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Character Trait of the Month – Tactfulness 

Jan Gunter, Community Relations Specialist 

Most of us are taught from early childhood that honesty is the best policy.  “Always tell 

the truth,” my mama would say when my brother and I were growing up, “Because that way you 

won’t have to worry about what you told to anyone later on!”  My mama was – and is! – a very 

wise woman.  Honesty is the best policy.  However, in the art of communicating with diplomacy, 

there should be another “policy plan” introduced into the lesson of always being honest when 

you are talking to and/or dealing with others; especially when someone has asked for your honest 

“input” on a sensitive or important subject matter to them.   

What is that policy plan?  TACTFULNESS! While telling the truth is always the right 

thing to do, how you do it can make all of the difference as to how your words are received by 

others.  The “truth” isn’t always pretty; but using blunt, honest words with someone can hurt 

their feelings, even when that is not your purpose!  By using tactfulness in our discussion with 

others, it is possible to express what we mean without being insulting or offensive to someone 

else in the process.  

The definition of “tactfulness” is this:  to understand that certain words may offend 

others, and then act to exercise kindness, love, and compassion toward that person without 

sacrificing honesty, integrity and truthfulness.  In other words, it is a choice we make.  Being 

honest does not require one to be rude.  And while even the Bible makes the statement, “Seek the 

truth and the truth shall free you.”  (John 8:32), it also states (in the book of Proverbs in the Old 

Testament), A soft answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger.  The tongue of the 

wise uses knowledge rightly, but the mouth of fools pours forth foolishness. (Prov. 15: 1-2) 

So how do we develop this character trait of tactfulness?  Here are just a few pointers: 

1.  Think before you speak.  Give yourself a moment to evaluate the potential consequences 

of what you say.  Then choose your words carefully so that your truthful statement 

doesn’t come across as an unintentional criticism or a “put down” to someone else.  Give 

yourself enough time to answer this question, “What do I hope to gain by my response?”  

Remember, once the words come out of your mouth, you cannot take them back. 

 

2. Consider the other person’s viewpoint and acknowledge it.  Beginning statements like, “I 

understand how you could feel that way” goes a long way in keeping the lines of honest 

communication open; and keeps the other person more amenable to what you have to say. 

 

3. Be gracious, and when you can, make a positive statement.  For instance, if someone 

gives you something you absolutely hate, instead of saying, “Oh, this is awful!”  Say 

something like, “That was very nice of you to think of me!  I appreciate your efforts.”  
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4. Don’t offer your thoughts unless someone actually asks for them.  Sometimes the most 

tactful thing you can do is to “hold your tongue” – especially in those instances when no 

one has requested your thoughts.  As one the characters in the book Anne of Green 

Gables (written by Lucy Maud Montgomery) states of the “busybody character” Mrs. 

Lynde:  “Mrs. Lynde’s advice is much like pepper, I think…excellent in small quantities 

but rather scorching in her doses.”    

Remember, the whole purpose of using tactfulness in our interactions with others is to master 

the art of communication with diplomacy and confidence.  When others learn that we are not 

only honest, but also have respect for their opinions, they will gladly reciprocate with respect for 

our opinions, even when / if they disagree with us.  Contrary to what some believe, the ability to 

communicate with tact is not a gift that some are born with.  It is a skill that can – and should be 

- learned and developed. 
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