with you. 

 Breathe easy. Practice lying on your back with a book on your 
stomach just below the rib cage. As you breathe naturally, the book will 
move up and down. What you are seeing is your diaphragm at work. 
When it is up, your lungs fill with air; when it is down, it pushes air out 
of the lungs.  

 Sit with your shoulders absolutely still. Now that you have felt where it 
is, tighten your diaphragm and let the air out in a slow, steady stream. 
Time yourself to see if you can let it out longer and longer times. 

 
Let’s try another exercise: Take a deep breathe and count to 10 with 
that breathe… You can practice this several times a day. 
 
Try the following: 
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 Read a paragraph aloud from the book on your table through clenched 
teeth. Although you can’t open your mouth, shape each sound 
carefully with your lifts. Be sure you are speaking clearly enough to be 
understood. 

 Read a paragraph from the book aloud to someone sitting at the other 
end of the room. Don’t worry about being a great actor just get the 
words across. Pretend you are James Earl Jones when you are 
practicing. You don’t need to become the voice of Darth Vader, but 
think of how Jones speaks: clearly, carefully, and crisply. 

 Read a paragraph from the books using different emotions. Read 
through it in an angry voice, sad, happy, and excited voice. Go over 
the top vary changes to match mood. Then, do it straight. 

 Either standing or lying on your back, practice breathing from the 
diaphragm. Read aloud clearly and slowly. Sing a song. Have “good 
pits.”  

 
While reading aloud, sing the words on the page. Alternate between very 
high and low notes. Now go back and read it again. This time exaggerate 
inflections, volume, and pace. Be the worst actor you can be. With regular 
practice, you will begin to hear your own voice and learn how to use it to 
your advantage. 
 
Variety: The Spice of Life 
 
It’s easy for our voice to become monotonous if we are tired, have given a 
particular speech many times, or are lost in thought. Practice using your 
voice for emphasis: Change volume and pace to underline a particular 
point. What does if mean if you suddenly whisper or raise your voice? What 
does it man if you speed up or slow down. 
 
Vary your pitch to create drama, excitement, distress, or other emotions. 
Vary your volume. A shout to appropriately emphasize a point will bring 
back a wandering mind; a whisper at the right moment will keep the 
audience on the edge of their seats. 
 
Listen to yourself on tape. Would you pay attention? Look at your audience. 
Are their eyes open? Are they looking at you or involved in a game of tic-
tac-toe? Are they fascinated with a spider slowly making its way across the 
ceiling? Any of these symptoms will hint that you may be a boring speaker, 
and you need to add variety to your voice. Variety is not only the spice of 
life, for a speaker it is life itself. 


