Speeches

I guess that most people are born able to write a good speech, just as they can learn
any language. Unfortunately, the ability is usually knocked out of us as we become self-
conscious, and over-dominated by the written word. The following tips are intended to
help those who wish to re-learn the ability to write an interesting speech, whether for a
Minister, a colleague or themselves.

To begin with, you must first be absolutely clear whether the speech needs to be
delivered in the first place. Speeches are very time-consuming, both in their preparation
and in the travel time to and from the venue. Remember that Ministerial speeches need
to tread a fine line between being dull and dangerous. Are you sure that the Minister will
have something interesting and/or original to say, and will not be unnecessarily
controversial? If so, is the audience the right one? Will there be an opportunity for
publicity?

Unfortunately, all too many invitations are from organisations that need to fill an after
dinner slot or something of the sort. The last thing they want is a thoughtful speech
about the weighty issue of the day — especially if the content might be critical of the
community to which the audience belongs. Let’s face it: half the audience will be tipsy —
or worse — and the majority will certainly want to be entertained. Leave these challenges
to professional after dinner speakers. And if the Minister wants to appear for political
reasons, or to raise his or her profile, then let the Special Adviser write the speech. He or
she will know more jokes than you do.

But of course a properly prepared speech, delivered at the right time to the right
audience, can be highly effective. As ever, planning and preparation are the key.

First, remember your three duties and decide which you are carrying out when
drafting the speech. Is the Minister going to talk fairly freely about possible policy
developments? Or are you helping to promote or defend Ministers’ policies in which case
a more barn-storming approach will be needed. Or maybe you are even in
implementation mode, which would require a quite different approach again. But do bear
in mind that many audiences object to simply hearing the party line. A more considered,
thoughtful and consultative speech will generally go down much better.

Second, you also need to identify those one or two key messages that you and/or the
speaker want to leave in the minds of the audience. What do you want them to do
differently after hearing the speech? What do you want them to remember some days
afterwards?

Third, you should also find out what the audience wants to get out of the speech. The
easiest way to do this is to ask the event organiser what will go down well, what
information needs to be put over and what will please the audience. Your one — or at the
most two — key messages can then be nicely wrapped so that the audience is first made
receptive to the key messages — especially if they are likely to be unwelcome or
surprising.

Take particular care correctly to define and describe the nature of the speech. A
‘keynote address’ should include the key points which will be the main topics for



discussion for the rest of the conference. An ‘opening address’ will set the scene or set
out the Government’s position as a prelude to more detailed speeches. In this case you
should take care that the Minister's comments will not duplicate any other opening
remarks by the Chair or host.

When you have decided what you want to say, then plan your structure. You can do
much worse than stick to the traditional:

P tell them what your main message will be, then,
P deliver the message, and then,

P tell them what the message was!

There may be other ways of structuring a speech, but no other way works every time, or
leaves such a clear impression.

Drafting: Actually, the worst thing you can do is either ‘draft’ or ‘write’ a speech. If a
speech reads well, especially to colleagues, it will sound stilted and boring. You should
simply pick up a dictaphone, put your speech structure on the table in front of you, and
start talking. If you get stuck, think about the audience and talk about them and the
issues that face them. Use plenty of anecdotes and illustrations, avoid long lists and let
detailed statistics give way to easily grasped facts (e.g. ‘last year we doubled our exports
to X' rather than ‘in 1998 our exports to X were 92 per cent up on 1997’). Above all, get
some emotion into it, and some power. The result will be much more interesting — and
more natural.

Then check the typed text for unclear or misleading phrases, remove platitudes and
generalities, and check that it consists only of sentences which are less than two lines
long. Finally, read the whole thing through out loud, to make sure that it trips off the
tongue fairly easily. Do not, as has happened, ask a Minister to describe how he has
‘instituted an epidemiological survey’.

You will of course need to show the draft to colleagues affected by its content. But
unless it contains a major statement of Government policy, try to avoid showing it to
senior colleagues. They will only start fretting about the colloquial language and the split
infinitives, and turn the whole thing into an essay which will read well, but sound awful.

On the day always check the technology. Is the speaker familiar with the microphone
and/or teleprompter, and does it work? Ditto the projector and/or video player. Does he
or she know how to control them?

It is also worth listening carefully to the speech, even if you know every word off by
heart. Try to tune into the Minister’s speech patterns, sense of timing etc. You will never
mimic them exactly, but it will help you when you next settle down to dictate a speech.

And afterwards check how the speech was received. If it went down badly, you can
blame the speaker. Either way, you will learn something for the future. But don't fret if
the speech really bombed. It happens to us all.



