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Part One Building a Successful Speech

Theme

1. What should you speak about?

The greatest speeches in history~—from Cicero’ s indictment of
Catiline to Bobby Kennedy’ s tribute to Martin Luther King—all have
two features in common ;

The speaker cared about the topic.

The audience cared about the topic.

Those two principles, empirically proven to be successful over
thousands of years, provide a useful basis for deciding what you
should speak about.

Speak on topics you care about

The most memorable speeches are made when the orator cares
deeply about the subject matter. The topic need not be the ‘ in’ issue
in the eyes of the world’ s media, but it must be one that occupies a
prime place in your thoughts. An expert knowledge of your daughter or
best friend is the very reason that it’ s easy to give a good speech at
their wedding. Likewise, if you’ re ever near Park Lane in London,
then try visiting Speaker’ s Comner. Every Sunday this spot is packed
with a diverse range of people standing on soap boxes and speaking
their hearts out to the passers-by. Many of them are, of course, * not

fully sane’ , but the vigor and passion with which they speak is a re-
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flection of the fact that they are speaking about matters that occupy
their thoughts intensely.

Digressing from your expert topics can cause you great problems,
as British Prime Minister Tony Blair discovered when an interview with
a local radio station moved on to an obscure parochial issue on which
Blair had not been informed ;

Interviewer:  Now Mr Blair, the big issue down here is the Little
Rockingham First initiative. What do you think of it?

Blair: [ Pause] I think it’s a very good thing.

Interviewer:  Really? But the local Labour group are a
gainst it.

Blair: [ Pause] Well, I guess you’ ve got to be cautious
about new projects and initiatives.

Interviewer:  But as you know the people are in favour of it.

Blair, Yes, and there are many reasons why one should be
cautiously optimistic about these things.

Interviewer:  And of course, it’s not a bad thing for the badgers
either—is it, Mr Blair?

Better to focus on what you know and care about.

Speak on topics your audience care about

Consumer choice today is greater than ever. Many people now
subscribe to‘ Daily Me’ internet sites which compile news items from
different sources on those topics that the user has specified. Many

more turn only to certain sections of their printed newspaper. Similar-



Part One Building a Successful Speech 3

ly, the output of broadcast news is changing rapidly, with more con-
sumer items and show business news edging out political coverage-
which is unsurprising, given that most people are more affected by the
price of their shopping than they are by the appointment of a new Min-
ister for Agriculture. News broadcasters who fail to reflect this lose out
to other providers. Such diversification is to be welcomed, as it leaves
people free to select the form and style of their news. A consequence
of this, however, is that there are fewer and fewer topics that are uni-
versally understandable—sex, health, birth and death are about the
only topics that are of interest to everyone. Speech, like television and
the press, is not immune from these changes in consumer choice.
People are ready to switch off if your speech is unappealing to them. It
is best to consider, therefore, what kind of audience you are address-
ing and what interests that audience. Public speaking expert Dale Car-
negie once described the secret to choosing a topic that will captivate
your audience;

The entirely new is not interesting; the entirely old has no attrac-
tiveness for us. We want to be told something new about the old.

In other words, find the audience’ s favorite topic, and then find
something new to say about it. One of the worst speeches heard at the
Oxford Union in recent times was delivered by a popular film star,
who arrived in Oxford armed with a speech that he regularly delivered
at black-tie dinners. His speech failed because it never crossed his
mind to rework it to make it appeal to a younger audience with differ-
ent interests, different aims and different goals. The lesson? The best-
received speeches are like the best-received presents—they are tailor-
ed to fit the interests and hobbies of the recipients.
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Let us clarify this by looking at a few scenarios. Suppose two dif-
ferent people have been asked to speak about their job. Even with
such a restricted topic, let’ s try to find approaches that may touch
common ground with the interests of the audience.

A stockbroker

To an audience of aspiring business students; ‘ How to get rich
quick’.

To a women’ s group: ‘ Women in the City; overcoming the barri-
ers. ’ '

To senior management: ‘ Our team’ s performance in the past
month, ’

A builder:

To an audience of young children: ‘ How to make your own
toys?’

To an audience of homeowners: ‘ Disasters in do-it-yourself main-

tenance. ’ To a builders ’ association: * The most awkward people I

have had on my site. ’

A famous example of a topic/ tailored to the audience was US
President Ronald Reagan’ s Evil Empire’ speech. In 1983, the Cold
War and the arms race were at their height and Reagan had been invi-
ted to address a Christian convention. He skillfully used this opportu-
nity to present the Cold War as a war of morality—something far more
appealing to the religious audience than a discussion of geo-politics

As good Marxist-Leninists, the Soviet leaders have openly and
publicly declared that the only morality they recognise is that which
will further their cause—which is world revolution. . . Lenin said that

they ‘ repudiate all morality that proceeds from supernatural ideas’—



