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Words  
with 

Friends
Whether you’re a quiet person or a loud talker, your conversational skills  

can enhance your social interactions. Breaking down the act of communication 

into its core components—tone, listening, language and silence—allows us to 

engage with more thought, understanding and consideration.
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TONE
When it comes to conversation, it’s not just what we say 
but how we say it that matters. Our intonation can often be 
more ref lective of our true intentions than the words we utter. 
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Imagine a world where human beings spoke exclusively in robotic, 

monotonous drones. Where subtly, irony and sarcasm no longer ex-

isted and deadpan was not a style of comedic delivery but a way of 

life. Where misinterpretation was a standard component of every-

day conversation that was no longer reserved for the digital realm. 

Where heartfelt declarations of affection or streams of expletives 

directed at the TV were dispensed in the same unfeeling pitch as an 

order at the neighborhood juice bar.

If language provides the raw ingredients for good conversa-

tion, tone denotes the way that these components are prepped, 

seasoned, garnished and ultimately delivered onto the plates of 

waiting diners with a graceful flourish. The inflections inherent in 

our speech patterns are the vocal equivalent of body language—

non-linguistic indicators that work to enhance the meaning and 

emotions already present in the words themselves. Far from playing 

second fiddle to semantics, these vocal modulations and intona-

tions deeply affect the ways we express our feelings, communicate 

information and approach our interactions with others.

Subtle discrepancies between our tone and words have a 

knack for revealing how we truly feel about a situation, whether we 

want them to or not. While a nervous trill serves to exacerbate the  

awkwardness of small talk, laughter delivered in a halting and 

lackluster cadence is probably a good indication that your grand 

punch line has sadly fallen flat. But this phenomenon can also be 

used to our advantage if we’re conscious of it, allowing us to catch  

unsuspecting culprits in a lie or confidently storm our way through a 

presentation at work despite having an iffy grasp of the jargon we’re 

spouting. It can also aid us in inferring that a friend is having a rough 

time despite her repeated insistence that she’s doing “just fine,” 

giving us the green light to dash over to her place with a bottle of 

the hard stuff and a much-needed shoulder.

The author Samuel Butler once wrote, “We are not won by  

arguments that we can analyze, but by tone and temper, by the 

manner which is the man himself.” Our voices are natural exten-

sions of our personalities and attitudes: When harnessed in the 

right way, they inject our language with an added element of con-

viction, expose shades and degrees of our underlying selves and 

add significant emotional layers to our daily exchanges.  

Living in the digital age means that conversations are often  

filtered through multiple social networking sites and can reflect the 

cold glare of our computer screens. While such widespread modes 

of communication get two emoji thumbs-up for convenience, the 

expressive and nuanced nature of an in-person exchange offers a 

sense of honesty that we can’t glean from the virtual world. Yes, 

our tone’s uncanny ability to divulge our true emotions can render 

face-to-face communication messy, vulnerable and downright scary, 

but that’s also what makes it all the more intimate, exhilarating and 

wonderfully human.


