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Praise

‘Read this book – your boss will thank you. Your spouse will thank you. And you’ll thank yourself! Good communication is measured not by the speaker, but by the listener. How can you know what’s going on in another person’s ear? Start by STFU! For most of us, that’s easier said than done. Dan Lyons will explain how to do it, and why it will improve your relationships at work and at home.’

KIM SCOTT, New York Times bestselling author of Radical Candor

‘Lyons cuts through the noise even as he critiques it. Timely, clever and important. Need I say more? (Probably not).’

DAVID LITT, former speechwriter for President Barack Obama

‘Want to help with those loudmouthed jerks, the ones polluting our media and our minds of late? Want to avoid being one yourself? STFU teaches us what we all need to learn: how to listen, pause and speak. How to communicate with intention, and power. The book opens your mind by closing your mouth. I could go on, but I’ll shut up now.’

AARON JAMES, author of the bestselling Assholes: A Theory








Dedication

For Sasha, Sonya, and Paul










Epigraph

Is it necessary that every single person on this planet expresses every single opinion that they have on every single thing that occurs, all at the same time? Is that necessary? Or, to ask it a slightly different way, can anyone shut the fuck up? Can any single person shut the fuck up about any single thing for … an hour? Is that possible?

—BO BURNHAM, INSIDE
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Introduction

I’m telling you this as a friend, so please don’t take it the wrong way. But I want you to shut the fuck up.

Not for my sake. For yours.

Learning to shut the fuck up will change your life. It will make you smarter, more likable, more creative, and more powerful. It might even help you live longer. People who talk less are more likely to get promoted at work and more likely to prevail in negotiations. Speaking with intention—that is, not just blurting things out—improves our relationships, makes us better parents, and can boost our psychological and even physical well-being. A few years ago, researchers at the University of Arizona discovered that people who spend less time blabbing and devote more time to substantive conversations are happier than everyone else, so much so that having good conversations, they wrote, “might be a key ingredient to a satisfied life.”

Failing to shut the fuck up, however, will definitely fuck you up.

Take it from me. I’m an inveterate overtalker, and it has cost me dearly—in one case, to the tune of millions of dollars. The problem is not only that I talk too much; it’s that I have never been able to resist blurting out inappropriate things, and I couldn’t keep my opinions to myself. Often I knew even as the words flew out of my mouth that I would regret them and suffer for saying them. But I said them anyway.

Fortunately, for most of my career I worked as a journalist, covering technology for Forbes and Newsweek. Overtalkers can survive in journalism. In fact, you almost can’t do the job unless you are obnoxious enough to say things that people don’t want to hear. While working in magazines, I started writing comedy, another field well suited to people who can’t keep their mouths shut. I started by writing a blog in which I pretended to be Apple CEO Steve Jobs, which was funny but in a sometimes-off-color way. The blog led to a book deal, which led to a TV development deal, which led to my getting hired as a writer on an HBO comedy, Silicon Valley, and all of it led to my being asked to give speeches. The more of a reckless overtalker I became, the better things went.

Of course, karma finally caught up with me. This happened when, figuring I could make a bundle, I talked my way into a marketing role at a software start-up that was headed for an IPO. The start-up offered me a great salary, amazing benefits, and a generous stock option package. The challenge was that, to get all my options, I had to remain employed there for four years. And the corporate world would not tolerate my saltiness.

“You’re going to have to bite your tongue—a lot,” a journalist friend warned me.

“I know. But I can do it.”

“Well, good luck,” he said. “But I don’t think you’ll last a year.”

A lot of journalists do manage to make the transition, including some of my friends and former colleagues. If they could do it, why couldn’t I? I imagined myself as a contestant on a reality TV show, Survivor: Start-Up, where instead of eating bugs, I would have to drink gallons of corporate Kool-Aid and pretend to find it delicious.

I figured the promise of that pot of gold would keep me in line. Instead, I mouthed off about the CEO in an impulsive Facebook post and was voted off the island after twenty months. One day six years later, out of idle curiosity, I looked at the company’s stock price, did the math, and discovered to my dismay that if I had lasted four years and held all my shares, they would now have been worth eight million dollars.

That was my costliest disaster, but it was far from the only misfortune I brought upon myself, and not even the worst. At one point, my compulsive overtalking and lack of impulse control led to a separation from my wife, and nearly cost me my marriage. It was then, living alone in a rented house, away from my wife and kids, that I conducted what members of Alcoholics Anonymous call a “searching and fearless moral inventory” of myself, and acknowledged that in ways big and small, overtalking was interfering with my life. This sent me on a search to find the answers to two questions: Why are some people compulsive talkers? And how can we fix it?

This led me to discover something else, which is that all of us, not just overtalkers, stand to gain by talking less, listening more, and communicating with intention. It’s a pathway to happiness, a way to make your life immeasurably better. Having set out hoping to learn how to avoid calamities myself, I discovered ideas and developed practices that can make everyone’s life better. The problem is not just me. It’s not just you. The whole world needs to shut the fuck up.

WE’RE ALL OVERTALKERS

The world is filled with overtalkers. You run into them all the time. They’re that pest at the office who destroys every Monday by recounting each completely unremarkable thing they did over the weekend. They’re that unself-aware jerk who talks over everyone else at a dinner party while the rest of you fantasize about slipping hemlock into their glass of pinot noir. They’re the neighbor who drops in uninvited and spends an hour telling you stories you’ve already heard, the arrogant know-it-all who interrupts colleagues in meetings, the comedian who blurts out a racist slur and throws away his career, the CEO whose reckless tweet gets him charged with securities fraud.

To be honest, they’re most of us, too.

It’s not entirely our fault. We live in a world that doesn’t just encourage overtalking but practically demands it, where success is measured by how much attention we can attract: get a million Twitter followers, become an Instagram influencer, make a viral video, give a TED Talk. We are inundated with podcasts, YouTube, social media, chat apps, cable TV. Did you know that there are more than 2 million podcasts, which have produced 48 million episodes, and that half those episodes have received fewer than 26 downloads? Or that more than three thousand TEDx events take place every year, with up to twenty wannabe Malcolm Gladwells participating in each one? Or that Americans sit through more than a billion meetings a year, but only 11 percent of them are productive, and half are a complete waste of time? We’re tweeting for the sake of tweeting, talking for the sake of talking.

Yet the most powerful and successful people do the exact opposite. Instead of seeking attention, they hold back. When they do speak, they’re careful about what they say. Apple CEO Tim Cook lets awkward pauses hang during conversations. Jack Dorsey cofounded Twitter and served as its CEO—but he uses it sparingly. Even Richard Branson, a relentless showman and self-promoter, extols the virtues of being a shutter-upper in meetings. Albert Einstein hated the telephone and avoided it as much as possible. The late Supreme Court justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg chose her words so carefully and took such painfully long pauses that her clerks developed a habit they called “the Two-Mississippi Rule”: Finish what you’re saying and then count “One Mississippi … two Mississippi” before you speak again. The justice was not ignoring you; she was thinking … very … deeply … about how to respond. One of RBG’s most famous bits of advice was that, in a marriage and in the workplace, “It helps sometimes to be a little deaf.”

Talk less, get more. This book is about learning how to engage with the world in ways that give us an advantage. We may not get appointed to the Supreme Court or become tech billionaires, but we can prevail in our own day-to-day battles. Buying a new car or house? Hoping to move up the ladder at work? Trying to win friends and influence people? Learn how to shut the fuck up.

In the entirety of human history there has never been such a noisy age, and it keeps getting noisier. We’re not wired for such constant overstimulation, and it’s hurting our brains—literally causing brain damage—and straining our cardiovascular systems. We’re triggered, angry, juiced with cortisol, and a little bit off our rockers. The road to recovery begins with bailing out of the noise tornado. Better yet, by learning how to STFU we can improve not only our own lives but also the lives of the people around us—our kids, spouses, friends, and colleagues. In the grandest sense, we can make the whole world a better place if we all turn down the volume a little bit.

Oddly enough, it’s not so easy to do.

FIVE WAYS TO STFU

Shutting up should be the easiest thing in the world. All you have to do is nothing, right? But, in fact, not talking requires a lot of concentration. It’s probably more difficult than talking. Have you ever spent time in a foreign country where you speak a little of the local language but not well enough for it to feel natural, so that in every conversation, even simple ones, your brain is constantly working overtime to translate from the local language to your native tongue and then back again? By the end of the day, you’re exhausted. That’s what it feels like at first when you start concentrating on the way you speak. It’s draining. For an overtalker like me, it can be almost painful.

The trick is to start slow. Instead of making one big change, you make a bunch of little ones. I approach STFU as a daily practice, like meditation or yoga. Just as with meditation we force ourselves to become conscious of our breathing, I force myself to become conscious of how I am speaking. I lower my voice, slow my cadence, and take … long … pauses.

My search for solutions has been one of trial and error, using myself as a test subject. From research and interviews with experts, I have developed five practices that I think of as a kind of workout. The point isn’t to do all of them at once, or even to do one of them for an entire day. You don’t spend sixteen hours a day in the gym, right? These are exercises. Pick one and use it during a thirty-minute Zoom call. Or when you’re in the car with your spouse. Or sitting at the breakfast table with your teenager.

Some you will like more than others. Some you will find useful; others not so much. That’s fine. Take whatever works for you.

Here are my Five Ways to STFU:


When possible, say nothing. Early twentieth-century humorist Will Rogers once said you should never miss a good chance to shut up. You will be shocked by how many good chances there are. Pretend words are money, and spend them wisely. Be Dirty Harry, not Jim Carrey.

Master the power of the pause. Copy the trick invented by RBG’s law clerks who trained themselves to wait two seconds before they spoke. Take a breath. Pause. Let the other person process what you’ve just said. Learn to wield the power of the pause.

Quit social media. The first cousin of overtalking is overtweeting, and it is almost impossible not to fall into the trap. Platforms like Facebook and Twitter are designed to get you addicted. If you can’t quit completely, at least dial it way back.

Seek out silence. Noise makes us sick. Literally. Information overload makes us constantly agitated and overstimulated, which leads to health problems and can even shorten our lives. Detach. Unplug. Spend time without your phone. Don’t talk, don’t read, don’t watch, don’t listen. Giving your brain a rest can kick-start your creativity and make you healthier and more productive. Research suggests silence might even help us grow brain cells.

Learn how to listen. Being a great listener is considered such an important business skill that CEOs go to boot camps to learn how to do it. And it’s hard work, because listening should be an active endeavor rather than a passive one. Instead of just hearing someone, active listening means blocking out everything else and paying fierce attention to what the other person is saying. Nothing makes people happier than the feeling of being authentically heard and seen.



YOU WON’T BELIEVE WHAT HAPPENS NEXT

I can’t always maintain this discipline, but when I do, the results are magical. I feel calmer, less anxious, and more in control, which makes me less likely to overtalk. It’s a positive feedback loop. The less I talk, the less I talk.

Better yet, I see the effect on the people around me. My teenage daughter and I sit on the porch in the evening and have long conversations filled with laughter. If you are the parent of a high school–age kid, you know how miraculous this feels. She tells me her dreams and what she thinks she might want to do with her life. She tells me about her fears and doubts. Instead of trying to solve her problems, I listen. Inevitably, she works her way around to solving them herself and concludes that she is going to be all right and that she knows what she needs to do. I discover that she has never felt confident playing Mozart and Haydn on the piano and that, now that she is going to a summer camp, where she will have to play Haydn in a trio, she’s freaking out. She fears she might not be able to do it, but at the same time, she would rather try and fail than chicken out. I discover that she is sometimes terrified to go to French class because she signed up for a course that’s too hard for her and for which she probably won’t get an A, but that she will probably learn more by having to struggle with the material. I discover that I don’t just admire her, but that I’m inspired by her.

Learning to STFU means pushing back against a world that encourages us to talk more, not less. In this book, I describe ways to do that. I explain how STFU can be applied at home, at work, and in matters of the heart—dating and relationships. You will learn how to talk less and become more powerful, and how becoming a great listener will transform your life.

My nonpatented STFU Method is a practice, not a miracle cure. It won’t help you lose twenty pounds, look ten years younger, or get rich without lifting a finger. But it will help you become a little bit happier, a little bit healthier, a little more successful. You will still catch yourself getting excited and talking too much. This happens to me all the time. It’s okay. We’re human. We slip up. But tomorrow we will do better.

I’m hoping you will finish this book feeling inspired to make changes in your life—and armed with a road map for getting there.








The Talkaholic Scale

When I first set out to fix my problem with overtalking, I discovered that communication researchers have defined a condition called “talkaholism,” a form of extreme, compulsive overtalking that is akin to an addiction. They created the following self-scored questionnaire to identify people who suffer from the condition. Answer the sixteen questions and then consult the instructions at the end to calculate your score. To double-check your results, ask someone who knows you to answer the same questions about you and calculate their score. Be warned: this might get awkward.

THE TALKAHOLIC SCALE

DIRECTIONS: This questionnaire includes sixteen statements about talking behavior. Please indicate the degree to which you believe that each of these characteristics applies to you by marking on the line before each item whether you (5) strongly agree that it applies, (4) agree that it applies, (3) are undecided, (2) disagree that it applies, or (1) strongly disagree that it applies. There are no right or wrong answers. Work quickly; record your first impression.

______________ 1. Often I keep quiet when I know I should talk.

______________ 2. I talk more than I should sometimes.

______________ 3. Often I talk when I should keep quiet.

______________ 4. Sometimes I keep quiet when I know it would be to my advantage to talk.

______________ 5. I am a “talkaholic.”

______________ 6. Sometimes I feel compelled to keep quiet.

______________ 7. In general, I talk more than I should.

______________ 8. I am a compulsive talker.

______________ 9. I am not a talker; rarely do I talk in communication situations.

______________ 10. Quite a few people have said I talk too much.

______________ 11. I just can’t stop talking too much.

______________ 12. In general, I talk less than I should.

______________ 13. I am not a “talkaholic.”

______________ 14. Sometimes I talk when it would be to my advantage to keep quiet.

______________ 15. I talk less than I should sometimes.

______________ 16. I am not a compulsive talker.

SCORING: To determine your score, complete the following steps:

Step 1. Add the scores for items 2, 3, 5, 7, 8, 10, 11, and 14.

Step 2. Add the scores for items 13 and 16.

Step 3. Complete the following formula:

Talkaholic score = 12 + (total from Step 1) – (total from Step 2).

Items 1, 4, 6, 9, 12, and 15 are filler items and are not scored.

Your score should be between 10 and 50.

Most people score below 30.

People who score between 30 and 39 are borderline talkaholics and can control their talking most of the time, but sometimes they find themselves in situations where it is difficult to be quiet, even if it would be very much to their advantage not to talk.

People with scores above 40 are talkaholics.

Reprinted with permission of Virginia Richmond.










1

What We Talk About When We Talk About Overtalking

I got 50 points on the Talkaholic Scale, the highest possible score. My wife, Sasha, gave me the same 50 points and probably wished she could give me more. This was not unexpected, but according to the researchers who developed the test this might be cause for concern. They described talkaholism as an addiction akin to alcoholism and said that while a talkaholic’s gift with words can help them advance in their careers, their inability to rein in their overtalking often leads to personal and professional setbacks. Check, check, and check.

Talkaholics cannot just wake up one day and choose to talk less. Their talking is compulsive. They don’t talk just a little bit more than everyone else, but a lot more, and they do this all the time, in every context or setting, even when they know that other people think they talk too much. And here is the gut punch: Talkaholics continue to talk even when they know that what they are about to say is going to hurt them. They simply cannot stop.

“That’s me,” I said to Sasha. “Right? That’s totally me.”

“I’ve been telling you this for years,” she said.

We were sitting in the kitchen. The kids—twins, a boy and a girl, fifteen years old—weren’t home. Memories flew around in my brain, times when I blurted out something off-color at a party, or embarrassed the kids by talking someone’s ear off, or regaled them with a long story I had told a thousand times before. “Danalogues,” we called them, and we would all laugh and pretend it was funny—“You know how Dad loves to talk!” But now, looking at these test results in black-and-white, I didn’t feel like laughing. I felt embarrassed. And concerned.

I didn’t know how or where to get help, but I decided to begin by tracking down the two researchers who created the Talkaholic Scale, figuring they might have some advice. They were a husband-and-wife team, Virginia Richmond and James C. McCroskey, who had taught at West Virginia University. McCroskey, who was something of a legend in the field of communication studies, died in 2012, but Richmond, who is retired, lives in a little town outside Charleston, West Virginia.

The two got interested in studying talkaholics for one simple reason: “Because my husband was one,” Richmond told me. They were an odd pair. McCroskey was the life of the party, while Richmond was and still is painfully shy—or “communicatively apprehensive,” as researchers say. “We wanted to figure out why some people talk so much and some people talk hardly at all. There was a lot of literature about people who did not talk much, but not much had been done about people at the other end, the compulsive talkers.” Some researchers believed there was no such thing as a person who talks too much, and that when we say that someone talks too much, what we really mean is that they are saying things we don’t want to hear. Richmond and McCroskey insisted that this was ridiculous, that of course there were people who absolutely talked too much—“We knew them,” Richmond says—and that, what’s more, there were some people who were not just talkative but whose compulsion to talk was akin to an addiction. “That’s why we came up with the name ‘talkaholics,’” Richmond told me.

The couple created the Talkaholic Scale to see if talkaholics could be identified. If so, researchers might be able to develop ways to help them. “We didn’t think there would be very many,” Richmond said, but when they gave the Talkaholic Scale to eight hundred students at West Virginia University, they found that 5 percent qualified as talkaholics—which, oddly enough, is about the same percentage as that of alcoholics in the general population.

I explained to Richmond that I had reached out to her because I had scored a 50 on the Talkaholic Scale, and wanted to learn what causes compulsive talking and how it can be fixed. Richmond had bad news and more bad news. First, she and her husband had never figured out what causes talkaholism. Worse, while they had found ways to help communicatively apprehensive people come out of their shell, they had come to believe that talkaholics were beyond help. “We used to joke that you can’t keep a good talkaholic down,” she said with a laugh. “There’s no remedy. You can’t cure a talkaholic.”

Still, she said, she and her husband did their work thirty years ago. Other people have been pursuing the subject since then. The best, she said, was Michael Beatty, a professor who once worked with Richmond and McCroskey and now teaches at the University of Miami. Beatty apparently developed an interest in talkaholics for the same reason McCroskey had: “He’s the biggest talkaholic I’ve ever known,” she told me. “You can tell him I said that. He won’t take it as an insult.”

Beatty is kind of eccentric. He doesn’t own a smartphone and does not keep a personal computer in his home. To reach him, you have to send an email to his university address and wait for him to go into the office to check his mail, which takes as long as it takes. My talk with Richmond left me a little bit disheartened, but I remained hopeful that Beatty might offer some help or advice. So, one day, I wrote him an email, pressed Send, and waited.

THE MAD LIFE OF A TALKAHOLIC

For a long time, I deluded myself into believing that I was just a gregarious, outgoing guy who liked to have great conversations. I talked to anyone and everyone: Uber drivers, strangers on chairlifts, “and every waiter and waitress you ever met,” Sasha says. But eventually I started becoming aware that I had a problem, because even when I tried to talk less, I couldn’t. I dreaded social events. Neighborhood barbecues and birthday parties were excruciating. It was like riding a pogo stick across a minefield. I would try to mingle, the whole time thinking, Don’t talk too much don’t talk too much don’t talk too much. But even when I prepared myself, I sometimes found myself going off the rails, monologuing like Hamlet on crystal meth.

Eventually, in desperation, I resorted to a brute force approach and began pregaming with Ativan, a drug used to treat anxiety. I would arrive to parties in a wonderful, fuzzy benzodiazepine haze and quietly slip away to some nook where I could zone out by myself and watch TV or read my Twitter feed until it was time to go home. The neighbors thought I was rude or weird—or, as one told my wife, “Dan’s a little bit … crazy, you know?” From my perspective, I believed I was doing them a favor by drugging myself into a stupor to avoid annoying them with my overtalking.

The amazing thing is that, even dosed up on benzos, I would sometimes talk too much or say something awkward or stupid. As soon as we left a party I would ask Sasha, “Did I talk too much?” Too often, her answer was yes.

As I became aware of my own problem, I started recognizing it in other people. There was our next-door neighbor, an education consultant who was lively and loud and could take over a room like no one I’d ever met. (I adored her; other neighbors did not.) There was the smartest-person-in-the-room management consultant who loved the sound of his own booming voice. There was the scientist who did not suffer fools gladly, and who paid the price for it. There was the lonely retired financial adviser who would show up around dinnertime, make himself comfortable at the kitchen counter, and settle in for a soliloquy on the latest happenings in the S&P 500. There was the artist who would call and keep me on the phone for an hour or more, telling me the same stories again and again. (As a mutual friend put it, “You don’t talk to him; you listen.”) And there was my mother-in-law, a nonnative English speaker, who machine-gunned us with bad grammar, mutilated sentences, and pronouns unmoored from their antecedents and who never took her finger off the trigger; sometimes we literally had to shout to interrupt her.

We overtalkers seem to be drawn to one another, probably because we’re the only people who can put up with us. In any setting, we are quick to recognize one of our kind, the way vampires and serial killers do. Sometimes two of us will hole up and overtalk together, yapping for hours, never running out of things to say—indulging our addiction, interrupting each other, reveling in the joy of gabbing away with someone who understands us, in a setting where we won’t be judged or punished. It’s our safe space. Pure bliss.

Undertalkers, however, drive us out of our minds. They annoy us as much as we annoy them. We feel about undertalkers the way your dog feels about you when you won’t throw him a tennis ball to fetch. Come on, man! Come on!

One thing compulsive overtalkers have in common is that sooner or later most of us get kneecapped. There is no escaping it. Tony Soprano said guys in his line of work had only two ways out, death or prison. Overtalkers similarly know that, one day, our talking will catch up with us. Some of us become high achievers, but a lot of us become serial screwups, our lives a string of fiascos, disasters, and catastrophes.

A longtime friend is a very bright guy with an Ivy League degree, but compulsive talking has cost him jobs because (a) he could not resist telling his colleagues that they were dimwits; and (b) they usually did not appreciate his candor. “I’ll just snap,” he says. “I’ll be in some dumb meeting, thinking, Why am I in this stupid meeting? Then I’ll flip out and start explaining to all of them why they’re fucking morons, even though I know that the smart move would be to keep quiet. I can always be counted on to say the wrong thing, and the worst part is, I know it even while I’m doing it. And then I immediately regret it. But, at that point, there’s no walking it back.”

Overtalkers are universally hated. Look at the words used to describe us: gasbag, windbag, motormouth, prattler, blatherskite. We say someone has “verbal diarrhea” or “talks a lot of shit.” In the United Kingdom and Ireland, they call you a “gobshite” (which combines gob, “mouth,” and shite, “shit”) or a “shitehawk,” someone who rains down shit from above. In Italy, they say that someone attacca un bottone—that is, talks so long you could sew on a button. Or, mi ha attaccato un pippone—which translates roughly as doing something gross into someone’s ear. Italians might call you a trombone, which sounds really cool with an Italian accent, or a quaquaraquà, an onomatopoeic Sicilian slang word for someone who talks a lot but is an idiot. In Brazil, they say fala mais que o homem do rádio—“he talks more than the man on the radio.” In Spain, you’re a bocachancla, a “flip-flop mouth”; and in the Spanish province of Catalonia, you’re a bocamoll, a “loose mouth.” In Germany, overtalkers are Plappermäuler, which combines plapper, “to babble,” and maul, a coarse term describing an animal’s mouth. Russians, who can always be relied upon to deliver the filthiest way to say anything, call overtalkers pizdaboly, a nasty term that combines pizda, an extremely obscene word for female genitalia, and bol, the root for the verb “to flap.” Ugh.

The Japanese, who treasure silence and can’t stand noisy people, have a proverb


SIX KINDS OF OVERTALKERS




	Ego Talkers are the loud-voiced, know-it-all guys (and, yes, they’re almost always guys) who interrupt people and dominate conversations because they honestly believe their ideas are better than everyone else’s, even when they don’t know what they’re talking about. Silicon Valley, where I’ve spent a lot of my career, teems with guys (and they are always guys) who have made a fortune in software and now know everything about everything. Climate change? Heart surgery? Bitcoin Man knows more than the experts.

	Nervous Talkers struggle with social anxiety and babble to self-soothe.

	Ruminators do their thinking out loud—they talk to themselves, basically—and annoy everyone around them.

	Blurters are highly verbal and quick thinkers, but they lack a filter.

	Blabbers spout nonsense, tell the same stories over and over, and keep going even when you try to interrupt them, like a car with no brakes hurtling down a hill.

	Talkaholics, the most extreme offenders, are compulsive and self-destructive.
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