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SPEECHWRITING

Learning to Write for Others
The CC manual is a great place to start.
BY IAN GRIFFIN, ACS 

The lessons you gain by speaking in your club is a great first 
step in learning to write for others. In fact, the speech assign-

ments in the Competent Communication (CC) manual cover many 
of the same things a professional speechwriter needs to know to 
succeed, from Researching Your Topic, Getting To The Point and 
Organizing Your Speech to deciding How To Say It, Persuading 
With Power and Inspiring Your Audience. 

Writing for others doesn’t just mean writing for politicians or 
corporate executives. Many professional speechwriters started 
their careers by volunteering to create a presentation for a super-
visor at work or for the leader of a neighborhood association, or 
by crafting a wedding speech for a future brother- or sister-in-law.  

What are the differences between writing speeches for yourself 
and writing them for others? To start, professional speechwriters 
have to write in the voice of the presenter, synthesize information 
from a variety of sources and adhere to strict deadlines.

Toastmasters is a perfect “sandbox” and safe place to develop 
such skills. I have more than 20 years of speechwriting experience 

in the high-tech industry, and Toastmasters has helped me hone 
my professional skills. 

Let’s look at the CC manual and how its speech assignments 
tie in to speechwriting success. 

Research Your Topic: Jack of All Trades, Master of None
Speeches are more effective if their main points are supported 
by statistics, testimony, stories, anecdotes, examples, visual 
aids and facts. Speechwriters spend a lot of time researching a 
range of topics. They can’t possibly be an expert on everything 
they are called to write about, so effective research techniques 
are a key part of the job description. Professionals must learn 
how to skillfully sift through the material that an organization’s 
subject-matter experts supply so they can find speechworthy 
nuggets. They must know how to turn facts and statistics into 
compelling content.

There was a time when writers would head to the library when 
researching a speech. Today we often head for search engines like 
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Google and Wikipedia. But limiting searches in this way ignores the 
value of personal anecdotes and fi rst-hand information. Speech-
writers need a way to contact subject-matter experts, potential 
audience members and key infl uencers to understand which topics 
will resonate. Social media is a great way to hold virtual conversa-
tions with people who can bring a unique point of view to a speech.  

Look at LinkedIn, for instance. Anyone can visit multiple groups 
for any subject and review current discussions, fi nd infl uencers, 
participate in professional conversations and use the up-to-date 
information in a speech. I’ve connected with experts in many fi elds 

who’ve helped me understand the nuances of their professions so 
the speaker I was writing for was well informed. In fact, contacts 
I’ve made on LinkedIn while pursuing content for speeches have 
led to productive long-term professional relationships.

Now, imagine being able to take the temperature of an audience 
before an event to discover which issues are “hot.” Searching the 
millions of daily messages posted to Twitter allows a speechwriter to 
tap into any discussion between potential audience members and the 
writer’s clients. It’s just #therightthingtodo! It gives them an impor-
tant advantage in being able to write speeches that directly address 
audience issues, not just policy abstractions. I’ve used social media 
to track audience sentiment in both Europe and the United States 
among MBA students, fi nancial professionals and high-tech users. 

Twitter’s advanced search function allows anyone to keep track 
of what’s being said without having to read every single tweet, 
even without a Twitter account. I’m amazed by how it gives me 
the almost uncanny ability to selectively listen in on important 
and relevant issues to see if the message I’m crafting resonates 
with trending topics that are being tweeted and re-tweeted. 

Once briefed by me, I’ve heard speakers say, “I see local resi-
dents have tweeted their displeasure with the new regulations …” 
and, to address the members of an association, “I see that your 
clients are mostly concerned about …”

Get to the Point: Where Do You Want to Take 
the Audience?
In Toastmasters you learn how to deliver a speech with a general 
and a specific purpose. You can think of the point of your speech 
in the same way you think of the point of a summer road trip you 
might take: Know your origin and destination. In other words, 
take the audience on a journey and know where they are in terms 
of attitudes and beliefs when they enter the auditorium and where 
you want them to land when the speech ends. 

I’m often surprised by how few speakers consider the reason 
they are stepping in front of an audience. Ask yourself before you 
write your next speech: “What’s the destination?” Th en organize 
the speech so that the audience arrives there.

Organize Your Speech: The Rule of Three
A well-organized speech is essential if the audience is to fol-
low along. Speechwriters use simple, time-tested techniques to 
quickly and efficiently structure a speech. 

Th e rule of three combines both brevity and rhythm while us-
ing the smallest amount of information to create a pattern. 
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It draws on the concept that things that come in threes are inherently 
funnier, more satisfying or more effective. There’s a reason for having 
three bears, three wise men and three blind mice—not two or four. 

You can start by grouping the content of your speech into 
three sections—for example, past, present and future, or land, sea 
and air. Take a blank sheet of paper and draw a simple triangle, 
and then pencil in three topics. Try it! Next, look for places in the 
speech where you can use phrases that exploit the power of three. 

For example, use the same word (“location, location, location”), 
three different words (“faith, hope and charity”) or three phrases 
(“Government of the people, by the people, for the people”). 

Consider making the last item longer than the others (“life, 
liberty and the pursuit of happiness”). This gives an implicit 
emphasis on the importance of that item, and allows you to finish 
with a flourish (or maybe three flourishes). 

How to Say It: Show, Don’t Tell
Professional speechwriters exploit the power of stories to hold the 
audience’s attention by appealing to their emotions. The compel-
ling part of any story is how people deal with conflict.

Start your speech with a conflict, and then intensify the human 
interest element by adding descriptions of time, place and emotions. 

Specificity is key. “I woke up and went to work” is not as effective as 
“One cold Wednesday morning in December I shivered as I stepped 
into the shower to get ready for my last day at the office.” 

People remember stories. Research has shown that, in longer 
presentations, audiences need to re-engage every 10 minutes with 
the help of a story. They learn through metaphors and stories that 
are deep and rich with meaning.

I’ve found that in the corporate world the speechwriter must 
think of creative ways to highlight a speech’s main message. They 
do this by telling stories about the company’s history via product 
demos, personal anecdotes and customer testimonials. 

Many of the speeches I wrote for Silicon Valley executives 
were enlivened by product demos and customer testimonials. I’d 
work with the engineering team to bring the product to life. At 
Sun Microsystems, we designed a stage set for the ‘thin client’ 
computer to show it being used in the living room as well as the 
office. Allowing the audience to see the system in use in the home 
was more inspiring that just showing it in the corporate setting.

If you want to try your hand at professional speechwrit-
ing, you have the advantage of already knowing what it’s like to 
stand in front of an audience. You know what it takes to deliver 
a speech at your club, be evaluated and strive to improve. These 
experiences will serve you well should you want to take the next 
step and write speeches for others.

Writing for others will, in turn, make you a better speaker.  T

IAN GRIFFIN, ACS, has more than 20 years of speechwriting 
experience in the high-tech industry and is the owner of  
Executive Communications. You can learn more about him at 
www.exec-comms.com/blog/. 
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