
When a voice tells its secrets … 
What Can You Tell from a Client’s Voice? 

 
by Judy Apps 

 

As a coach you listen, of course you listen – by phone, Zoom, face-to-face. But what do 
you listen for?  

Well, the words spoken and their sense, obviously. And then there’s more. Babies 
recognise nuances of meaning in their mother’s voice long before they learn language, so 
to an extent the ability to ‘read’ a voice is one we’re born with - but the skill tends to 
atrophy in a world that puts most emphasis on the actual words we speak.  

Words communicate far more than the words you choose    

The meaning of words isn’t fixed - it varies according to how you say what you say. If I 
yell “I love you” as I shake you by the shoulders in frustration it means something 
different from whining “I love you” in a needy way, which in turn is very different from the 
“I love you” that accompanies a magical first kiss. The sound of words is where we find 
subtle shifts of meaning in communication vital for our work as coaches. 

There is also a whole world to explore about the effect of our voice on our client – are we 
influencing them in the way we intend or is our tone of voice creating unwanted effects? 
But that’s for a next article. 



What to listen out for 

Here are some ideas about what to listen out for in order to understand people at a deeper 
level. I offer them with words of caution. It isn’t all straightforward; we make progress in 
our listening by hesitant steps. Our natural reaction to certain tones of voice may make us 
jump to conclusions that are unfair and often plain wrong. What we notice has always to 
be heard in the context of the whole. Moreover, these are signals to attend to, rather than 
exhibits to put in the spotlight of analysis and criticism. They are shreds of information 
designed to draw us into curiosity rather than judgement, and from there into reassurance 
and closer relationship.  

1. Breath – your living being 

A person’s breathing as they talk gives you lots of clues. Here are a few: 

Spontaneous breath    

When a person speaks spontaneously and truthfully the quality of their breath 
matches what they have to say. When they speak with enthusiasm, the breath they 
take to make their comment is full and energetic and flows directly into a resulting 
warm and enthusiastic tone. When they speak from a place of deep reflection, they 
will breathe in quietly and slowly, and the resultant sound will be lower and quieter, 
and so on. However, with any sort of inhibition, this is not the case, and in section 
3 we’ll look at the ways people hide their truth. 

Rushed breath    

If someone speaks fast with lots of tiny breaths up in the thorax, they are likely to 
be in thinking mode - “in their head” - particularly visual thinking, and not 
associated into feelings. In this mode, any sudden question about feelings will be a 
leap too far and fail to land. You will need further steps and reassurance before you 
can ask a question inviting an emotional response.  

Breathing high, people take in too little air, and rush their speech to compensate. 
It’s often a sign also of tension and lack of confidence. 

Hiatus    

If they take a breath as if to answer your question and then hold the air for a 
moment before replying, they are applying a veto to what might have come more 
naturally to say. This is a sure sign that they are ‘adjusting’ their response. 
 
E.g. I ask, “Do you like her?” The client takes a breath, then holds it for a moment 
before replying with a slight hiatus, “Er, yes, I think she’s very nice,” in a light 
tone. They have decided to adjust their reply to be more acceptable for the listener, 
and their genuine feeling has been supressed. 

Fear   

Nervousness, lack of ease and anxiety create tension which affects the voice. As 
someone’s belly, shoulders, neck and jaw tighten with fear, the pitch rises slightly; 
you hear a tight edge to the sound and the tonal range narrows – you lose both the 
expressive high head tones and the deeper tones of gravitas or emotional intensity. 
There’s less variation of speed and volume too, less musicality in the sound. 

These effects are sometimes caused also by emotional withdrawal or repressed 
anger, so that is another possibility to bear in mind when you hear a tight voice. 
But be aware that sometimes a client sounds hard and unfeeling when they’re 
merely afraid. 



2. Audible feeling in the voice – resonance 

Resonance – how your voice sound rings through your body – shows how you express 
your inner self out in the world and is highly significant for meaning. For instance, 
resonance tells you straight away if a person is able or willing to express emotion in the 
conversation, whether they are inhibited by thoughts of your possible reaction, how much 
of a “front” they present to the world and much else. 

Head voice - excitement When you get excited or enthusiastic, your voice tone 
gets significantly higher in pitch and resonates in your head, particularly on 
stressed syllables. “Wow, that’s brilliant!” we exclaim, and on emphasised 
syllables the voice comes out high and bright, resonating in the bones of the head. 
Listen out for any words that have syllables higher in pitch and it’ll be obvious what 
your client is energised by. Conversely, a flat pitch will signify lack of enthusiasm, 
general inhibition or plain lying. A voice, often soft and sweet, that remains 
constantly in the head suggests someone who is keen to please and liable to talk 
with your reaction constantly in mind. 

Heart voice - feeling   Emotion makes someone’s voice softer-edged and lower in 
pitch. If you ask your client about something they love and they are willing 
emotionally to share this with you, you will hear the feeling in their voice as they 
describe what they love, and its tones will move you. If on the other hand they 
describe something that moved them in high bright tones, you will hear enthusiasm 
– as above – but not heartfelt emotion, suggesting that they are willing to share 
enthusiasm but less willing to reveal deeper feeling. It can be a high moment in a 
coaching session, when you hear in the soft-edged lower tones of a person’s voice 
that they are comfortable enough to share their emotion with you. You’ll never 
confuse it with the flat low tones of someone withholding, as an emotional tone is 
full of subtle life and variation.  

Chest voice – certainty   Listen to an assured speaker, and you will hear a voice 
that resonates in the chest with robust middle tones that project confidence. Your 
voice resonates strongly in the chest bone when you express your opinions and 
beliefs and are happy for others to know what you think; also, when you disagree 
vehemently with someone you know well. Perhaps they say, “That’s a really stupid 
suggestion!” and you retort, “No it’s not!” - your voice projecting strongly and 
resonating in the chest. (But beware fake chest resonance – see section 3!). People 
who are less confident might express firm opinions but their voice-resonance 
hovers above the chest nearer to the throat, suggesting an unconscious 
unwillingness to go against the grain of others’ opinions. 

Gut voice - intuition When someone speaks a deep truth, they tend to speak 
slower, and their voice resonates low in the body. We don’t hear these deep tones 
so often, but when someone speaks from that place, the uncompromising sound 
has a way of making itself heard, and others turn towards the source of the sound.  

Resonance often reveals contradictions. For example, when someone declares what they 
believe in a head voice, rather than the chest voice, you can hear their lack of self-belief. 
Or they state in a light voice that something is not important when they really believe that 
it is. 

If your client speaks in a voice with little variation in resonance, it may mean that 
(through life experience, particularly in childhood) detachment has become their norm and 
they feel safer keeping their cards close to their chest. Or it means that they have 
withdrawn from emotional expression temporarily, maybe because of something you said. 
Often, it too is a sign of lack of congruence, when their words say one thing and the tone 
another. A change to a flatter voice is always an indicator to notice particularly what is 
going on. And there comes a point where contradictions in the voice become plain lying. 
We’ll deal with this interesting area next.  



3. Disguises, lies and subterfuges 

“How did you enjoy the party,” we ask. The answering breath is quick and full, and the 
response comes instantly, “Oh I really enjoyed it – it was good fun!” The tone is warm and 
bright; the breath energises and gives life and richness to the sound. That is what it is like 
to listen to someone telling you their truth. The tone, whether happy or sad, is varied and 
nuanced.  

Now ask someone whose voice is disconnected from their inner response, “How did you 
enjoy the party?” They breathe in and then hold the air for an instant to adjust what they 
want to say, before replying with a slight hiatus at the onset, “Oh – er – yes, it was really 
enjoyable. Yes, we had a lot of fun”. You can hear a withholding in the sound, which is 
light and dry, the tone shallow without lower resonance, and the pace stilted.  

The deceivers    There’s another way of holding the air before launching into speech. 
Some people, having paused, mask their true response even further, by lowering their 
larynx in order to produce a rich or pleasant sound after the hiatus. It’s a way of 
pretending, so don’t believe all they say. You can usually detect the fiction even when they 
don’t realise they are pretending. First, there is that tiny pause before their sound comes 
out as they ‘put on’ the voice and then a slight glottal stop as they engage their voice; 
secondly the voice, albeit rich, resonant or imposing, is very ‘samey’; third, it’s not 
interesting; you get bored with it. You will often find that voice with people in the public 
eye – a few famous patrician examples spring to mind! 

This is the voice of the soundbite. We are now frequently subjected to voices in the media 
that lack the nuances that are possible in communication. Time and again we hear 
politicians, chat show hosts, television anchors and celebrities speak to us in energetic 
voices which are disconnected from their real feeling and intention, and we get used to 
being duped with false cheerfulness and emphasis. Or do we? Many of us get the sense at 
these times that we are not really part of a genuine communication. We are neither moved 
nor energised by what seems to be passion and energy. Some part of us remains 
unconvinced.  

4. Silence and noise 

Most coaches are very aware of the power of silence, but I’ll mention it here in the context 
of voice. When you ask a question and there’s silence, it often means that the client is 
engaged internally with your question, and as coaches we allow silences so that they have 
the space for contemplation. We are nearly always pleased when we do so, for the 
response when it does come confirms that the question was an important one for them.  

Lack of silence is equally instructive. The client who never leaves a silence is often self-
protecting from painful or difficult thinking. You can especially be sure this is the case 
when they follow one sentence instantly with another which changes the subject. As 
coaches, we don’t have to follow our clients heedlessly wherever they want to go. We can 
sometimes bring them gently back to the point at which they created their diversion.  

In conclusion 

This is just a taster (and only in written words) for us as coaches. I demonstrate some of 
the concepts live in my TEDx Talk, “How Your Voice Touches Others: The true meaning of 
what you say.”  

The need for these deep-listening skills goes well beyond coaching, and there’s an urgent 
need for them as we move forward in this world of mass communication. Once more of us 
learn to ‘read’ voices, we will be more able to discern truth and falsehood, the genuine and 
the fake, and be better able to form satisfying relationships and less inclined to follow 
leaders who are shallow or disingenuous. We will respond more accurately to others 



because we will hear what they are really saying, beyond the words. That’s vital, I think, 
for our 21st Century world. 

I also discuss this and related themes in my published books – all available generally, 
including at the famous largest online source, but I have given links to bookshop.org that 
supports local booksellers:  

The Art of Communication: How to Be Authentic, Lead Others and Create Strong Relationships 
(Capstone) 
The Art of Conversation: Change Your Life with Confident Communication (Capstone) 
Voice & Speaking Skills For Dummies (Wiley) 
Butterflies and Sweaty Palms: 25 Sure-Fire Ways so Speak & Present with Confidence (Crown 
House) 
Voice of Influence: How to Get People to Love to Listen to You (Crown House) 
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