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xii

P R E F A C E

Alot has happened since we published the first edition of Public Speaking 
and Civic Engagement in 2008. In some ways, the world has changed dra-
matically. We elected the first African-American president in U.S. history. 

We have endured the worst economic downturn since the Great Depression. New 
technologies and social networking sites have changed how we communicate, do 
business, and participate in civic life. There are now many different ways to be a 
“good citizen” because new patterns of communication and civic engagement have 
replaced “politics as usual.” Today, more and more young people are “getting in-
volved” in ways unimaginable just a few years ago, both in their own communities 
and as part of national or even international political or social movements.

Of course, some things never seem to change. Even as we bring an end to the 
long war in Afghanistan, we see ominous new threats on the horizon—in Syria, 
Iran, and elsewhere around the world. Signs of economic recovery have been evi-
dent in recent years, yet a growing European debt crisis threatens to throw our 
economy back into recession. Meanwhile, we continue to debate health care re-
form, educational policy, environmental protection, immigration, and countless 
other contentious issues. At times, our political debates seem so heated and polar-
ized that we cannot imagine them ending in agreement and compromise. Yet some-
how our democracy survives the most vigorous, even passionate debates. Indeed, 
robust debate is necessary to maintain the health of our deliberative democracy.

As citizens, we have a responsibility to participate in debate and deliberation 
over issues of public importance. And that requires that we learn how to communi-
cate with others—how to share our insights and ideas, how to listen carefully and 
critically, and how to deliberate with our fellow citizens. This book can help you 
become a better communicator and a better citizen. It will help you understand 
both the principles of public speaking and your rights and responsibilities as a 
citizen in a democracy.

WHAT’S NEW IN THE THIRD EDITION?
The third edition of Public Speaking and Civic Engagement retains the most popu-
lar features of the first two editions, but we have added several new features and 
updates, and we continue to strive for a more concise, accessible style throughout 
the book. Although the basic principles of effective speaking remain the same, we 
have revised and expanded our coverage of several important topics, including 
communication apprehension and critical listening. We have also updated exam-
ples, statistics, and other types of information throughout the book, and we have 
included still more material from actual student speeches. At the same time, we 
cut less useful or outdated material and eliminated some redundancies in earlier 
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editions. The result is a somewhat shorter book, yet one still packed with practical 
guidance and the latest information about the political, cultural, and technological 
developments that affect public speaking.

The most noticeable change may be that this new edition has one fewer chap-
ter. In response to reviewer suggestions, we have eliminated the overlap in the first 
two chapters by combining them into one. The ethics of speech remains a central 
concern of the book, however, and we have added a number of new features and 
examples. In addition, we have clarified and emphasized more the learning objec-
tives in each chapter. Users of earlier editions will notice other changes as well, 
including the following revisions:

Chapter 1:

j A more concise introduction to the role of public speaking in a democratic 
society, combining material previously in the first two chapters of the 
book

j A more upbeat discussion of the role of young people in American politics, 
taking note of a variety of different ways that young people “get involved” in 
their communities

j Updated examples from the presidency of Barack Obama, the 2012 
Republican primaries, and other recent events

j A continued emphasis on the ethics of public speaking, with more concise dis-
cussions of ghostwriting, plagiarism, and other ethical issues

Chapter 2:

j A completely revised chapter integrating the basic principles of speaking and 
listening

j Increased emphasis on how to listen critically
j A new Focus on Civic Engagement feature about building a climate for peace 

through better listening
j A new article by former congressman Lee Hamilton on how to listen to 

politicians

Chapter 3:

j A new, more in-depth discussion of communication apprehension and speak-
ing with confidence

j An expanded discussion of how communication apprehension can adversely 
impact academic and job performance, and an expanded treatment of factors 
that contribute to communication apprehension

j A new Highlighting Communication Apprehension feature describ-
ing college programs that help students manage their communication 
apprehension

j A new bulleted list of physiological reactions associated with speaking anxiety
j A new list of key questions speakers should ask about their audience and the 

occasion as they prepare to speak
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Chapter 4:

j An expanded discussion of economic status as a consideration in audience 
analysis

j A new Highlighting Religion and Politics feature focusing on Mitt Romney’s 
Mormon religion

j A new Highlighting Audience Demographics feature reflecting on what it 
means to be “rich” in America

j A new Focus on Civic Engagement feature about the role of group 
membership—specifically, union membership—in motivating people to get 
involved in politics

Chapter 5:

j An expanded discussion of the speaker’s ethical obligations in choosing a 
topic

Chapter 6:

j Updated coverage of online searches and how to search more efficiently
j A revised discussion of utilizing library resources, particularly subscription 

databases
j New coverage of how to use online networks and social media for informa-

tion gathering

Chapter 7:

j A new Highlighting Specific Examples feature, quoting a speech by Senator 
Richard Lugar on the need to ratify the “Law of the Seas” convention

j A new Focus on Civic Engagement feature, looking at the use of contrast in a 
story about the differences among candidates in the GOP presidential primaries

Chapter 8:

j Expanded examples illustrating how to promote clarity in organizing ideas
j A new example illustrating the categorical pattern of organization
j New examples of transitions and introductory devices, including previews, 

summaries, visualizing the future, and the use of quotations

Chapter 9:

j An expanded discussion of different types of outlines
j Clarification of the relationship between formal and keyword outlines
j Fresh information and statistics in all sample outlines

Chapter 10:

j A new feature, Highlighting Active and Interesting Language, showing how 
an advocate for the homeless made effective use of language to make his ar-
gument more emotionally compelling
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Chapter 11:

j A new feature, Highlighting Eye Contact, about cultural differences relating 
to eye contact and gaze

j A new table listing patterns of eye contact that should be avoided
j A new table listing nonverbal behaviors to avoid when speaking
j Fresh new examples illustrating key principles of delivery

Chapter 12:

j A new Highlighting feature on Prezi, an increasingly popular alternative to 
PowerPoint

j New material comparing different methods of delivery and new advice on 
how to handle the question-and-answer period following your speech

Chapter 13:

j A new outline illustrating the spatial pattern of organization
j An expanded discussion of devices for capturing and maintaining your audi-

ence’s attention
j A new annotated speech illustrating the principles of informative speaking, 

“Preparing Students for Community Involvement”

Chapter 14:

j New examples from the 2012 State of the Union address, the Republican 
presidential primaries, the shooting of Representative Gabrielle Giffords, and 
other recent news events

j An updated Focus on Civic Engagement feature on the efforts of former pres-
idents Bush and Clinton to promote civil discourse

Chapter 15:

j Clearer definitions and updated references to online sources on reasoning and 
fallacies

Chapter 16:

j New examples of vivid language and rhythmic phrasing in famous ceremonial 
speeches

Chapter 17:

j A new Focus on Civic Engagement feature on A Crucible Moment, a report 
from the U.S. Department of Education calling for a national effort to im-
prove “civic learning” in colleges and universities

j An expanded and updated discussion of study circles and town hall meetings
j A new feature, Highlighting Leadership, with practical tips for running more 

efficient and productive meetings
j A new list of the various “task” and “building and maintenance” roles that group 

members might enact as members of a committee or other deliberative group
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OUR APPROACH AND THEMES
Three convictions continue to guide our approach to Public Speaking and Civic 
Engagement:

j We believe that public speaking is not just a valuable personal skill but also an 
important part of engaged citizenship in a democracy. You will deliver many 
speeches in your life, but the most important will be those you deliver as a 
citizen.

j We approach public speaking as a collaborative partnership between the 
speaker and the audience. No speaker can succeed alone—the audience is cru-
cial to the planning, delivery, and outcome of the speech.

j We view public speaking as more than a set of performance skills. Truly 
successful speakers have ideas or information worth communicating. They 
think critically and reason soundly, and they are not just effective speakers, 
but also careful and critical listeners, engaged citizens, and ethical human 
beings.

The Speaker as Citizen

Preparing a classroom speech should be no different from planning a speech for 
a business conference or a town hall meeting. The classroom is a public space, 
and your fellow students are citizens. You should treat a speech to your class-
mates as seriously as you would a speech to any other group of co-workers or 
citizens.

In treating public speaking as a type of civic engagement, this book encourages 
you to develop an ethic of active participation. It urges you to read widely and 
reflectively, and it holds you responsible for becoming well informed about your 
topic. As you begin to seek out opportunities to speak in public, you will learn to 
listen critically yet also to respond in a spirit of mutual respect and cooperation. 
You will learn to speak persuasively, but you also will be encouraged to join with
your fellow citizens in a spirit of inquiry and common cause. As you work with 
others to find solutions to our common problems, you will come to understand 
what it means to deliberate “in good faith.”

The emphasis on civic engagement makes this book different from many 
public speaking books. Some books treat public speaking as a tool of per-
sonal success—a skill that you need to “beat the competition” or climb the 
ladder of success. We approach public speaking as something more than that. 
Emphasizing ethical and civic concerns, we view public speaking as an essen-
tial tool of democratic citizenship. Protected by the First Amendment to our 
Constitution, our right to free speech distinguishes us from citizens in totalitar-
ian states and empowers us to govern ourselves. In this book, speech is treated 
as a means for defining our purposes and identity as a nation, discussing the 
choices we face, and resolving the differences and disagreements among us. 
Even ceremonial speeches are treated as important expressions of our demo-
cratic culture and traditions. Your course in public speaking will contribute 
to your personal and professional success. But the best reason to study public 
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speaking is that it will help you become a better citizen. By becoming a better 
speaker, you will be better prepared to participate in civic life.

The Speaker-Audience Partnership

This book does not treat the audience as something to be changed or manipulated, 
but rather as an active partner in the communicative process. From the earliest 
stages of planning a speech to the question-and-answer period that may follow, 
your listeners will be important to your success. You need to consider your listen-
ers’ needs and interests in tandem with your own. You need to ask these questions: 
What are my listeners’ priorities and concerns? How can I persuasively advance 
my own ideas while still respecting their values and beliefs? Am I open to being 
influenced by my audience even as I try to persuade them? What can I do to pro-
mote a genuine spirit of democratic deliberation in which my audience and I have 
a shared interest in finding common ground?

When considering your audience, it is important to recognize that our society 
is now more diverse than ever before. Your audience may consist of people of all 
genders, races, and religions. It may even include people from other parts of the 
world. At the very least, your audience will have widely varying interests and val-
ues and hold differing political or religious opinions. Respecting this diversity is 
crucial to connecting with your audience. In this book, we recognize the challenges 
of communicating in an increasingly diverse society, yet we also stress the need for 
people to come together in a spirit of dialogue and collaboration. If we hope to 
find solutions to our common problems, we need to communicate effectively and 
work together to realize our shared goals.

Respecting the speaker-listener partnership is more than a practical necessity; 
it is an ethical obligation. Ethical speakers keep in touch with the audience’s needs, 
concerns, and welfare, even as they pursue their own purposes in speaking. In 
Public Speaking and Civic Engagement, we treat the speaker-listener partnership 
as both a practical necessity and an ethical responsibility.

The Citizen-Critic

By studying public speaking, you will become not only a better speaker but also a 
more careful and engaged listener—one who pays close attention when other peo-
ple speak and thinks carefully about what they are saying. In our mass-mediated 
society, we can point to any number of speakers who try to fool the public with a 
“slick” delivery or deceptive, even manipulative speeches. As a student of public 
speaking, you will learn to recognize and resist the techniques of these demagogues 
and propagandists. You will learn to be a more critical consumer in the “market-
place of ideas.”

Our democracy rests on the assumption that ordinary citizens are smart 
enough to govern themselves. Yet it is not always easy to distinguish between 
sound, well-reasoned arguments and speeches carefully designed to distract or 
mislead us. Part of your responsibility as a citizen is to learn how to distinguish 
between good and bad arguments, between speeches that contribute something 
valuable to public discussion and those that serve only the selfish interests of 
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the speaker. By studying public speaking, you will learn to listen carefully and 
think critically about the speeches you hear. You will learn how to evaluate 
the quality of a speaker’s evidence and reasoning. You will study ethical prin-
ciples that have been part of the study of speech for centuries, and you will be-
come familiar with famous speeches in history that both promoted and violated 
those principles. In short, you will become a “citizen-critic”—a careful and 
informed listener who holds all who speak in public to high intellectual and 
ethical standards.

SPECIAL FEATURES
Public Speaking and Civic Engagement offers a number of distinguishing features 
designed to make the book an engaging teaching and learning tool.

A Unique Approach

A strong introductory chapter establishes the unique framework of the book by 
highlighting the connections between public speaking and democratic citizen-
ship. From the start, you will be encouraged to think of public speaking not just 
as a tool of personal success, but also as a way to serve others in a democratic 
society. The introductory chapter also sets a strong ethical tone for the book, in-
troducing the theme that public speaking entails certain responsibilities beyond 
your personal interests: the responsibility to become well informed on your 
topic, for example, and to respect those who sincerely disagree with your views. 
The book includes chapters on all the topics typically addressed in a public 
speaking textbook, including communication apprehension, audience analysis, 
organization, and style. Yet throughout the book, the focus on civic engagement 
is sustained by an emphasis on the ethics as well as the techniques of public 
speaking and by historical and contemporary examples of both responsible and 
irresponsible speakers.

Among the unique chapters of the book are those discussing the various types
of public speaking. Distinguishing persuasive from informative speaking in terms 
of the situations that “invite” persuasion, the book defines public controversy and 
discusses a speaker’s burden of proof in various situations. It also discusses differ-
ent ways to prove your claims and to make reasonable arguments based on sound 
evidence and reasoning. At the same time, it sustains a strong emphasis on the 
ethics of persuasion, distinguishing between responsible persuasion and the ma-
nipulative and deceptive techniques of the propagandist or demagogue. The book 
also offers the first serious treatment of ceremonial speaking as a mode of civic 
engagement and community building, and its chapter on communicating in groups 
focuses on town hall meetings and other deliberative forums. In these chapters 
and throughout the book, the emphasis is not only on how to prepare an effective 
speech but also on the importance of being a committed and responsible speaker. 
That is what makes this book unique: it combines sound instruction in the tech-
niques of public speaking with a sustained emphasis on the ethics of speech and 
the importance of public speaking and civic engagement in our democratic society.
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Focus on Civic Engagement

Most chapters include boxed special features 
showcasing real-world examples of politicians, ce-
lebrities, students, and ordinary citizens who have 
made a difference by speaking out or otherwise 
getting involved in the civic life of their community 
or their nation. These stories about real people—
young and old, famous and not so famous—are 
designed both to illustrate course concepts and to 
inspire students to get involved themselves.

FOCUS ON CIVIC ENGAGEMENT | “Granny D” Gets Involved

In 1995, a newly proposed law regulating campaign 
financing, the McCain-Feingold bill, failed to win 
congressional approval. In New Hampshire, 85-year-
old Doris Haddock decided to do something about it. 
Incensed that some congressional leaders had stated 
that the American public didn’t care about the issue, 
Haddock—or “Granny D,” as she became known—
decided on a dramatic gesture to attract attention to 
the issue and gain support for reform.

After getting into shape by taking long walks 
around her hometown of Dublin, New Hampshire, 
Granny D set out to walk across the country to rally 
support for campaign finance reform. On January 1, 
1999, she began her walk in Pasadena, California. By 
the time she arrived in Washington, DC, on February 
29, 2000, she was 90 years old and had walked 
3,200 miles. In Arizona, she was hospitalized for 
dehydration and pneumonia. Near the end of her 
journey, she faced heavy snows and had to cross-
country ski for 100 miles between Cumberland, 
Maryland, and Washington.

All along the way, Granny D gave speeches and urged 
public support for campaign finance reform. When she 
reached the nation’s capital, she was met by more than 
2,000 people, including representatives of various reform 
groups and several members of Congress. Many of these 
supporters walked the final miles with her.

Granny D is widely credited with helping to push 
the final bill into law. Al Gore, in adopting a finance 
reform plank in his campaign platform during the 

Doris Haddock, better known as “Granny D,” 
talks about campaign finance at the State House 
in Concord, New Hampshire, on April 20, 2000. 
Haddock, of Dublin, New Hampshire, walked from 
California to Washington, DC, to promote campaign 
finance reform.

President Barack Obama

Sunday, May 17, 2009, Notre Dame, Indiana

NOTRE DAME COMMENCEMENT SPEECH

When President Obama was invited to speak at the University of Notre Dame, critics of his stand on abortion,
among them some students, a number of Catholic bishops, and outside anti-abortion groups, staged protests
on the campus and spoke out on the national news.Their contention was that a Catholic university should not 
honor a leader who held views contrary to official Catholic doctrine.The university and a large majority of
students, however, approved of the president’s visit.This controversy formed the backdrop against which the 
speech was given.

Thank you, Father Jenkins, for that generous introduction. You are doing an outstanding job as 
president of this fine institution, and your continued and courageous commitment to honest,
thoughtful dialogue is an inspiration to us all.

Good afternoon, Father Hesburgh, Notre Dame trustees, faculty, family, friends, and the 
class of 2009. I am honored to be here today, and grateful to all of you for allowing me to be 
part of your graduation.

Annotated Speeches

Nearly half of the book’s chapters conclude with 
an annotated speech that offers critical com-
mentary and analysis. Each speech deals with a 
substantive issue and provides a real-world illus-
tration of civic engagement. The speakers include 
political figures, celebrities, students, and ordi-
nary citizens, and the speeches cover a range of 
issues such as global climate change, health care 
reform, and the role of young people in politics.

HIGHLIGHTING LISTENING AND LEADERSHIP

Listening has been linked to effective leadership in
the business and professional world as well as in the 
public arena.

Leadership experts, such as Ronald Heifetz of
Harvard University, point out that the foundation
of good listening is “curiosity and empathy.”
Excellent listeners are able to look beyond the
speaker’s verbal and nonverbal messages and 
uncover the underlying argument beneath the 
disagreement or conflict.
Former Chrysler CEO, Lee Iacocca (credited with 
saving Chrysler from bankruptcy in the 1980s),
emphasizes the strong link between motivating
employees to give their best efforts and listening
to their ideas, questions, and concerns. Even if
the “system” labels someone as “average or
mediocre,” they may truly excel simply because
someone has “listened to [their] problems and 
helped [them] solve them.”

well as local government officials as they talked
with her about “their concerns and aspirations for
the families and communities.”
Col. Eric Kail, the course director of military
leadership at the U.S. Military Academy at West
Point, argues that a good leader is empathetic—he
or she connects with others by listening carefully
to what they have to say and resists the temptation
simply to wait for them to pause to speak.
In 2009, President Obama traveled to London
for the first time during his presidency. He
expressed a balanced commitment to advancing
ideas and listening thoughtfully and responsively.
He had come, he said, “to listen and not to
lecture.”

Sources: From Andrew D.Wolvin,“Listening Leadership,
International Journal of Listening 19. Copyright © 2005 by
International Journal of Listening; from Eric Kail, “Leadership
Character:The Role of Empathy,” http://www.washingtonpost
.com/blogs/guest-insights/post/leadership-character-the-role-

Highlighting Key Concepts

Extended examples of key concepts such as ethos, 
visual literacy, critical listening, fallacies, and 
cultural diversity are illustrated through special 
“highlighting” features throughout the book.

http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/guest-insights/post/leadership-character-the-role-Highlighting
http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/guest-insights/post/leadership-character-the-role-Highlighting
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Pedagogical Features in Each
Chapter

Within the text, we provide a variety of 
pedagogical features that clarify and rein-
force the material or summarize key points. 
Specifically, each chapter contains:

j   An Overview and numbered Learning Objectives to emphasize key topics 
addressed in the chapter

j Previews to give readers a map of the material in each section of the 
chapter

j Real-world examples to illustrate, highlight, and clarify principles 
discussed

j A Summary to reiterate the chapter’s core concepts
j Questions for Review and Reflection to help students review the ideas pre-

sented in each chapter and to assist them in test preparation

At the end of the book, a Glossary defines key terms and technical language 
appearing throughout the book. Another useful pedagogical tool, Questions for 
Application and Analysis, can be found in the Instructor’s Resource Manual.

Instructor and Student Resources

Key instructor resources include the following:

j Instructor’s Manual and Test Bank (available at www.pearsonhighered.com/irc; 
instructor login required) ISBN: 0205931448

j PowerPoint Presentation Package (available at www.pearsonhighered.com/irc; 
instructor login required) ISBN: 0205931456

j Teacher Training Video
j MyTest online test generating software (available at www.pearsonmytest.com; 

instructor login required) ISBN: 0205931464
j Pearson Public Speaking Video Library

 For a complete listing of the instructor and student resources available 
with this text, please visit our online catalog at www.pearsonhighered.com/
communication.

Service-Learning Resources

For those interested in approaching the course from a service-learning perspec-
tive, the Instructor’s Manual includes a sample syllabus for a service-learning ap-
proach to public speaking. The manual also suggests activities and assignments for 
a service-learning approach to the course and provides a list of organizations, Web 
sites, and other resources on service learning.

OVERVIEW AND LEARNING OBJECTIVES

Public Speaking and Civic Engagement
Discuss what it means to be a “good
citizen.”

The Rhetorical Tradition and the Ethics of 
Speech

1.2
Explain how the rhetorical tradition
relates to civic engagement.

1.1

Deliberation and Demagoguery in the 
Twenty-first Century

1.3
Distinguish between ethical persuasion
and demagoguery.

The Responsible Citizen-Speaker

1.4
Discuss the legal and ethical obligations of
the responsible citizen-speaker.

www.pearsonhighered.com/irc
www.pearsonhighered.com/irc
www.pearsonmytest.com
www.pearsonhighered.com/communication
www.pearsonhighered.com/communication
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Our MyLab products have been designed 
and refined with a single purpose in mind—
to help educators create that moment of un-
derstanding with their students. 

MyCommunicationLab is an online 
homework, tutorial, and assessment program 
that truly engages students in learning. It helps 
students better prepare for class, quizzes, and 
exams—resulting in better performance in the 
course—and provides educators a dynamic 
set of tools for gauging individual and class 
progress. And, MyCommunicationLab comes 
from Pearson, your partner in providing the 
best digital learning experiences.

MyCommunicationLab Highlights:

j MediaShare: This comprehensive file upload tool allows students to post speeches, out-
lines, visual aids, video assignments, role plays, group projects, and more in a variety of file 
formats. Uploaded files are available for viewing, commenting, and grading by instructors 
and class members in face-to-face and online course settings. Integrated video capture func-
tionality allows students to record video directly from a webcam and allows instructors to 
record videos via webcam, in class or in a lab, and attach them directly to a specific student 
and/or assignment. The MediaShare app is available via iTunes at no additional charge for 
those who have purchased MediaShare or MyCommunicationLab access. 

j The Pearson eText: Identical in content and design to the printed text, the Pearson eText 
lets students access their textbook anytime, anywhere, and any way they want—including 
downloading to an iPad. Students can take notes and highlight, just like a traditional text. 

j Videos and Video Quizzes: Videos provide students with the opportunity to watch and evalu-
ate chapter-related multimedia. Many videos include automatically graded quiz questions.

j Personality Profile: PersonalityProfile is Pearson’s online library for self-assessment and 
analysis. Online resources provide students with opportunities to evaluate their own and 
others’ communication styles. Instructors can use these tools to show learning and growth 
over the duration of the course. 

j Study Tools: A personalized study plan, chapter assessment, key term flashcards, an 
audio version of the text, and more provide a robust range of study tools to focus 
students on what they need to know, helping them succeed in the course and beyond. 

j Class Preparation Tool: Finding, organizing, and presenting your instructor resources 
is fast and easy with Pearson’s class preparation tool. This fully searchable database 
contains hundreds of resources such as lecture launchers, discussion topics, activities, as-
signments, and video clips. Instructors can search or browse by topic and sort the results 
by type. Personalized folders can be created to organize and store content or download 
resources, as well as upload your own content.

www.mycommunicationlab.com

www.mycommunicationlab.com
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CHAPTER

Democratic Citizenship 
and the Ethics of Public 

Speaking

1

OVERVIEW AND LEARNING OBJECTIVES

Public Speaking and Civic Engagement
Discuss what it means to be a “good 
citizen.”

The Rhetorical Tradition and the Ethics of 
Speech

1.2
Explain how the rhetorical tradition 
relates to civic engagement.

1.1

Deliberation and Demagoguery in the 
Twenty-first Century

1.3
Distinguish between ethical persuasion 
and demagoguery.

The Responsible Citizen-Speaker

1.4
Discuss the legal and ethical obligations of 
the responsible citizen-speaker.

Listen to the Audio Chapter at MyCommunicationLab
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What does it mean to be a “good citizen”? For some, it means voting in elec-
tions, donating money to political candidates, or making “statements” 
about their political views by displaying bumper stickers or yard signs. For 

others, citizenship means getting involved in their local community, perhaps raising 
money for a worthy cause or joining with neighbors to clean up a local park. Whatever 
citizenship means to you, it involves sharing ideas with others and talking about im-
portant issues and controversies. In other words, being a citizen means communicating
with others. Throughout history, the ability to communicate effectively has been not 
only the mark of great leaders but also an important skill for ordinary citizens.

This book is dedicated to helping you become a better speaker—and a better 
citizen. It offers practical advice about preparing and delivering speeches in a va-
riety of public settings. Beyond that, it discusses the responsibilities of citizenship, 
including your ethical obligations to your fellow citizens and to your community. 
In the process, we will introduce you to a number of people—both famous and not 
so famous—who have made a difference by “speaking out.” We will also teach you 
how to recognize and resist the techniques of demagogues and propagandists—
those who use the power of speech to manipulate and deceive others. When you 
complete your course in public speaking, you will have the confidence and skills 
necessary to participate fully in civic life. More than that, you will have a better 
understanding of what it means to be a “good citizen.”

PUBLIC SPEAKING AND CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

Preview. As you read this, you may be a full-time student, a business major, or 
a student who hasn’t yet decided on a major. You are many other things as well. 
You are a daughter or a son; you may be a single parent, a United Methodist, a 
part-time employee, a movie buff, a sports fan, or a camp counselor. We all play 
many different roles in life, but we all have one thing in common: we are citizens in 
a democracy. Our country’s future depends on how well we perform that role. As 
citizens, we have a responsibility to get involved in the civic life of our communi-
ties, and we need public speaking skills to do that effectively.

In Foxborough, Massachusetts, a local resident named Phillip Henderson orga-
nized a group of neighbors to fight plans by a fast-food chain to build a new fran-
chise on an environmentally sensitive site. Henderson’s group, the Quality of Life 
Committee, fought for seven years to stop the development, and the disputed land 
is now part of a 19-acre protected wetland and wildlife preserve.1 In Washington 
State, Pete Knutson, the owner of a small family fishing operation, organized an 
unlikely alliance of working-class fishermen, middle-class environmentalists, and 
Native Americans to protect salmon fisheries in the Pacific Northwest. Standing up 
against powerful special interests, Knutson’s alliance pushed for cleaner streams, 
enforcement of the Endangered Species Act, and an increased flow of water over 
regional dams to help boost salmon runs.2

“Getting involved” is not something just older Americans do. All across 
America, college and even high school students have been making a difference by 
participating in politics or other sorts of civic or service activities. In one survey, two-
thirds of the respondents between ages 18 and 30 said that they had volunteered 
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their time, joined a civic or service organization, or advocated some public cause in 
the past three years.3 In 2002, the Center for Information and Research on Civic 
Learning and Engagement (CIRCLE) found that more than 40 percent of young 
people surveyed had participated in a charitable event, and more than half had 
boycotted some product “because of the conditions under which it was made.”4

In its 2006 survey, CIRCLE again found young people “involved in many forms of 
political and civic activity,” including voting, grassroots organizing, or volunteer 
work. More than 70 percent of the young people surveyed said they “followed 
what’s going on” in government and public affairs, and more than a third said they 
had volunteered or participated in “political discussions.”5

The Challenges of Democratic Citizenship

Unfortunately, not all Americans feel the need to “get involved.” Over the past half 
century, barely half of all eligible Americans have bothered to vote in presidential 
elections,6 and the United States continues to trail most of the world’s democracies 
in voter turnout.7 Young people historically have been especially apathetic about vot-
ing. After the 26th Amendment lowered the voting age from 21 to 18 in 1971, turn-
out among Americans aged 18–24 steadily declined over the next two decades, from 
52 percent in 1972 to only 36 percent in 2000.8 Other indicators of civic engagement
have also declined over the past half century because fewer people have been paying 
attention to the news, attending public meetings, working for political causes, signing 
petitions, writing to their elected representatives or local newspapers, or speaking at 
political meetings and rallies.9 By the mid-1990s, 32 million fewer Americans were 
involved in these sorts of activities than was the case just two decades earlier.10

Yet there are hopeful signs of civic renewal in America. As scholar Robert 
Putnam has observed, the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, at least 
“interrupted” the downward trend in “political consciousness and engagement,” 
increasing the public’s interest in political affairs to levels “not seen in at least three 
decades.”11 This spike in 
political awareness was evi-
dent in the 2004 elections, 
when Americans voted at the 
highest rate since 1968.12 In 
2008, voters again turned 
out in record numbers, with 
131 million Americans going 
to the polls to elect the first 
African-American president 
in U.S. history. That repre-
sented 61.6 percent of the 
nation’s eligible voters, ac-
cording to George Mason 
University political scientist 
Michael McDonald—a level 
of civic engagement not seen 
since the 1960s.13 Still more 

A crowd of young 
people participate 
in a get-out-the-
vote rally.  The 
rally reflected the 
increased partici-
pation of young 
voters in the 
2004 and 2008 
elections. 
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evidence of a revival in civic engagement is evident in recent surveys of incoming 
college freshmen that reveal the highest level of political interest since the 1960s.14

Today’s young people not only vote more than young people 20 or 30 years ago,15

but according to some political scientists, they also have embraced new norms of 
“engaged citizenship” that are more inclusive and more deeply rooted in demo-
cratic ideals than the duty-oriented norms of their parents or grandparents.16

Young people are making a difference all across America by working for politi-
cal causes or by “getting involved in civic activities or volunteer work in their local 
communities. Some college students even give up their spring breaks to help oth-
ers. According to Break Away, a nonprofit group that organizes “alternative” spring 
breaks, nearly 65,000 students from across the country spent their spring vacations in 
2009 building homes, tutoring migrant farmworkers or inner-city kids, working with 
homeless people, or participating in other sorts of volunteer or community service.17

Some of the credit for these positive trends must go to the many schools, chari-
table foundations, and civic groups that have launched new initiatives to promote 
engaged citizenship, particularly among young people. For example, the Saguaro 
Seminar, which is an ongoing initiative of the John F. Kennedy School of Government 
at Harvard University, is working to develop “far-reaching, actionable ideas to sig-
nificantly increase Americans’ connectedness to one another and to community 
institutions.”18 At the University of Texas, the Annette Strauss Institute for Civic 
Participation has a similar mission: “(1) to conduct cutting-edge research on how 
civic participation, community understanding, and communication are undermined 
or sustained and (2) to develop new programs for increasing democratic understand-
ing among citizens.”19 Another initiative, Project Pericles, provides funding to col-
leges across the nation to improve their community-service efforts and to “make 
civic engagement a part of the curriculum in every department.”20 And at the more 
than 1,100 colleges and universities affiliated with Campus Compact, millions of 
students have been involved over the past 20 years in a variety of civic and commu-
nity-service projects.21

By volunteering to help others, you can have an immediate, tangible impact. 
Perhaps that explains why so many young people prefer community service over 
more “traditional” political activities, such as supporting political candidates or 
signing petitions. According to CIRCLE, many of today’s college students are 
“turned off” by the “spin” and “polarized debate” of electoral politics, and they 
seek more “open and authentic” ways to participate in civic affairs. In compari-
son to Generation X, today’s so-called Millennials are more politically active and 
aware. Yet many are tired of the “competitive and confrontational atmosphere” of 
electoral politics and are finding new ways to “get involved.”22 Still, if you really 
hope to make a difference, you can’t ignore traditional politics. Many of the prob-
lems we face today—including the problems that most concern young people, like 
the high cost of a college education—are, in the final analysis, political problems.

The Engaged Citizen

So we come back to our original question: what does it mean to be a “good 
citizen”? And what can you do to help make the world better? We’ve already sug-
gested part of the answer: get involved, whether that means voting in the next 
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presidential election, speaking out at a local town hall forum, or volunteering to 
help others in your community. In recent years, more and more young people are 
voting, and there are indications that at least some young people are turning to the 
Internet more frequently for political news and information.23 But there is more to 
being a “good citizen” than just voting or being well informed. If you really hope 
to “make a difference,” you need to communicate with others, and you need to 
understand what it means to communicate responsibly.

“Getting involved” in politics does not mean that you must be loud or combat-
ive, like some of the political activists and commentators we see on TV. As politi-
cal scientist Morris P. Fiorina has suggested, those people seem “completely certain 
of their views; they are right and their opponents are wrong.” They view all who 
disagree not just as misguided or misinformed, but as “corrupt, stupid, evil, or all 
three.”24 Most of us are not so sure of ourselves, and we take more moderate, 
middle-of-the-road positions on complex issues. For most of us, politics is not about 
scoring points or defeating some enemy; it is about finding solutions to difficult 
problems. It is about working together to advance the “common good.” This is 
not to say that we should ignore or silence those who feel passionately about some 
issues—those whom sociologist Eric Hoffer once called “true believers.”25 But while 
“true believers” have played an important role in American history, giving voice to 
the powerless and calling attention to injustices that were being ignored, our system 
of government ultimately depends on accommodating a diversity of voices and find-
ing compromises on tough political issues. As Fiorina concludes, the “less intense 
and less extreme” voices in politics should be given at least as much weight as those 
of the passionate activists. Not only would that “lower the decibel level of American 
politics,” but it also would focus attention on more “mainstream concerns.”26

Of course, some people might engage politics or other civic activities just to 
advance their own selfish interests. It looks good on a résumé or a college or job 
application to be “involved” in one’s community. But civic engagement is about 
more than career advancement. It is also a commitment to some cause greater than 
yourself. Wherever you get involved—in your school, at your place of work, in 
your town, or in a broader national or even international arena—you contribute to 
the common good. Everyone is better off when you get involved. Somebody has to 
take the lead in making our world better. Why not you?

Even busy college students can make a big difference. At Penn State University, 
for example, the largest student-run charitable organization in the world raises 
money to fight childhood cancer with an annual dance marathon. “THON,” as it is 
popularly called, involves thousands of students in a variety of activities, from plan-
ning the event to the care and feeding of the dancers themselves. THON even has 
a communications committee for “Penn State students with a passion for spreading 
the word.” To date, this group of involved students has raised more than $78 million 
to combat pediatric cancer. In 2012 alone, THON raised more than $10.6 million.27

The good citizen not only helps others but also strives to be well informed and 
thoughtful. In a democracy, you have a right to your opinion. At the same time, you 
have an ethical obligation to speak honestly, to know what you’re talking about, 
and to remain open to changing your own mind. Good citizens keep up with cur-
rent events, and they recognize the difference between an informed opinion and 
one grounded in ignorance or prejudice. They take advantage of opportunities to 
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learn more about the issues, 
and they carefully weigh 
all the arguments before 
forming their own opin-
ions. They may feel strongly 
about their views, but they 
respect the opinions of oth-
ers. Good  citizens—people 
of good will—can and will 
disagree, sometimes pas-
sionately. But they remain 
committed to free and open 
debate and to resolving their 
differences through demo-
cratic processes.

Perhaps by speaking out 
you will someday influence 

the decision of your local school board or city council. Or by discussing political 
issues with your neighbors, maybe you will help change public opinion or influ-
ence the outcome of an election. You do not have to be a famous politician or a 
celebrity to make a difference. In the mid-1990s, Doris Haddock, an 85-year-old 
great-grandmother from New Hampshire, took it upon herself to improve the po-
litical process by campaigning for campaign finance reform. Testing both her public 
speaking skills and her physical endurance, “Granny D” (as her supporters and ad-
mirers called her) literally walked across America, speaking to thousands of her fel-
low citizens—a feat recalled in the following Focus on Civic Engagement. Whatever 
the results of your own ways of participating, it is important—both to you and our 
democracy—that you get involved. Before you do, however, you should first de-
velop the knowledge and skills you need to “speak out” effectively and responsibly. 
The principles of effective and ethical speaking date back to ancient times, and they 
have been handed down to us in what scholars call the rhetorical tradition.

THE RHETORICAL TRADITION

AND THE ETHICS OF SPEECH

Preview. Rhetoric is an ancient discipline concerned with the techniques and eth-
ics of speech. The three traditions of scholarship and teaching in rhetoric focus on 
the knowledge and skills necessary for democratic citizenship:

j The tradition of rhetorical theory that dates back to ancient Greece and 
Rome

j The tradition of rhetorical criticism, which emphasizes the critical analysis of 
public discourse in all its various forms

j The tradition of historical studies in public address, which focuses on the 
lessons we may learn from the speakers, speeches, social movements, and 
persuasive campaigns of the past

Participants in 
the 2012 Penn 
State Dance 
Marathon hold 
up signs bearing 
the grand total of 
money raised for 
fighting childhood 
cancer at that 
year’s “THON”: 
$10,686,924.83.

Explain 
how the 

rhetorical 
tradition relates 
to civic 
engagement.

1.2
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FOCUS ON CIVIC ENGAGEMENT | “Granny D” Gets Involved

In 1995, a newly proposed law regulating campaign 
financing, the McCain-Feingold bill, failed to win 
congressional approval. In New Hampshire, 85-year-
old Doris Haddock decided to do something about it. 
Incensed that some congressional leaders had stated 
that the American public didn’t care about the issue, 
Haddock—or “Granny D,” as she became known—
decided on a dramatic gesture to attract attention to 
the issue and gain support for reform.

After getting into shape by taking long walks 
around her hometown of Dublin, New Hampshire, 
Granny D set out to walk across the country to rally 
support for campaign finance reform. On January 1, 
1999, she began her walk in Pasadena, California. By 
the time she arrived in Washington, DC, on February 
29, 2000, she was 90 years old and had walked 
3,200 miles. In Arizona, she was hospitalized for 
dehydration and pneumonia. Near the end of her 
journey, she faced heavy snows and had to cross-
country ski for 100 miles between Cumberland, 
Maryland, and Washington.

All along the way, Granny D gave speeches and urged 
public support for campaign finance reform. When she 
reached the nation’s capital, she was met by more than 
2,000 people, including representatives of various reform 
groups and several members of Congress. Many of these 
supporters walked the final miles with her.

Granny D is widely credited with helping to push 
the final bill into law. Al Gore, in adopting a finance 
reform plank in his campaign platform during the 
2000 presidential election, credited Senator John 
McCain, former senator Bill Bradley, and Granny D.

Granny D passed away on March 9, 2010 at the 
age of 100. In her final years, she remained politically 
active. In 2003, she launched a drive to register more 
working women to vote, and in 2004, she ran for the 

U.S. Senate herself. She may not have defeated New 
Hampshire’s incumbent senator, but she did win a 
respectable 34 percent of the vote.

Source: “In Memory of Granny D Political Activist and Senior 
Citizen,” www.grannyd.com/ (accessed January 16, 2012).

Doris Haddock, better known as “Granny D,”  walked 
from California to Washington, DC, to promote 
campaign finance reform.  She went on to become a 
popular speaker around the country, and in 2004 she 
even ran for the U.S. Senate.

Each of these traditions helps to define the ethics of speech in a democratic society, 
and those ethical rules must be kept in mind at every stage of the speech-making 
process.

The scholarly traditions of rhetorical theory and criticism have something im-
portant to teach us. In recognizing rhetoric as one of the oldest scholarly traditions, 

www.grannyd.com/
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we realize that the ability to communicate in public has long been considered an 
important part of democratic citizenship. By learning to speak in public and by de-
veloping a clear understanding of the ethics of speech, we develop what the ancient 
rhetoricians called civic virtue.

Speaking Responsibly

The study of speech dates back to ancient times, with some of the great Greek and 
Roman thinkers, including Aristotle and Cicero, counted among the earliest rhetori-
cal theorists. In the classical tradition, personal ethics and civic virtue, or devotion 
to one’s community and the common good, were the cornerstones of rhetorical 
education. For example, Isocrates, a Greek orator and teacher of rhetoric who lived 
from 436 to 338 BC, viewed the study of rhetoric not only as preparation for life 
and leadership in Athenian politics but also as a tool for creating unity out of di-
versity and defining the “public good.” For Isocrates, rhetoric was more than a col-
lection of techniques for persuading an audience. It was a source of the communal 
values and the moral standards that made democracy itself possible.28 Similarly, the 
Roman rhetorician Quintilian described the ideal orator as “a good man skilled in 
speaking”—with the emphasis on the “good man.”29 Quintilian’s ideal orator was 
more than an effective speaker. He was, first and foremost, a good citizen—a civic 
leader, a lover of wisdom and truth, a sincere advocate of worthy causes, and a ser-
vant of the community. For both Isocrates and Quintilian, responsible orators pro-
moted the best interests of the whole community, not just their own selfish interests.

We must acknowledge the greater challenges of public speaking in the mod-
ern world. Unlike the ancients, we live in a diverse, multicultural society, and 
we must take account of changing social values, new information technologies, 
and the realities of the consumer age. But that does not mean we cannot still 
strive to be good citizens and ethical speakers—that is, people who assume the 

responsibilities of leadership, tell the truth, believe 
sincerely in our causes, and engage in reasoned and 
ethical speech. In today’s world, it is more impor-
tant than ever that we rise above our own selfish 
interests and think about the larger public good. If 
we hope to resolve the difficult problems we face, 
we must learn to deliberate together and find com-
mon ground.

The classical rhetorical tradition still has some-
thing important to teach us: that public speaking in 
a democratic society must be grounded in a strong 
code of ethics and a commitment to the public 
good. The classical tradition suggests an approach 
to public speaking that emphasizes not the tech-
niques of manipulation, but rather the character 
of the speaker and the shared interests of speakers 
and listeners. Now more than ever, we need citizens 
with civic virtue, citizens who know how to delib-
erate with their fellow citizens. That requires that Source: Reprinted by permission from www.cartoonstock.com.
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we embrace the ideals of Isocrates and the virtues of Quintilian’s ideal orator and 
demand that all who speak in public do so responsibly. And that is where the sec-
ond tradition of scholarship and teaching in rhetoric comes in—the tradition of 
rhetorical criticism.

Thinking Critically

Today, citizens must be more than skilled speakers. They must also have the skills 
necessary to critically evaluate the messages of others. In the economic market-
place, we have consumer watchdogs who warn us against false advertising and 
defective products. But in the “marketplace of ideas,” we must learn to protect 
ourselves against those who may seek to manipulate or deceive us. We must learn 
how to recognize and resist illogical arguments, misleading or irrelevant evidence, 
and appeals to our emotions that short-circuit our thinking.

When should we believe that presidential candidate who promises change or that 
lawyer who publicly declares his client innocent? How do we decide who is speaking 
ethically—or who has some conflict of interest that might lead to deceptive or manip-
ulative speech? By doing some research, we can often distinguish between advocates 
who are speaking sincerely and truthfully and those who are not. But often we must 
render judgments on the spot, without the benefit of research or time for reflection. 
In the day-to-day world of democratic life, we all must be citizen-critics,30 ready and 
able to make our own judgments about who deserves to be believed—and why.

By studying public speaking, you are not only developing your ability to com-
municate effectively but also learning how to recognize misleading arguments, 
faulty reasoning, or inadequate evidence in other people’s speeches. Demagogues, 
or speakers who employ “highly suspect means in pursuit of equally sus-
pect ends,”31 abound in our media-saturated world. So it is important that we, 
as citizens, recognize and resist their attempts to mislead us. Should we believe 
that speaker who insists that the U.S. government is actually behind some recent 
terrorist attack? What about that politician who claims he knew nothing about 
those illegal campaign contributions? And should we listen to that preacher who 
insists that all “good Christians” must vote for a particular candidate? Studying 
the principles and methods of public speaking can help you decide how to respond 
to such appeals. It can also help you distinguish between a reasonable argument 
and an attempt to manipulate or deceive.

Obviously, not everything you read or hear is true, so you need to learn how to 
evaluate competing claims and arguments. Consider, for example, the debate over 
a national sales tax. Proponents argue that this tax would simplify the tax struc-
ture and impose exactly the same burden on all citizens. Those opposed to such 
a tax insist that it is grossly unfair, placing the greatest burden on those who can 
least afford to pay. How would you go about sorting out the competing claims of 
advocates on both sides of this debate? How would you evaluate all the contradic-
tory testimony, statistics, and other forms of evidence? In short, whom should you 
believe? Students of public speaking learn to take nothing at face value. Becoming 
a citizen-critic means learning how to evaluate claims, weigh all the evidence, and 
come to reasoned conclusions based on a careful examination of the arguments on 
all sides of an issue.
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In a democracy, it is not enough that we ourselves speak responsibly; we 
must also demand that all who speak in public live up to high ethical standards. 
Critical listening and thinking are no less central to the rhetorical tradition than 
the skills of preparing and delivering a speech. If democratic deliberation is to lead 
to sound collective judgments, we all must learn to be more critical consumers in 
the “marketplace of ideas.”

Lessons of the Past

Finally, a healthy democracy requires a common store of historical and political 
knowledge. It requires appreciation for the well-crafted argument and the eloquent 
speech, as well as an understanding of the American rhetorical tradition and our 
unique history as a deliberative democracy. In short, it requires some measure of 
historical and civic literacy. Unfortunately, as Bruce Cole, former chairman of the 
National Endowment for the Humanities, has noted, Americans have forgotten 
much of their own country’s history, and that historical “amnesia” clouds our vi-
sion of the future. “We cannot see clearly ahead if we are blind to history,” Cole 
argues, because “a nation that does not know why it exists, or what it stands for, 
cannot be expected to long endure.” Urging more study of our history and political 
traditions, Cole concludes: “We must recover from the amnesia that shrouds our 
history in darkness, our principles in confusion, and our future in uncertainty.”32

One of the best ways to learn about our past is by studying the great speakers 
and speeches of American history. The most basic principles of our government 
were forged by speakers who assumed the responsibilities of leadership and put 
the public good ahead of their own personal opinions and interests. During the 
Constitutional Convention, for example, Benjamin Franklin admitted that he had 
reservations about the proposed U.S. Constitution. Nevertheless, he consented to 
ratification “because I expect no better, and because I am not sure that it is not 
the best. The opinions I have had of its errors I sacrifice to the common good.”33

Similarly, Abraham Lincoln is remembered as a great president in part because of 
his lofty, high-minded speeches in the closing days of the Civil War. Putting that 
terrible tragedy in perspective and beginning a process of national healing, Lincoln 
used his second inaugural address to urge “malice toward none” and “charity for 
all.” Pledging to “bind up the nation’s wounds,” Lincoln pointed the way to “a just 
and lasting peace among ourselves and among all nations.”34

Many of the issues and controversies debated in the early years of our republic 
are still with us today. Past debates shape the way we think about our own times. 
The great controversy over slavery and the rights of freed slaves after the Civil 
War echo in today’s debates over racial discrimination and affirmative action. In 
the nineteenth century, Susan B. Anthony’s demand for women’s suffrage laid the 
groundwork for today’s debates over women’s rights and gender equality. Debates 
over the Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906 foreshadowed today’s arguments over 
genetically engineered foods, food additives, and labeling requirements. We may 
think we live in an unprecedented age of scientific and technological progress, yet 
many of the challenges we face today have roots deep in our past.

By studying the great speakers and speeches of the past, we learn not only 
about the origins of contemporary controversies but also about the principles of 
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public advocacy and democratic deliberation. By examining the speeches of the 
great African-American abolitionist Frederick Douglass, for example, we can learn 
how appeals to “higher law” can motivate us to live up to our national ideals. By 
studying the inaugural addresses and fireside chats of Franklin Roosevelt, we can 
witness the power of speech to boost morale and promote sacrifice for the common 
good. By reflecting on how our ancestors debated controversies over America’s 
role in the world or our economic and social policies, we can learn how to disagree 
while still working together toward common goals. American history is, in large 
measure, a history of people who made a difference by “speaking out.” By studying 
those voices, we can both learn about our past and find inspiration and guidance 
for meeting today’s challenges.

The Ethics of Speech

Throughout its history, America has seen its share of demagogues and propagan-
dists. For every Lincoln or Roosevelt, we can point to a Joseph McCarthy—the 
1950s anticommunist crusader known for his false accusations and character at-
tacks. We can also think of hate groups like the Ku Klux Klan, and we can recall 
religious cults that have brainwashed people into blind obedience. We sense that 
all of these speakers, by deceiving and manipulating people, violated some ethical 
rules. But what are our ethical obligations as speakers? When do we have a respon-
sibility to “speak out” in the first place? And what are our ethical responsibilities 
when we do choose to speak in public?

Your most basic ethical obligation as a speaker is to tell the truth and take 
responsibility for what you say. You also have an ethical obligation to give credit 
where credit is due for ideas or language that you borrow from others. No doubt 
you recognize that principle from your other classes; you probably have been 
warned about plagiarism and told to cite your sources. Yet honesty and account-
ability are more than just academic requirements. They suggest a broader com-
mitment to intellectual honesty and social responsibility—a commitment that we 
should demand of all who speak in public.

An online educational resource funded by the 
National Endowment for the Humanities, Voices 
of Democracy: The U.S. Oratory Project, allows 
teachers and students to study great speeches and 
debates from throughout U.S. history. In addition to 
authenticated texts of each speech featured, the Web 
site includes biographical and historical information, 
critical interpretations of each speech, and teaching/

learning materials that explore each speech’s 
historical significance and contemporary relevance. 
By visiting the site, you can learn about important 
moments in U.S. history when “speaking out” really 
made a difference. You may also learn more about 
the principles of effective and ethical public speaking. 
Voices of Democracy is free and open to the public at 
www.voicesofdemocracy.umd.edu/.

Voices of Democracy: The U.S. Oratory 
Project

FOCUS ON CIVIC
ENGAGEMENT

Watch the Video
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Plagiarism In a survey of 4,500 high school students in 2002, some 75 percent 
admitted to cheating in school, with more than half admitting to plagiarizing work 
they found on the Internet. Even more troubling, some did not see anything wrong 
with cheating. “What’s important is getting ahead,” said one student at George 
Mason High School in Falls Church, Virginia. “In the real world, that’s what’s 
going to be going on.”35 Unfortunately, cheating already has become a way of life 
for this student, and she will probably continue to cheat—at least until she gets 
caught. Other students do not cheat intentionally but instead commit plagiarism 
“accidentally.” Cheating results not only from the attitude that “getting ahead” is 
more important than honesty but also from simple carelessness or confusion over 
what constitutes academic dishonesty.

So what exactly is plagiarism? According to Northwestern University’s 
“Principles Regarding Academic Integrity,” plagiarism may be defined as “submit-
ting material that in part or whole is not entirely one’s own work without attribut-
ing those same portions to their correct source.”36 At first glance, this definition 
makes plagiarism a simple matter: you should never “borrow” all or even part 
of your speech from somebody else—at least not without acknowledging your 
sources. Yet the issue is complicated by gray areas in our definitions of plagiarism 
as well as by confusion over when and how to cite your sources in an oral presen-
tation. Thus, it is important that you have a clear understanding not only of what 
constitutes plagiarism but also of how to avoid inadvertent plagiarism when pre-
paring and delivering a speech.

Students sometimes take shortcuts in their speech class that constitute obvious 
and deliberate plagiarism. You are obviously guilty of plagiarism if you take your 
whole speech from a file at your fraternity house, for example, or if you buy your 
speech from an Internet site that sells ready-made papers and speeches. You are also 
guilty of plagiarism if you “cut and paste” all or part of your speech from Internet 
sources. But what if you “borrow” just a few quotations from that same source? Or 
what if you just paraphrase an article you read, borrowing some information and 
ideas but putting them into your own words? Does that constitute plagiarism? Here 
is where misunderstanding the rules may result in accidental plagiarism.

Paraphrasing refers to putting the ideas or insights of others into your own 
words. When paraphrasing, you should strive for language that differs significantly 
from the original. Yet that still doesn’t excuse you from giving credit for ideas or 
insights that are not your own. You need not document your own unique insights 
or conclusions, nor do you need to cite sources for what can be considered com-
mon knowledge or generally accepted facts. Yet how do you know when you have 
a genuinely original idea? And what constitutes common knowledge? Here is a 
useful rule of thumb: when in doubt, cite your sources.

If you find yourself tempted to take your speech off the Internet, remember 
that new technologies not only have made it easier to cheat; they also have made 
it easier to catch cheaters. Many teachers now use Internet search engines, or Web 
sites such as Turnitin.com, in their fight against plagiarism. At Turnitin.com, papers 
are checked against several massive databases, including more than 10 billion Web 
sites; more than 70 million student papers already submitted to the site; and more 
than 10,000 major newspapers, magazines, and scholarly journals. Turnitin even 
checks papers against an electronic library of thousands of books, including many 
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literary classics. Within seconds, Turnitin.com returns an “Originality Report” 
highlighting possible instances of plagiarism and linking those passages to their 
sources. Although Turnitin.com is used mostly by teachers to detect and deter pla-
giarism, students can also use the site to learn more about how to paraphrase and 
how to cite their sources properly.37

Plagiarism can cost you much more than a good grade on your speech. At 
most universities, penalties for plagiarism can range from warnings, grade penal-
ties, or academic probation to expulsion from the university and even invalidation 
of a degree already granted. Beyond the classroom, plagiarism can have serious, 
real-world consequences. In 1988, for example, Vice President Joseph R. Biden, 
then a U.S. senator from Delaware, was forced to withdraw from the race for 
the Democratic presidential nomination when an opposing campaign released a 
videotape showing him repeating passages taken directly from a speech by British 
Labour Party leader Neil Kinnock.38 More recently, Nevada’s Republican gover-
nor Jim Gibbons, when he was a congressman, delivered a hard-hitting attack on 
liberals at a Lincoln Day dinner in Elko, Nevada, including this stinging shot at the 
music and film industries: “I say we [tell] those liberal, tree-hugging, Birkenstock-
wearing, hippie, tie-dyed liberals to go make their movies and music and whine 
somewhere else.” Unfortunately for Gibbons, it soon came out that he had stolen 
almost his entire speech from a copyrighted address delivered in 2003 by Alabama 
State Auditor Beth Chapman. “Not only is it a bad speech,” commented one 
Democratic Party leader, “it’s a bad, stolen speech.”39

Among those whose reputations have been damaged by accusations of pla-
giarism are such well-known figures as the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. and 
historians Stephen Ambrose and Doris Kearns Goodwin. In these cases, the plagia-
rism may have been unintentional, but the accusations nevertheless proved embar-
rassing. At other times, the plagiarism is clearly deliberate, as in the case of a young 
New York Times reporter named Jayson Blair. Blair’s blatant use of stolen and 
fabricated stories led to his own resignation and to the resignations of two high-
ranking editors at the Times.40 Plagiarism is not just something that you worry 
about in college. In the “real world,” the penalties for plagiarism are severe, and 
the consequences can be devastating.

Ghostwriting Presenting somebody else’s words or ideas as your own is not always 
unethical. Since ancient times, ghostwriters, or professional speechwriters, have helped 
others write their speeches. Although you should never deliver a speech written by 
somebody else in your speech class, ghostwriting is now considered an inevitable part 
of our political and corporate culture. Many political and business leaders are simply 
too busy to write their own speeches. The president of the United States employs a 
whole team of researchers and speechwriters. Generally, we do not consider this un-
ethical, so long as the speaker takes full responsibility for his or her words.

The earliest ghostwriters actually helped make democracy possible. Assisting 
citizens as they prepared speeches for the deliberative and legal assemblies of 
the Greek city-state, the first ghostwriters also taught the art of public speaking. 
Subsequently, ghostwriting “proliferated through the ages,” and today almost 
every speech by a major political, business, or academic leader is “written by some-
one else.”41 America’s first president, George Washington, had a speechwriter: 
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Alexander Hamilton. So, too, have many other presidents, including some whom 
we consider among our greatest orators: Franklin Delano Roosevelt, for example, 
and John F. Kennedy.42 President Ronald Reagan employed not only a ghostwriter 
but also a whole team of researchers and writers to help prepare his speeches. One 
of those writers, Peggy Noonan, wrote many of Reagan’s most famous lines.43 Still, 
we remember those famous words as the words of Ronald Reagan.

When does ghostwriting become unethical? According to Craig R. Smith, a 
former presidential speechwriter, ghostwriting becomes unethical when the use of 
a speechwriter is “hidden from the audience.” According to Smith, if “someone 
who uses a ghostwriter denies it,” then he or she is “lying and acting unethically.” 
Beyond that, Smith holds ghostwriters to the same ethical standards to which he 
would hold any writer or speaker: if their speeches are “purposefully deceptive,” 
then they are unethical. For Smith, as for most professional ghostwriters, speech 
writing is a noble profession dedicated only to ensuring that their clients’ ideas get 
“fair play in the marketplace of ideas.”44

Today, ghostwriters rarely hide their role in the speech-making process. To the 
contrary, some presidential speechwriters have become celebrities in their own right, 
writing best-selling memoirs or achieving fame in politics, journalism, or even popu-
lar entertainment.45 Nowadays, the real ethical questions surrounding ghostwriting 
involve the role of research and new technologies in the speechwriting process. With 
polling and focus groups, speechwriting teams can now create what one scholar has 
described as “quantitatively safe” speeches,46 or speeches scientifically designed to 
offend nobody. They can also test which arguments or evidence the public will find 
convincing or determine which emotional appeals will best move the public. Famous 
for such research, former Clinton adviser Dick Morris used polling data to position 
Clinton in the most politically advantageous positions, although he denies that he 
ever distorted the truth or manipulated public opinion.47 Thus, the ethics of using 
polling data to help craft political messages remains a debatable issue. Some defend 
the practice, although others criticize politicians for pandering to public opinion.48

DELIBERATION AND DEMAGOGUERY 

IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

Preview. Those who speak in public need not be objective, or free of all personal 
opinions and biases, but they do have an obligation to be well informed and fully 
prepared. In most respects, the rules of ethical speech have not changed since an-
cient times, although unethical speech, or demagoguery, has assumed new forms in 
the modern world.

As the late U.S. senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan used to say, we are all enti-
tled to our own opinions, but not to our own facts.49 What Moynihan meant, of 
course, is that we should never twist the truth or invent “facts” just to win an argu-
ment. As public speakers, we have an ethical obligation to speak honestly and to 
gather reliable information about our topic. We also have an obligation to remain 
open to other points of view and to respect those who disagree with our opinions. 
Democratic deliberation is not about winning and losing. It is about joining with 
other citizens in a search for solutions to our common problems.

Distinguish 
between 

ethical per-
suasion and 
demagoguery.

1.3
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Deliberating in Good Faith

Perhaps you’ve heard the expression deliberating “in good faith.” What does that 
mean? Does it mean that we must always strive to be objective? The answer is no. 
Nobody is completely objective. We all have personal experiences, religious beliefs, 
political biases, and social values that influence our opinions. As a speaker, nobody 
expects you to erase your past, nor do audiences demand that you deny your own 
beliefs and values, however controversial they may be. To the contrary, democratic 
deliberation is all about airing those differing opinions. It is about reconciling our 
disagreements through discussion and debate. Your fellow citizens do not expect 
you to be perfectly objective, but they do expect you to make good arguments in 
support of your opinions. That means providing sound reasoning and evidence to 
back up your views. It also means being open-minded enough to consider other 
people’s views and perhaps even to change your opinion when confronted with 
compelling evidence.

In many situations, you will be expected to take sides on a controversial issue. 
If, for example, you plan to speak on the health care crisis in America, your audi-
ence will expect you to criticize existing policies and advocate some alternative 
system for providing health care in America. Yet that does not mean that you will 
simply announce your proposal and wait for your audience to shout its approval. 
You must provide reasons for your opinion and evidence to back it up. Nor does 
taking a stand on a controversial issue mean that once you deliver your speech, you 
should close your mind to the possibility of changing your own opinion. Ethical 
speakers avoid allowing their existing opinions to blind them to new information, 
and they remain open to persuasion by advocates with different points of view. 
Once you have carefully researched your topic, you may be confident that your 
conclusions are thoughtful and fair. But down the road, you may need to reevalu-
ate your opinion in light of new information or changing circumstances.

As a public speaker, you have an ethical obligation to be well informed and 
fully prepared. Speaking in public is not like casual conversation, in which you 
just “bounce a few ideas” off a friend. It is a formal presentation, often in a setting 
where people have gathered to discuss issues crucial to their own lives and com-
munities. In such a setting, you owe it to your listeners to investigate your topic 
carefully and to provide information that is relevant, reliable, and up to date. More 
than that, you should organize and deliver that information in the most effective 
manner possible. Being fully prepared means more than developing an informed 
opinion—although that is a crucial first step. It also means carefully organizing 
your ideas, choosing the right language to express them, and supplying solid evi-
dence to back up them up.

When you speak in public, you ask your fellow citizens not only for their time 
and attention but also for their trust. You therefore have an ethical obligation to 
contribute something useful to their deliberations—to deliver a speech “worth lis-
tening to,” as William Norwood Brigance put it.50 Perhaps you can contribute some 
fact that others have overlooked. Or maybe you have a unique way of looking at a 
problem or some new ideas for solving that problem. Whatever your contribution, 
you should investigate your topic thoroughly, consider all sides of the issue, and 
make sure that you have your facts straight. As we noted at the beginning of this 
section, you have a right to your own opinion but not to your own facts.

Explore the Exercise
“Persuasive Speech: S.A.D.D.”
at MyCommunicationLab
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Demagoguery and the Ethics of Emotional Appeal

As Charles Lomas observed in The Agitator in American Society, demagoguery is 
a word that is loosely thrown around in American politics and is “difficult to de-
fine.”51 To the Greeks who invented the word, a “demagogue was simply a leader 
of the people.” Yet even in ancient Greece the term implied deceit and manipula-
tion, with Euripides describing the demagogue as “a man of loose tongue, intem-
perate, trusting to tumult, leading the populace to mischief with empty words.”52

Today, we use the term demagogue to describe speakers who deceive or ma-
nipulate their audiences, usually by provoking strong emotional responses. In a 
widely cited study, for example, historian Reinhard Luthin defined the demagogue 
as a “mob-master” who, with “considerable histrionic variety and always noisily,” 
seeks to “whip up and intensify the emotions, the prejudices and the passions, 
of the voting public.” According to Luthin, the demagogue stirs up emotions but 
rarely offers much in the way of “public service and constructive thinking.”53

Demagogues typically appeal to the darker emotions, such as fear, anger, or 
hatred. During the Great Depression, for example, Huey P. Long, a U.S. senator 
from Louisiana, exploited the fears and hopelessness of many Americans by of-
fering a quick fix to America’s economic woes: a vague, utopian plan to “share 
the wealth.” Similarly, Senator Joseph McCarthy became a household name in the 
1950s by exploiting fears of communism and the uncertainties of the Cold War 
era. McCarthy accused high-ranking government officials and even U.S. military 
leaders of disloyalty, but these reckless accusations later proved unfounded. But for 
a time he whipped the entire country into an anticommunist frenzy.

Of course, not all appeals to emotions are, in and of themselves, unethical. 
Emotions play an important role in all aspects of our lives. As speakers, we must 
recognize that people get excited, upset, or angry about issues that concern them. 

Emotions are also a powerful 
motivator. If you want your 
audience to do something, you 
simply cannot ignore the role 
of emotions in human behav-
ior. Many speakers use emo-
tional appeals to move people 
to do good—donate time or 
money to a charitable cause, 
for example, or fight for better 
schools in their community. 
Various charitable organiza-
tions use emotional appeals 
to persuade us to save starv-
ing children in Africa or ne-
glected and abused animals 
in the United States. The Red 
Cross uses emotional appeals 
to solicit aid for victims of 
hurricanes and other natu-
ral disasters. The Veterans of 

Senator Huey 
P. Long’s flam-
boyant speaking 
style mesmerized 
audiences, yet 
many considered 
him a demagogue 
because of his 
emotional appeals 
and his utopian 
plan to “share 
the wealth.” Long 
was assassinated 
at age 42 by the 
son-in-law of a 
political rival.
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Foreign Wars appeal to our emotions when they call on us to “support our troops.” 
Appeals to emotions take many forms, and they are not all bad. If your goals are 
ethical and you are honest in what you say, there is nothing inherently wrong with 
appealing to emotions.

Yet emotional appeals should never substitute for sound, well-supported argu-
ments, and as speakers we need to give careful thought to when—and under what 
circumstances—emotional appeals may be appropriate. In addition, we need to rec-
ognize that some forms of emotional appeal are, almost by definition, unethical. 
Name-calling, for example, is a kind of emotional appeal that is always unaccept-
able. By calling people derogatory names rather than responding to their arguments, 
you demean, degrade, or even dehumanize others. In the hands of the demagogue, 
name-calling is designed to do just that—to short-circuit the reasoning process by de-
meaning those with different points of view. Thus, the demagogue may characterize 
all feminists as “man-haters” or all evangelical Christians as religious “fanatics.” This 
sort of name-calling (what the Greek rhetoricians called ad hominem) is not only 
intellectually dishonest but it also silences others and undermines democratic debate.

Finally, scholars have identified a number of specific rhetorical techniques typi-
cally employed by the demagogue. According to J. Justin Gustainis, demagogues not 
only employ excessive emotional appeals and name-calling. They also focus atten-
tion on their own personalities rather than the issues, oversimplify complex matters, 
and make logically unsound arguments. Like emotional appeals, none of these tactics 
is necessarily demagogic. Political candidates, for example, may emphasize their per-
sonal qualifications for office, and speakers sometimes oversimplify complex issues 
for uninformed or uneducated audiences. Demagogues, however, habitually use such 
tactics, and they do so to promote their own selfish interests, not the public good. In 
other words, demagogues deceive and manipulate others to promote themselves, and 
in the process they rarely show “concern for the truth.”54

However offensive they may be, even demagogues enjoy the protections of 
the First Amendment. Direct incitements to violence go beyond the bounds of free 
speech, but even the most offensive forms of name-calling and stereotyping are 
generally considered protected speech under our Constitution. In recent years, a 
number of colleges and universities have tried to ban so-called hate speech on cam-
pus, but these speech codes rarely stand up in court. Nor do libel and slander laws 
offer much protection against even the most vicious personal attacks on public 
figures. Perhaps that helps explain why there is so much “mudslinging” during our 
political campaigns. Inevitably, some will exploit our right to free speech to say 
unfair or even offensive things about others.

In an era of rapid technological and social change, the ethical questions sur-
rounding public speaking have become increasingly complicated. Hate speech has 
found a new home on the Internet, where its sources can remain anonymous and 
not be held accountable. Meanwhile, our society grows more diverse every day, 
complicating our efforts to identify shared ethical standards. Yet the basic prin-
ciples of ethical speech—honesty, accountability, good faith, and commitment to 
the larger “public good”—remain as relevant today as they were more than 2,000 
years ago. It is up to all of us—each and every one of us—to speak out against 
demagoguery and contribute something positive and constructive to the public 
dialogue.
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THE RESPONSIBLE CITIZEN-SPEAKER

Preview. In a democracy, every speaker should be committed to communicating 
responsibly. Responsible speakers examine their own motives. They insist on accu-
racy and are concerned with the ways in which they acquire and present informa-
tion. They see human communication as respectful dialogue and strive to live up to 
the legal and ethical standards of the larger community.

As a speaker, you hope to influence your audience. As a citizen, however, you have 
larger obligations to go beyond media sound bites and spin and present information 
that is truthful, reliable, and complete. You want your audience to respond positively 
to what you say, but that does not mean that you should be willing to say anything
to “win the day.” Nor does it mean that you should shamelessly pander to your audi-
ence. You want to be an effective public speaker, but you also want to communicate 
responsibly. But what does that mean—to communicate “responsibly”? What are the 
responsibilities that go along with the right of free speech in America?

Characteristics of the Responsible Citizen-Speaker

First, communicating responsibly means speaking honestly and truthfully, with a 
genuine concern for the well-being of your listeners. Responsible speakers also 
examine their own motives, and they do not slant the truth just to “win” an argu-
ment. Responsible speakers are committed to respectful dialogue; they honor the 
right of their listeners to raise questions, suggest alternatives, or even disagree. 
Responsible speakers carefully research their topics and present their findings ac-
curately. Responsible speakers adapt to their audience’s interests and needs, but 
they do not pander. They may compromise on some issues, but they do not aban-
don their core beliefs to win their audience’s approval.

Responsible speakers also respect the diversity of their audiences. We live in a 
world where men and women of all ages, races, religions, and educational back-
grounds must come together to resolve problems. During the 1980s, immigrants 
accounted for more than one-third of U.S. population growth, and our increasing 
cultural diversity can now be seen in all regions of the country.55 An overwhelming 
92 percent of Americans recognize that the United States is now made up of many 
different cultures.56 No matter where you speak, you can no longer assume that all 
of your listeners will be like you, sharing the same values, beliefs, and experiences. 
Not all your listeners will view fraternities and sororities the same way. Not all will 
trust the police to protect them, and not everybody will define success in terms of 
how much money one makes. Some of your listeners may have a completely dif-
ferent understanding of “family values” than you do. Indeed, they may reject your 
most cherished principles and values. But that does not mean you should avoid talk-
ing about controversial public issues. In our diverse, multicultural society, it is more 
important than ever that we learn how to communicate both effectively and respon-
sibly. We may be a more diverse nation today, but we still have common problems 
and shared aspirations, and we still need to work together for the common good.

Public deliberation is what democracy is all about; it is the mechanism through 
which we come together to talk about our common problems and to make 

Discuss
the legal 

and ethical 
obligations of 
the responsible 
citizen-speaker.
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collective decisions. We are not born with the habits and skills of democratic de-
liberation, however. For our democracy to work, we must learn how to deliberate, 
and we must agree upon some rules of deliberation. Some of those rules are actu-
ally written into law; others are more informal social norms.

Legal and Ethical Issues in Public Speaking

Imagine having to speak to an audience you know to be opposed to your ideas. 
How far will you go to win their agreement? Or imagine you are making a sales 
presentation to a group of potential customers. Are you willing to say anything in 
order to “close the deal”? Would you knowingly resort to misleading statements or 
attack the competition to make that sale?

Everyone who speaks in public must wrestle with these sorts of questions, and 
in recent years the lines between acceptable and unacceptable speech have become 
even more blurred. The news media nowadays seem most interested in voices 
from the extremes of the political spectrum: Ann Coulter on the right, for ex-
ample, or Michael Moore on the left. Some public figures, such as Howard Stern, 
even push the boundaries of decency and good taste. Still others, such as white su-
premacist Matthew Hale, openly preach hate and advocate violence. So where do 
we draw the line? What are the limits of free speech in America? And who has the 
power to define the rules of acceptable speech? We have laws against slander and 
libel, of course, and the Supreme Court has ruled that speech that threatens public 
safety is outside the protections of the First Amendment. Yet controversies remain. 
To what extent, for example, should the Federal Communications Commission 
(FCC) be able to regulate what we see on television or hear on the radio? Should 
a city government be allowed to close an art exhibit that it deems obscene? Do 
“pro-life” activists have a First Amendment right to advocate violence against 
doctors who perform abortions? All of these questions point to difficult dilemmas 
for our free society.

Generally, we all recog-
nize that there must be limits 
to free speech. By law, for ex-
ample, we do not have a First 
Amendment right to slander 
or threaten others, nor do 
we have a right to incite mob 
violence. Beyond these legal 
limitations, however, there 
are few clear guidelines for 
acceptable speech. As a re-
sult, all public speakers must 
make choices. As a public 
advocate, will you resort to 
name-calling or exaggerated 
fear appeals to win an argu-
ment? Will you attempt to 

Citizens have 
a right to free 
speech in America, 
including the right 
to protest. But 
along with those 
rights come a 
responsibility to 
respect certain 
legal and ethical 
standards.
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prevail by labeling your opponents “ignorant” or “radical” or by trying to scare 
your audience into agreeing with your position? Or will you show respect for 
your listeners by grounding your speech in the best available information, sup-
porting it with sound evidence and reasoning, and acknowledging the legitimacy 
of opposing points of view?

Issues that matter to people should be explored in depth, not clouded by 
language that dismisses rather than engages the arguments of the opposition. In 
the heat of political battle, some speakers may be tempted to exaggerate their 
case, to state mere opinions as fact, or to make promises they cannot keep. 
Those who resort to such methods sometimes carry the day, but in the long run 
they likely will be denounced by their fellow citizens and discredited in history. 
You may think that it doesn’t matter much what you talk about in your public 
speaking classroom, but the classroom is a public forum. What you say in the 
classroom does matter, and communicating responsibly is part of your assign-
ment. As you prepare for your first public speaking assignment, don’t forget: the 
truly successful citizen-speaker is both an effective advocate for his or her ideas 
and a good citizen.

HIGHLIGHTING ETHICAL COMMUNICATION

In 1999, the leading professional organization for 
scholars and teachers of communication, the National 
Communication Association, adopted the following 
Credo for Ethical Communication:

1. We advocate truthfulness, accuracy, honesty, 
and reason as essential to the integrity of 
communication.

2. We endorse freedom of expression, diversity of 
perspective, and tolerance of dissent to achieve 
the informed and responsible decision making 
fundamental to a civil society.

3. We strive to understand and respect other 
communicators before evaluating and responding 
to their messages.

4. We promote access to communication resources 
and opportunities as necessary to fulfill human 
potential and contribute to the well-being of 
families, communities, and society.

5. We promote communication climates of caring 
and mutual understanding that respect the 

unique needs and characteristics of individual 
communicators.

6. We condemn communication that degrades 
individuals and humanity through distortion, 
intimidation, coercion, and violence, and 
through the expression of intolerance and 
hatred.

7. We are committed to the courageous expression 
of personal convictions in pursuit of fairness and 
justice.

8. We advocate sharing information, opinions, 
and feelings when facing significant 
choices while also respecting privacy and 
confidentiality.

9. We accept responsibility for the short- and long-
term consequences for our own communication 
and expect the same of others.

Source: Reprinted by permission from the National 
Communication Association. www.natcom.org.

www.natcom.org
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Public Speaking and Civic Engagement

1.1 Discuss what it means to be a “good 
citizen.”

j Democratic citizenship entails responsibilities as 
well as rights, including the responsibility to “get 
involved.”
j For some, getting involved may mean support-

ing political candidates, while for others it may 
mean volunteering to help others or simply 
“speaking out” on the issues.

j The engaged citizen strives to be well informed 
and thoughtful when speaking out on matters 
of public concern.

The Rhetorical Tradition and the Ethics 
of Speech

1.2 Explain how the rhetorical tradition relates 
to civic engagement.

j The tradition of scholarship and teaching in rheto-
ric emphasizes the knowledge and skills necessary 
for democratic citizenship.
j Theories of rhetoric dating back to ancient 

Greece and Rome have emphasized the ethics of 
speech and the concept of civic virtue.

j Rhetorical criticism teaches us to be citizen-
critics—that is, to carefully evaluate the 
arguments and evidence we hear in speeches 
or in the mass media.

j By studying the great speakers and speeches of 
the past, we can learn about American history 

and about the principles and traditions of 
democratic deliberation.

j The ethical speaker pursues worthy goals, is 
honest and accountable, avoids plagiarism, and 
takes full responsibility for words spoken in 
public.

Deliberation and Demagoguery in the 
Twenty-first Century

1.3 Distinguish between ethical persuasion and 
demagoguery.

j Although the basic rules of ethical speech have not 
changed since ancient times, demagoguery has as-
sumed new forms, and the ethical issues relating to 
speech have been complicated by technological and 
social change.
j The ethical speaker deliberates “in good faith” 

and is well informed and fully prepared.
j The ethical speaker avoids the techniques of 

the demagogue and never substitutes appeals 
to the emotions for sound, well-supported 
arguments.

The Responsible Citizen-Speaker

1.4 Discuss the legal and ethical obligations 
of the responsible citizen-speaker.

j The responsible citizen-speaker is committed 
to honesty, respects the diversity of his or her 
audience, and understands the legal and ethical 
constraints on free speech in a democratic society.

SUMMARY

Listen to the Audio Chapter Summary at MyCommunicationLab

Study and Review materials for this chapter are at MyCommunicationLab
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QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW AND REFLECTION

Public Speaking and Civic Engagement

1.1 Discuss what it means to be a “good 
citizen.”

1. How is public speaking related to “civic engage-
ment”? What does it mean to “get involved” as a 
citizen, and what sorts of involvement are most 
satisfying or effective?

2. Do you believe that Americans are really less 
politically engaged or community spirited than 
they were in the past? Can you think of ways that 
citizens have become more engaged in recent years?

3. On your campus, what activities, clubs, or other 
special opportunities invite students to participate 
in civic affairs? Can you think of at least three 
examples?

The Rhetorical Tradition and the Ethics 
of Speech

1.2 Explain how the rhetorical tradition 
relates to civic engagement.

4. How is the rhetorical tradition related to civic en-
gagement or good citizenship? What kinds of knowl-
edge and skills do we learn by studying rhetoric?

5. What are the most important ethical concerns sur-
rounding public speaking in a democracy? What 
does it mean to speak “ethically”? How, if at all, 
have the ethical considerations in public speaking 
changed over time?

6. How would you define plagiarism, and how might 
we distinguish between deliberate and “acciden-
tal” plagiarism?

7. What ethical concerns, if any, are raised by the 
practice of ghostwriting? Is ghostwriting always 

unethical, or is it unethical only under certain 
circumstances? How might we distinguish ethical 
from unethical ghostwriting?

Deliberation and Demagoguery in the 
Twenty-first Century

1.3 Distinguish between ethical persuasion 
and demagoguery.

8. What does it mean to deliberate in “good faith”? 
Does deliberating in good faith mean being com-
pletely objective? Can you be passionate about 
your political views and still deliberate in good 
faith?

9. Define demagoguery. How does demagoguery re-
late to the use of emotional appeals? Is it always 
demagogic to appeal to your audience’s emo-
tions? How, if at all, would you distinguish be-
tween ethical and unethical emotional appeals? 
Beyond emotional appeals, what other appeals 
or techniques in public speaking might be con-
sidered demagogic?

The Responsible Citizen-Speaker

1.4 Discuss the legal and ethical 
obligations of the responsible 
citizen-speaker.

10. What are the characteristics of the responsible cit-
izen-speaker? What are some of the legal and ethi-
cal considerations relating to public speaking in a 
democracy?

Study and Review the Flashcards at MyCommunicationLab



The National Prayer Breakfast is an annual event in Washington, DC where prominent people—from Mother 
Teresa, to former British Prime Minister Tony Blair, to the humanitarian rock star Bono—are invited to reflect 
on the role of religious faith in their life and work. Every president since Dwight Eisenhower has attended the 
event, and it now attracts some 3,500 participants from more than 100 countries. Hosted by The Fellowship 
Foundation, a group of conservative Christians within Congress, the event provoked controversy in 2010 after 
reports linked the sponsoring group to efforts to pass anti-gay legislation in Uganda. Ignoring calls to boycott the 
event, Clinton instead used the breakfast as an opportunity to denounce intolerance and violence in the name of 
religion and to go on record as strongly opposed to such discriminatory legislation.

Thank you. Thank you very much. I have to begin by saying I’m not Bono. (Laughter.) Those of 
you who were here when he was, I apologize beforehand. (Laughter.) But it is a great pleasure 
to be with you and to be here with President and Mrs. Obama, to be with Vice President 
Biden, with Chairman Mullen, with certainly our host today, my former colleagues and friends, 
Senators Isakson and Amy Klobuchar. And to be with so many distinguished guests and visitors 
who have come from all over our country and indeed from all over the world.

I have attended this prayer breakfast every year since 1993, and I have always found it to be a 
gathering that inspires and motivates me. Now today, our minds are still filled with the images of 
the tragedy of Haiti, where faith is being tested daily in food lines and makeshift hospitals, in tent 
cities where there are not only so many suffering people, but so many vanished dreams.

When I think about the horrible catastrophe that has struck Haiti, I am both saddened 
but also spurred. This is a moment that has already been embraced by people of faith from 
everywhere. I thank Prime Minister Zapatero for his country’s response and commitment. 
Because in the days since the earthquake, we have seen the world and the world’s faithful spring 
into action on behalf of those suffering. President Obama has put our country on the leading 
edge of making sure that we do all we can to help alleviate not only the immediate suffering, but 
to assist in the rebuilding and recovery. So many countries have answered the call, and so many 
churches, synagogues, mosques, and temples have brought their own people together. And even 
modern technology through Facebook and telethons and text messages and Twitter, there’s been 
an overwhelming global response. But, of course, there’s so much more to be done.

When I think about being here with all of you today, there are so many subjects to talk 
about. You’ve already heard, both in prayer and in scripture reading and in Prime Minister 
Zapatero’s remarks, a number of messages. But let me be both personal and speak from my 
unique perspective now as secretary of state. I’ve been here as a first lady. I’ve been here as 
a senator, and now I am here as a secretary of state. I have heard heartfelt descriptions of 
personal faith journeys. I’ve heard impassioned pleas for feeding the hungry and helping the 
poor, caring for the sick. I’ve heard speeches about promoting understanding among people 
of different faiths. I’ve met hundreds of visitors from countries across the globe. I’ve seen the 
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leaders of my own country come here amidst the crises of the time and, for at least a morning, 
put away political and ideological differences. And I’ve watched and I’ve listened to three 
presidents, each a man of faith, speak from their hearts, both sharing their own feelings about 
being in a position that has almost intolerably impossible burdens to bear, and appealing often, 
either explicitly or implicitly, for an end to the increasing smallness, irrelevancy, even meanness, 
of our own political culture. My own heart has been touched and occasionally pierced by the 
words I’ve heard, and often my spirit has been lifted by the musicians and the singers who have 
shared their gifts in praising the Lord with us. And during difficult and painful times, my faith 
has been strengthened by the personal connections that I have experienced with people who, by 
the calculus of politics, were on the opposite side of me on the basis of issues or partisanship.

After my very first prayer breakfast, a bipartisan group of women asked me to join them for 
lunch and told me that they were forming a prayer group. And these prayer partners prayed for me. 
They prayed for me during some very challenging times. They came to see me in the White House. 
They kept in touch with me and some still do today. And they gave me a handmade book with 
messages, quotes, and scripture, to sustain me. And of all the thousands of gifts that I received in the 
White House, I have a special affection for this one. Because in addition to the tangible gift of the 
book, it contained 12 intangible gifts, 12 gifts of discernment, peace, compassion, faith, fellowship, 
vision, forgiveness, grace, wisdom, love, joy, and courage. And I have had many occasions to pull out 
that book and to look at it and to try, Chairman Mullen, to figure out how to close the gap of what 
I am feeling and doing with what I know I should be feeling and doing. As a person of faith, it is a 
constant struggle, particularly in the political arena, to close that gap that each of us faces.

In February of 1994, the speaker here was Mother Teresa. She gave, as everyone who 
remembers that occasion will certainly recall, a strong address against abortion. And then 
she asked to see me. And I thought, “Oh, dear.” (Laughter.) And after the breakfast, we went 
behind that curtain and we sat on folding chairs, and I remember being struck by how small 
she was and how powerful her hands were, despite her size, and that she was wearing sandals in 
February in Washington. (Laughter.)

We began to talk, and she told me that she knew that we had a shared conviction about 
adoption being vastly better as a choice for unplanned or unwanted babies. And she asked me—
or more properly, she directed me—to work with her to create a home for such babies here 
in Washington. I know that we often picture, as we’re growing up, God as a man with a white 
beard. But that day, I felt like I had been ordered, and that the message was coming not just 
through this diminutive woman but from someplace far beyond.

So I started to work. And it took a while because we had to cut through all the red tape. We 
had to get all the approvals. I thought it would be easier than it turned out to be. She proved 
herself to be the most relentless lobbyist I’ve ever encountered. (Laughter.) She could not get a 
job in your White House, Mr. President. (Laughter.) She never let up. She called me from India, 
she called me from Vietnam, she wrote me letters, and it was always: “When’s the house gonna 
open? How much more can be done quickly?”

Finally, the moment came: June, 1995, and the Mother Teresa Home for Infant Children 
opened. She flew in from Kolkata to attend the opening, and like a happy child, she gripped my 
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arm and led me around, looking at the bassinets and the pretty painted colors on the wall, and 
just beaming about what this meant for children and their futures.

A few years later, I attended her funeral in Kolkata, where I saw presidents and prime 
ministers, royalty and street beggars, pay her homage. And after the service, her successor, Sister 
Nirmala, the leader of the Missionaries of Charity, invited me to come to the Mother House. I 
was deeply touched. When I arrived, I realized I was one of only a very few outsiders. And I was 
directed into a whitewashed room where the casket had already arrived. And we stood around 
with the nuns, with the candles on the walls flickering, and prayed for this extraordinary woman. 
And then Sister Nirmala asked me to offer a prayer. I felt both inadequate and deeply honored, 
just as I do today. And in the tradition of prayer breakfast speakers, let me share a few matters 
that reflect how I came on my own faith journey, and how I think about the responsibilities that 
President Obama and his administration and our government face today.

As Amy said, I grew up in the Methodist Church. On both sides of my father’s family, the 
Rodhams and the Joneses, they came from mining towns. And they claimed, going back many 
years, to have actually been converted by John and Charles Wesley. And, of course, Methodists 
were methodical. It was a particularly good religion for me. (Laughter.) And part of it is a 
commitment to living out your faith. We believe that faith without works may not be dead, but 
it’s hard to discern from time to time.

And, of course, John Wesley had this simple rule which I carry around with me as I travel: 
Do all the good you can by all the means you can in all the ways you can in all the places you 
can at all the times you can to all the people you can, as long as ever you can. That’s a tall 
order. And, of course, one of the interpretive problems with it is, who defines good? What are 
we actually called to do, and how do we stay humble enough, obedient enough, to ask ourselves, 
am I really doing what I’m called to do?

It was a good rule to be raised by and it was certainly a good rule for my mother and 
father to discipline us by. And I think it’s a good rule to live by, with the appropriate dose of 
humility. Our world is an imperfect one filled with imperfect people, so we constantly struggle 
to meet our own spiritual goals. But John Wesley’s teachings, and the teachings of my church, 
particularly during my childhood and teenage years, gave me the impetus to believe that I did 
have a responsibility. It meant not sitting on the sidelines, but being in the arena. And it meant 
constantly working to try to fulfill the lessons that I absorbed as a child. It’s not easy. We’re 
here today because we’re all seekers, and we can all look around our own lives and the lives of 
those whom we know and see everyone falling so short.

And then, of course, as we look around the world, there are so many problems and 
challenges that people of faith are attempting to address or should be. We can recite those 
places where human beings are mired in the past—their hatreds, their differences—where 
governments refuse to speak to other governments, where the progress of entire nations 
is undermined because isolation and insularity seem less risky than cooperation and 
collaboration, where all too often it is religion that is the force that drives and sustains 
division rather than being the healing balm. These patterns persist despite the overwhelming 
evidence that more good will come from suspending old animosities and preconceptions from 
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engaging others in dialogue, from remembering the cardinal rules found in all of the world’s 
major religions.

Last October, I visited Belfast once again, 11 years after the signing of the Good Friday 
Agreement, a place where being a Protestant or a Catholic determined where you lived, often 
where you worked, whether you were a friend or an enemy, a threat or a target. Yet over time, 
as the body count grew, the bonds of common humanity became more powerful than the 
differences fueled by ancient wrongs. So bullets have been traded for ballots.

As we meet this morning, both communities are attempting to hammer out a final 
agreement on the yet unresolved issues between them. And they are discovering anew what the 
scripture urges us: “Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap 
a harvest if we don’t give up.” Even in places where God’s presence and promise seems fleeting 
and unfulfilled or completely absent, the power of one person’s faith and the determination to 
act can help lead a nation out of darkness.

Some of you may have seen the film Pray the Devil Back to Hell. It is the story of a 
Liberian woman who was tired of the conflict and the killing and the fear that had gripped her 
country for years. So she went to her church and she prayed for an end to the civil war. And she 
organized other women at her church, and then at other churches, then at the mosques. Soon 
thousands of women became a mass movement, rising up and praying for a peace, and working 
to bring it about that finally, finally ended the conflict.

And yet the devil must have left Liberia and taken up residence in Congo. When I was in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo this summer, the contrasts were so overwhelmingly tragic—a 
country the size of Western Europe, rich in minerals and natural resources, where 5.4 million 
people have been killed in the most deadly conflict since World War II, where 1,100 women 
and girls are raped every month, where the life expectancy is 46 and dropping, where poverty, 
starvation, and all of the ills that stalk the human race are in abundance.

When I traveled to Goma, I saw in a single day the best and the worst of humanity. I met 
with women who had been savaged and brutalized physically and emotionally, victims of gender 
and sexual-based violence in a place where law, custom, and even faith did little to protect 
them. But I also saw courageous women who, by faith, went back into the bush to find those 
who, like them, had been violently attacked. I saw the doctors and the nurses who were helping 
to heal the wounds, and I saw so many who were there because their faith led them to it.

As we look at the world today and we reflect on the overwhelming response of outpouring 
of generosity to what happened in Haiti, I’m reminded of the story of Elijah. After he goes to 
Mount Horeb, we read that he faced “a great wind, so strong that it was splitting mountains 
and breaking rocks in pieces before the Lord, but the Lord was not in the wind; and after the 
wind an earthquake, but the Lord was not in the earthquake; and after the earthquake a fire, 
but the Lord was not in the fire; and after the fire a sound of sheer silence—a still small voice.” 
It was then that Elijah heard the voice of the Lord. It is often when we are only quiet enough 
to listen that we do as well. It’s something we can do at any time, without a disaster or a 
catastrophe provoking it. It shouldn’t take that.
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But the teachings of every religion call us to care for the poor, tell us to visit the orphans 
and widows, to be generous and charitable, to alleviate suffering. All religions have their version 
of the Golden Rule and direct us to love our neighbor and welcome the stranger and visit the 
prisoner. But how often in the midst of our own lives do we respond to that? All of these holy 
texts, all of this religious wisdom from these very different faiths act out of love.

In politics, we sometimes talk about message discipline—making sure everyone uses the same 
set of talking points. Well, whoever was in charge of message discipline on these issues for every 
religion certainly knew what they were doing. Regardless of our differences, we all got the same 
talking points and the same marching orders. So the charge is a personal one. Yet across the world, 
we see organized religion standing in the way of faith, perverting love, undermining that message.

Sometimes it’s easier to see that far away than here at home. But religion, cloaked in naked 
power lust, is used to justify horrific violence, attacks on homes, markets, schools, volleyball 
games, churches, mosques, synagogues, and temples. From Iraq to Pakistan and Afghanistan 
to Nigeria and the Middle East, religion is used a club to deny the human rights of girls and 
women, from the Gulf to Africa to Asia, and to discriminate, even advocating the execution of 
gays and lesbians. Religion is used to enshrine in law intolerance of free expression and peaceful 
protest. Iran is now detaining and executing people under a new crime—waging war against 
God. It seems to be a rather dramatic identity crisis.

So in the Obama administration, we are working to bridge religious divides. We’re taking 
on violations of human rights perpetrated in the name of religion. And we invite members 
of Congress and clergy and active citizens like all of you here to join us. Of course we’re 
supporting the peace processes from Northern Ireland to the Middle East, and, of course, we 
are following up on the president’s historic speech at Cairo with outreach efforts to Muslims 
and promoting interfaith dialogue, and, of course, we’re condemning the repression in Iran.

But we are also standing up for girls and women, who too often in the name of religion, are 
denied their basic human rights. And we are standing up for gays and lesbians who deserve 
to be treated as full human beings. (Applause.) And we are also making it clear to countries 
and leaders that these are priorities of the United States. Every time I travel, I raise the plight 
of girls and women, and make it clear that we expect to see changes. And I recently called 
President Museveni, whom I have known through the prayer breakfast, and expressed the 
strongest concerns about a law being considered in the parliament of Uganda.

We are committed, not only to reaching out and speaking up about the perversion of religion, 
and in particularly the use of it to promote and justify terrorism, but also seeking to find common 
ground. We are working with Muslim nations to come up with an appropriate way of demonstrating 
criticism of religious intolerance without stepping over into the area of freedom of religion or non-
religion and expression. So there is much to be done, and there is a lot of challenging opportunities 
for each of us as we leave this prayer breakfast, this 58th prayer breakfast.

In 1975, my husband and I, who had gotten married in October, and we were both teaching 
at the University of Arkansas Law School in beautiful Fayetteville, Arkansas—we got married 
on a Saturday and we went back to work on a Monday. So around Christmastime, we decided 
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that we should go somewhere and celebrate, take a honeymoon. And my late father said, “Well, 
that’s a great idea. We’ll come, too.” (Laughter.)

And indeed, Bill and I and my entire family—(laughter)—went to Acapulco. We had a great 
time, but it wasn’t exactly a honeymoon. So when we got back, Bill was talking to one of his 
friends who was then working in Haiti, and his friend said, “Well, why don’t you come see me? 
This is the most interesting country. Come and take some time.” So, indeed, we did. So we were 
there over the New Year’s holidays. And I remember visiting the cathedral in Port-au-Prince, 
in the midst, at that time, so much fear from the regime of the Duvaliers, and so much poverty, 
there was this cathedral that had stood there and served as a beacon of hope and faith.

After the earthquake, I was looking at some of our pictures from the disaster, and I saw 
the total destruction of the cathedral. It was just a heart-rending moment. And yet I also saw 
men and women helping one another, digging through the rubble, dancing and singing in the 
makeshift communities that they were building up. And I thought again that as the scripture 
reminds us, “Though the mountains be shaken and the hills be removed, yet my unfailing love 
for you will not be shaken nor my covenant of peace be removed.”

As the memory of this crisis fades, as the news cameras move on to the next very dramatic 
incident, let us pray that we can sustain the force and the feeling that we find in our hearts and 
in our faith in the aftermath of such tragedies. Let us pray that we will all continue to be our 
brothers’ and sisters’ keepers. Let us pray that amid our differences, we can continue to see the 
power of faith not only to make us whole as individuals, to provide personal salvation, but to 
make us a greater whole and a greater force for good on behalf of all creation.

So let us do all the good we can, by all the means we can, in all the ways we can, in all the 
places we can, to all the people we can, as long as ever we can.

God bless you. (Applause.)

Source: From Hillary Rodham Clinton, “Keynote Address at the 58th National Prayer Breakfast, February 4, 
2010.” Published 2010 by U.S. Department of State.
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Some view communication as a one-way street. If you get what you want, 
according to this view, your speech is effective. But that’s only part of the 
picture. In a democratic society, the true value of a speech must be judged by the 

outcome for all parties involved: the speaker and the listeners. In addition, a speech 
should be judged by its larger contributions to society. Does it contribute something 
useful to public discussion? Does it help the community resolve important controver-
sies, or does it motivate members of the community to do good things?

In this chapter, we will first examine the role of the critical listener as a funda-
mental part of the communication process. Then we will preview a few of the basic 
principles of public speaking that will be developed in more detail throughout the 
rest of this book.

To be an effective listener—in the classroom, in professional life, or in your 
community—you must listen attentively, respectfully, and critically. Listening carefully 
is not only an essential part of effective communication but also an important respon-
sibility. When you listen carefully, you become a better-informed and more discerning 
consumer of information and ideas. You are also more likely to make good decisions 
about whom to vote for, what causes to support, and what courses of action to pur-
sue. Of course, we do not listen in a vacuum. The good listener will make every effort 
to become as informed about the issues as possible so as to test the speaker’s ideas and 
arguments against what he or she already knows. Keeping up with the major events 
and controversies of the day is part of your responsibilities as a good listener.

To be an effective speaker, you must respect your listeners’ needs, sensitivi-
ties, and rights. You must know something about their beliefs, values, tastes, and 
prejudices. If you hope to get a response from your listeners, you need to consider 
what characteristics they share as a group and what qualities individual members 
bring to the situation. Seeing public speaking as a mutually beneficial experience 
for both speaker and listener means that taking advantage of an audience—getting 
them to do something harmful, buy something useless, or act in destructive ways—
should never be your goal. Public speaking is a way of promoting the common 
good, and as such, it is governed by shared ethical principles.

THE SPEAKER-LISTENER PARTNERSHIP

Preview. As a speaker, you hope to get a response from your audience. As a form 
of civic engagement, however, public speaking is listener-centered and assumes an 
equal, collaborative partnership between speakers and listeners. For a speech to 
be truly successful, the audience as well as the speaker should derive some benefit 
from the exchange.

More than 40 years ago, communication scholar David Berlo, in his groundbreaking 
book The Process of Communication, argued that all communication, including public 
speaking, should be viewed as a process.1 Later, Gerald Miller described that process 
as “transactional,” or as an exchange between the “sender” and the “receiver.”2 In this 
model, communication is seen as a process in which speakers and listeners continu-
ously exchange messages and negotiate meanings. As communications scholars Steve 
Duck and David McMahon put it, transactional communication is the process of 
constructing “shared messages or understandings between two or more individuals.”3
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In other words, the speaker 
should make adjustments 
based on the messages 
that come back from the 
audience. Listeners are not 
passive; they send informa-
tion about their reactions 
to the speaker. Together, 
the speaker and the 
listener create a relation-
ship in which they negoti-
ate shared meanings and 
interpretations.

Figure 2.1 illustrates 
how a transactional model 
of communication differs 
from the idea of simply 
sending out a message to 
an audience. As a speaker, you encode a message; that is, you take your ideas and 
you put them in a form to be sent though a channel (the speech). Your listeners 
then decode your message—that is, they interpret your message—and send verbal 
and nonverbal messages back to you, the speaker. As these messages go back and 
forth, there is the possibility of interference, or noise, that disrupts the communi-
cation process. Moreover, all of this occurs within a situation or context that can 
also influence the way messages are sent and received.

This transactional model of communication fits well with our view of public 
speaking as a form of civic engagement. When you speak in public, your goal 
should never be to manipulate your audience just to get your way. Rather, you 
should join with your fellow citizens in talking together about issues and prob-
lems of common concern. This transactional process—this exchange—presents a 
variety of challenges. Sometimes messages flow smoothly. At other times, “noise” 
may distort or interrupt the message flow, or the context may make it difficult 
to communicate. A hot, stuffy room might make it more difficult to communi-
cate than a more comfortable setting. A captive audience, or one that is required 
to attend a presentation, is more likely to be preoccupied with other matters 
than an audience that has come specifically to hear you speak. As a speaker, you 
might even create distractions yourself by distributing too many handouts or 
by delivering your speech poorly. Any kind of interference, such as a squeaky 
microphone or a hostile audience member, might create “noise” in the system. 
Furthermore, all of us filter messages through our own beliefs and values. We 
understand, believe, or act based partly on our own experiences, the values we 
hold, our age or gender, or our cultural traditions. All of these factors will be 
discussed in greater detail in Chapter 4, where we consider how to analyze and 
adapt to your audience. For now, just remember that the situation in which you 
speak and the backgrounds and interests of your listeners can have a big effect 
on the way your message is received. A good speaker will anticipate and take ac-
count of these influences.
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Speeches always take place in a context. If you are a student at Tulane 
University or the University of New Orleans, you might be more interested in 
the economic impact of hurricanes than a student at the University of Wisconsin. 
If you know a student who was robbed while walking across your campus, you 
might be more interested in personal safety on campus than other students in your 
class. If environmental activists have tried to stop logging in a nearby state forest 
by spiking trees or sabotaging equipment, students on your campus might be more 
aware of the debate over the tactics used by some radical environmental groups. In 
short, where and when you speak can make a big difference. Your speeches must be 
designed not only for a specific audience but also for a particular place and time.

Viewing public speaking as a process is important. Both speakers and listeners 
must be involved in the communication process, and both have larger responsibili-
ties to the community. As a speaker, you have an obligation to address serious mat-
ters of public concern, and your listeners have a responsibility to listen and fairly 
evaluate your ideas and proposals. If you succeed as a speaker, both you and your 
listeners will benefit. As rhetorical scholar William Norwood Brigance once ob-
served, you have a right to free speech, but you also have a responsibility to deliver 
“useful goods to the listener.”4

THE ENGAGED LISTENER

Preview. Listening may serve various purposes, including enjoyment, gathering 
information, or the critical assessment of ideas. When you listen well, you experi-
ence an array of positive benefits, including increased knowledge and awareness of 
the world around you and a clearer sense of your own values. Your willingness to 
listen is crucial to your role as an engaged citizen. As a citizen, you have an obliga-
tion to listen to your fellow citizens and to give their views respectful consideration.

Depending on your goals, you may approach listening differently in differing situa-
tions.5 Sometimes you listen for enjoyment, as when you listen to good music. You 
do not expect to be analytical or critical; you are simply listening to be entertained 
or inspired. On other occasions, you may engage in empathic listening, or listening to 
show your support and understanding for the feelings of another person. As a citizen, 
however, you are most likely to engage in either informational or critical listening. In 
informational listening, you hope to learn or expand your knowledge of a particu-
lar subject. You want to understand and remember what you are hearing. In critical 
listening, you aim to analyze and evaluate a speaker’s message. You make judgments 
about the relevance, accuracy, timeliness, and validity of the message. In many in-
stances, informational listening serves as the foundation for critical listening; what 
you learn from listening can help you evaluate other messages you might encounter.

Positive Outcomes of Effective Listening

There are plenty of good reasons for becoming a better listener. In the classroom, 
better listening skills can improve your grades; good listening at work can lead 
to higher productivity and better workplace morale. In our communities, listen-
ing more carefully to one another can reduce conflict and help us solve problems. 

Understand 
the meaning 

and benefits of 
engaged listening.
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Indeed, we all benefit when people become more careful and respectful listeners.6

Here are just a few of the reasons we all should become better listeners:

j Listening carefully helps you become better informed. Many of our ideas 
come from listening to others. Whether you are participating in a group dis-
cussion, watching the news, or talking with a friend, listening better can help 
you make more informed decisions. Students who are good listeners usually 
perform better in their classes. Citizens who are good listeners become better-
informed voters and tend to participate more actively in civic life.

j Listening to others is part of your responsibility as a citizen. When you lis-
ten closely to others’ arguments, you show respect for their views and can 
respond more thoughtfully and intelligently. By listening carefully as others 
share their ideas, you also communicate a desire for dialogue and collabora-
tion. By listening respectfully and attentively while others are speaking, you 
demonstrate your faith in the democratic process and your conviction that 
the views of every citizen deserve a respectful hearing.

j Listening gives you a clearer sense of who we are and what we value. Listening 
allows you to compare and contrast your own beliefs and values with those 
of your fellow citizens. By listening to others, you get a better sense of who 
you are and how your views compare to those of others. If you find that your 
views are out of the mainstream, you may want to ask, “What influences or 
life experiences have shaped my unique perspective on this issue?” or “Why 
might others have developed a different point of view?”

j Good listening helps you develop and sustain better interpersonal relation-
ships. Listening to others shows that you care about them. Furthermore, good 
listening is often reciprocated. When you show that you care by listening 
carefully to the problems, perspectives, or ideas of others, they are more likely 
to give your views full and fair consideration.

j By becoming a better listener, you can become a better speaker. By carefully 
observing how others communicate, you can learn to communicate more effec-
tively yourself. Moreover, listening carefully helps you better understand your 
audience when you speak. By listening to what your audience members say 
about themselves—by interacting with them before or after a speech—you can 
gather information that will help you frame your own ideas and arguments.

In short, effective listening is both a practical necessity and an ethical responsibility 
for citizens in a democracy.

Preparing for Critical Listening: Your Responsibility as a Citizen

If you are to listen effectively, you must possess sufficient information and knowledge 
to comprehend and assess the ideas of others. If you plan to attend a community 
forum on affordable housing, for example, you should know something about the 
topic in advance. How expensive is housing in our community? How does our com-
munity compare with surrounding communities? What might account for the high 
cost of housing in our area? What options do we have for creating more affordable 
housing? Who needs to be involved in addressing the problem? These are only a few 
of the questions that the thoughtful citizen might ask even before attending the forum.
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HIGHLIGHTING LISTENING AND LEADERSHIP

Listening has been linked to effective leadership in 
the business and professional world as well as in the 
public arena.

j Leadership experts, such as Ronald Heifetz of 
Harvard University, point out that the foundation 
of good listening is “curiosity and empathy.” 
Excellent listeners are able to look beyond the 
speaker’s verbal and nonverbal messages and 
uncover the underlying argument beneath the 
disagreement or conflict.

j Former Chrysler CEO, Lee Iacocca (credited with 
saving Chrysler from bankruptcy in the 1980s), 
emphasizes the strong link between motivating 
employees to give their best efforts and listening 
to their ideas, questions, and concerns. Even if 
the “system” labels someone as “average or 
mediocre,” they may truly excel simply because 
someone has “listened to [their] problems and 
helped [them] solve them.”

j As Hillary Clinton prepared to run for the U.S. 
Senate in New York in 2000, she embarked on 
a “listening tour” that enabled her to obtain 
firsthand feedback from everyday Americans as 

well as local government officials as they talked 
with her about “their concerns and aspirations for 
the families and communities.”

j Col. Eric Kail, the course director of military 
leadership at the U.S. Military Academy at West 
Point, argues that a good leader is empathetic—he 
or she connects with others by listening carefully 
to what they have to say and resists the temptation 
simply to wait for them to pause to speak.

j In 2009, President Obama traveled to London 
for the first time during his presidency. He 
expressed a balanced commitment to advancing 
ideas and listening thoughtfully and responsively. 
He had come, he said, “to listen and not to 
lecture.”

Sources: From Andrew D. Wolvin, “Listening Leadership, 
International Journal of Listening 19. Copyright © 2005 by 
International Journal of Listening; from Eric Kail, “Leadership 
Character: The Role of Empathy,” http://www.washingtonpost
.com/blogs/guest-insights/post/leadership-character-the-role-
of-empathy/2011/04/04/gIQAQXVGQM_blog.html (accessed 
February 2, 2012); from Barack Obama, Joint Press Availability 
with President Barack Obama and Prime Minister Gordon 
Brown, April 1, 2009. Published 2009 by The White House, 
Office of the Press Secretary.

http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/guest-insights/post/leadership-character-the-role-of-empathy/2011/04/04/gIQAQXVGQM_blog.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/guest-insights/post/leadership-character-the-role-of-empathy/2011/04/04/gIQAQXVGQM_blog.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/guest-insights/post/leadership-character-the-role-of-empathy/2011/04/04/gIQAQXVGQM_blog.html
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In your public speaking class, you may not know much about some of the top-
ics your classmates will address. Even so, you should make an effort to be as well 
informed as possible. Get into the habit of regularly consulting reputable news 
sources—on the Internet, in newspapers and magazines, and on television. Make an 
effort to talk about important public issues with your classmates, family, and friends. 
By becoming more knowledgeable about a wide variety of local, state, national, and 
international issues, you can become a better listener and a more informed citizen.

As we become better informed, we are better able to distinguish fact from 
opinion, assess the quality of a speaker’s ideas and arguments, and pose thoughtful 
questions. Listeners who are uninformed have difficulty distinguishing sound and 
useful information from that which is irrelevant, invalid, or unreliable. Sometimes 
poorly prepared listeners may not be able to grasp a speaker’s arguments at all.

Clearly, there are both personal and social benefits to good listening. When 
speakers and listeners are well informed, democratic deliberation works better and 
the prospects for constructive problem solving are enhanced.

BARRIERS TO GOOD LISTENING

Preview. Most of us underestimate the effort it takes to listen effectively. We 
want to listen well but often fail to recognize the barriers we need to overcome if 
we hope to become better listeners. Most of these barriers are grounded in our at-
titudes toward listening as well as in certain deficiencies in our listening behaviors. 
As we learn to identify and understand the barriers to good listening, we come to 
understand that good listening is an acquired skill.

Passivity Syndrome

Many of us think listening is easy, at least for us! After all, we have been listening 
since we were born, and as students we listen for many hours every day. Perhaps 
we feel that we already know all there is to know about listening. Or maybe we 

  National Issues Forums: The Role of 
Listening in Democratic Deliberations

The National Issues Forums (NIF) is a network of 
educational institutions, civic groups, churches, and 
other organizations that convene gatherings where 
citizens can talk about public issues. They emphasize 
deliberation, not debate, using a structured approach 
that stresses “listening carefully to the views of others 
and talking through the conflicts that arise when people 
disagree.” These forums occur throughout the country 
and focus on timely and critical topics, such as health 
care, immigration, and terrorism. The results are shared 

with local, state, and federal officials. Former Florida 
legislator Scott Clemens emphasizes the real benefit of 
having lawmakers attend a forum where they listen more 
than they speak. He points out that legislators don’t 
have to play the role of “experts.” Instead, they “have 
the chance to listen...to really focus on what people are 
saying.”To read more about NIF, see Chapter 17.

Source: National Issues Forums Institute, “News,” www.nifi.org/
news. See in particular Bruce Feustel, “Connecting Citizens with 
Legislators” (accessed January 2, 2012).7

FOCUS ON CIVIC
ENGAGEMENT

Under-
stand the 

barriers that 
prevent you 
from listening 
effectively.
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feel that the primary responsibility for good listening rests with the speaker. This 
line of reasoning—known as the passivity syndrome—is rooted in a view of public 
speaking as a one-way street. The passivity syndrome fails to knowledge the trans-
actional nature of communication—the fact that effective communication requires 
the active participation of both speakers and listeners.

Listening is an active process.8 When we attend a public talk, we hope to learn, 
grow, be stimulated, or perhaps discover new strategies for solving a community 
problem. If we come away empty-handed, we must share some of the blame. If we 
hope to derive some benefit from listening, we must do our part. We must get ac-
tively involved in the communication process by listening more carefully.

Automatic Rejection

Listening is more difficult when a speaker challenges our existing beliefs or values. 
We prefer listening to speakers whose thinking is consistent with our own.9 This is 
the case, for example, with TV viewers. A poll taken before the 2010 Congressional 
election showed that 78 percent of those who watched the conservative Fox News 
intended to vote Republican, while 58 percent of those who watched the more lib-
eral MSNBC planned to vote Democratic.10

Sometimes we try to escape from distressing communication. Some will turn 
off the TV in disgust when a politician they dislike begins to speak. Others may 
utter disrespectful comments or otherwise “talk over” a speaker they do not want 
to hear. Even when attending an event in person, some listeners may pretend to lis-
ten to a speaker while thinking about something else. Still others will concentrate 
on refuting the speaker’s ideas, losing the thread of the argument because they were 
too busy coming up with their own counterarguments. It is hardly surprising, then, 
that during question-and-answer periods, those who oppose the speaker’s position 
often ask questions that reveal that they were not listening closely to the speech.

As an effective and ethical listener, you should allow the speaker to state his or 
her whole case before you jump to conclusions. You should give every speaker a fair 
and honest hearing before raising objections. It is perfectly acceptable to disagree with 

  Building a Climate for Peace through Critical 
Listening

In November of 2011, former secretary of state 
Madeleine Albright spoke to an audience of university 
students as part of a series on “Making War, Making 
Peace.” She decried all the political bickering in the 
United States, which she argued was undermining 
America’s role in inspiring and guiding other nations. 
She urged her audience to learn by listening to the 
views of others, especially those with whom they 
disagree. As in relations between countries, individuals 

need to hear and seek to understand views that are 
contrary to their own. She pointed out that there 
might be some personal satisfaction in “winning” 
an argument, but engaging in a dialogue in order to 
“stretch your mind” is more likely to lead to wisdom. 
And wisdom, according to Albright, is what will be 
needed to create a “climate for lasting peace.”

Source: The Herald Times (Bloomington, Indiana), November 3, 
2011, A3.

FOCUS ON CIVIC
ENGAGEMENT
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points made by the speaker, 
but during the speech itself, 
you should just note those 
points and continue listen-
ing. After you have listened 
to the speaker’s whole ar-
gument, you are in a bet-
ter position to respond to 
those ideas with which you 
disagree.

Unfortunately, too 
many public advocates 
today simply refuse to lis-
ten to others. On political 
talk shows, for example, 
we frequently see speakers 
interrupt or shout down 
those who disagree with their views, apparently thinking this is how you “win” 
a debate. Although these sorts of “debates” may be entertaining to some, they are 
hardly models of effective and constructive listening. If democratic deliberation is 
to lead to sound collective decisions, we need to listen to one another without be-
coming combative or defensive. Genuine listening means listening actively with an 
open mind and respect for those with whom you may disagree.11

Short Attention Span

How long can you listen to someone speak without starting to fidget or finding 
that your mind is wandering? Can you easily listen to your professor’s 45-minute 
lecture and remain focused and attentive throughout? If you can, you have an ex-
cellent attention span.

Modern technology has significantly changed the way we listen and what we 
listen to. In the age of television and the Internet, we can hardly imagine listening 
to a series of seven political debates, each lasting three hours. Yet that is exactly 
what happened during the famous Lincoln-Douglas debates in 1858; the people of 
Illinois flocked to hear two candidates for the Senate engage in a “sustained public 
discussion” of the issues.12 Accustomed to long speeches, sermons, and lectures, 
Americans of the nineteenth century were happy to listen to Daniel Webster speak 
for hours when commemorating the landing of the Pilgrims or debating the great 
issues of the day on the floor of the Senate.13 The most famous preacher of that era, 
Henry Ward Beecher, would entertain huge crowds for hours with his provocative 
and entertaining lectures.14

Today, our attention spans are simply not as long as they used to be. We now 
demand shorter messages, sometimes losing interest after only a few minutes. Some 
experts advise teachers to break their lectures into small chunks, with no chunk 
lasting longer than fifteen minutes.15 In political debates, candidates offer little 
more than “sound bites,” or quick, nonspecific answers that can be easily remem-
bered and quoted. According to experts, television has contributed to our shorter 

When speakers 
are combative or 
confrontational, 
trying to score 
points instead of 
listening to oth-
ers, they under-
mine democratic 
deliberation.
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attention spans by breaking every ten or twelve minutes for commercials or station 
identification.16 Not only television but also newspapers, video games, text mes-
saging, tweets, and social networking sites have all conditioned us to expect our 
information in short bits—“sidebars” or “sound bites.”

As listeners, we have a responsibility to overcome our own short attention spans. 
We need to accept that we will sometimes be asked to listen to talks that run 30 minutes 
or more, and we need to work at remaining attentive in such situations. If we find our-
selves fading in and out during a speaker’s presentation, we need to catch ourselves, 
refocus our attention, and practice some of the techniques of active listening discussed 
later in this chapter. Good listening does not just happen. We must make an effort to 
overcome our short attention spans and become better listeners.

Stereotyping

In the early twenty-first century, we thankfully have left behind many sexual, 
cultural, racial, religious, and ethnic stereotypes. Even so, not all stereotypes have 
disappeared. Although racial and gender stereotypes have been discredited in 
recent years, even well-meaning people still sometimes stereotype older people, 
people with disabilities, or people from particular ethnic groups or geographical 
regions. Moreover, racism and sexism may have taken on new, more subtle forms, 
and some scholars believe they continue to be deeply embedded in our society.17

As early as 1922, journalist Walter Lippmann likened stereotypes to “pictures 
in the head,” or mental reproductions of reality, and from there, the term gradu-
ally came to mean generalizations—or, quite often, overgeneralizations—about the 
members of a group.18 The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines stereotype as “a 
standardized mental picture that is held in common by members of a group and that 
represents an oversimplified opinion, prejudiced attitude, or uncritical judgment.”19

When stereotyping, we observe a few members of a particular category (African-
American males, Asians, older women, homosexuals, and so forth) and draw con-
clusions about all others belonging to that same group. The difference between 
making a generalization about a group of individuals and stereotyping them is that, 
in stereotyping, we leave no room for individual differences. We believe that every 
individual fits the same mental mold we have created for the group. Stereotyping, 
then, often becomes a device for relegating an entire class of people to inferior status. 
This enables those in power to justify their dominance over the stereotyped group.

Stereotyping represents a problem in many realms of life. Scholars have linked 
stereotyping to prejudice and discrimination, as well as to lower self-esteem, ad-
verse health outcomes, and impaired performance among the targets of racial and 
sexist stereotyping.20 Stereotypes may be based on direct experience, family mem-
bers’ expressed views and attitudes, or various media portrayals, but whatever 
their source they can unfairly categorize and stigmatize people.

Stereotyping can greatly interfere with our ability to listen effectively. When 
we are preoccupied with a speaker’s gender, race, age, or other characteristic, we 
are focusing on dimensions that may have little or nothing to do with his or her 
message. We are not focusing fully on the information and ideas being commu-
nicated. For example, suppose you were listening to a speech that addressed the 
problem of the glass ceiling, an invisible barrier of prejudices and discrimination 

Watch the Video
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that hampers women’s ability to rise to the top of business and professional orga-
nizations. Would you listen to that speech carefully and with an open mind if you 
already had stereotyped the speaker as a radical feminist?

Stereotypes are invariably misleading. Everybody is unique, and nobody 
perfectly fits the stereotypes that may be applied to them. In all communication 
situations—and public speaking is no exception—we need to respect each person’s 
individuality and resist falling for stereotypes.

Distractions

Sometimes we fail to listen effectively because of distractions in our surroundings. 
We may even use distractions as excuses for our own failure to listen. We sit in the 
last row and then complain about the speaker’s voice not carrying very well. Or 
perhaps we sit by an open window and find ourselves distracted by a lawn mower, 
the shouts of children, or the beauty of the view. We tell ourselves that we had 
every intention of listening carefully but fell prey to distractions.

In addition, speakers themselves sometimes present distractions. Most public 
speakers are “on display” before they make their speeches. Seated at a luncheon 

HIGHLIGHTING STEREOTYPES IN THE MEDIA

One of the main places that children and adults 
learn stereotypes is the mass media. Many studies 
have found that advertisements, television programs, 
movies, and other media are saturated with racial and 
gender stereotypes, as well as stereotypes about age, 
occupation, education, class, geographical location, or 
sexual orientation.

The sheer volume of advertising suggests that many 
people are exposed to stereotypes on a daily basis 
that may profoundly influence how people perceive 
and relate to one another. One study found that 
male interviewers who had watched sexist television 
commercials later judged a female job applicant as less 
competent, remembered less biographical information 
about her, and remembered more about her physical 
appearance than did interviewers who had not watched 
these kinds of commercials.

Beyond advertising, other media-based stereotypes 
wield considerable influence. For instance, research 
has shown the following:

j White television viewers who watch a stereotyped 
comic portrayal of black people are later more 

likely to judge a black defendant guilty of an 
assault.

j Males who view movie scenes objectifying women 
are later more likely to believe that a date rape 
victim experienced pleasure and “got what she 
wanted.”

j People who watch a music video objectifying 
women later rate a woman as more sexual and 
submissive when she returns a man’s advances.

j Heterosexual men who look at attractive women 
in magazine erotica later rate their romantic 
partners as less attractive.

These studies and many more document the 
negative influences of media stereotypes on social 
perception and behavior.

Source: Scott Plous, “The Psychology of Prejudice, 
Stereotyping, and Discrimination: An Overview,” in 
Understanding Prejudice and Discrimination, ed. S. Plous 
(New York: McGraw-Hill, 2003), 3–48.
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table or on a speaker’s platform, they can be viewed before speaking to the audi-
ence. Thus there is plenty of time for listeners to look at them and form early—and 
often misguided—impressions. Some listeners may be impressed by a speaker who 
appears in an Armani suit. They may suspend their critical faculties and believe 
what he says simply because he looks successful. If we allow ourselves to be dis-
tracted by first impressions, we have failed to fulfill our responsibilities as listeners. 
We should recognize the first impression for what it is—a first impression—and 
not allow it to determine our ultimate reactions to a speech.21

Nonverbal communication is important and cannot be ignored, of course, but 
what we observe with the eyes is only the beginning. We are there to listen to the 
speaker’s complete presentation. Only then—on the basis of all that we have heard 
and observed—can we formulate a reasonable reaction to the speaker and the speech.

Finally, we need to recognize that visual images can sometimes distract us from 
listening closely. In some cases, visual images may function as powerful influences 
on our ideas and behaviors without our even being aware of their impact. The 
colors used in some images, for example, can elicit feelings or establish moods—
and may influence the way we feel about what the speaker is saying.22 In some 
cases, as communication scholar Kathleen Hall Jamieson has argued, visual images
can even substitute for persuasive political arguments.23 As discerning audience 
members, we must critically evaluate visual messages by asking ourselves how 
what we are seeing may influence our thoughts, feelings, and beliefs. We will return 
to the subject of visual images later in this book (Chapter 12).

Effective listening provides the foundation for critical and constructive think-
ing and is an important tool of civic engagement. Good listening is essential if 
citizens are going to exchange information and ideas and work together to solve 
problems through democratic deliberation.

CRITICAL LISTENING

Preview. Critical listening requires effort. As we work to improve our listen-
ing skills, we must remind ourselves of our ethical responsibility to take listening 
seriously and to listen to others attentively. However, it is also essential that we 
be good listeners by preparing ourselves to listen and by actively engaging the 
speaker’s ideas.

In an ideal world, all speakers would be well prepared, articulate, and knowledge-
able. They would strive to engage us intellectually and emotionally. They would 
deliver their presentations with passion and conviction and present clear and force-
ful arguments. They would attempt to minimize distractions. They would structure 
their remarks logically and emphasize main ideas through their delivery, language, 
and the strategic use of presentational aids. They would listen carefully when their 
listeners asked questions after the speech, and they would respond thoughtfully 
and respectfully to each question.

Unfortunately, not all speakers live up to this ideal. As a result, we need to 
assume our own responsibilities as listeners and thoughtfully and analytically con-
sider what the speaker has to say. This means that we have to come prepared to 
listen and to listen actively.

Describe 
what 

it means to 
practice active 
and critical 
listening.
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Preparing to Listen

As a listener, you have responsibilities that go beyond just trying to be attentive. If 
you want to listen fairly and critically, you must prepare yourself to do so.

Be informed Before you attend a speech or community forum, read as widely as 
you can on the topic. It is almost impossible to analyze and evaluate a speaker’s 
ideas and arguments if you are uninformed. Knowing something about the issues 
will help you identify potential areas of agreement or disagreement that you want 
to hear more about. With this information, you can formulate some tentative ques-
tions for the speaker.

Recognize your own biases Commit yourself to listening with an open mind. 
Give some thought to your existing views and any potential biases you may have 
toward the speaker or topic. Who we are colors how we listen to and interact with 
speakers. Your background, your personal characteristics, and the roles you play in 
life all contribute to certain predispositions and biases that influence how you lis-
ten. No one can totally eliminate bias, but you can, through self-analysis, discover 
some of the forces at work in your own listening behaviors. Only by understanding 
yourself—what you bring to a speaking situation and who you are in relation to 
it—will you be able to listen in a critical yet fair-minded way.

Identify your goals The speaker has a purpose in getting up to talk. As an audi-
ence member you, too, should have a purpose, whether that purpose is to learn, 
to evaluate, or to prepare for your own speech before the same audience. Do you 
want simply to gather information from a speech? Or do you hope to better under-
stand an opposing point of view? Are you interested in relating the topic to your 
life or in preparing to speak out yourself on the topic the speaker is addressing? 
Your purposes may evolve as you listen. You may begin by thinking you just want 
information about a problem, such as global warming. But as you listen, you may 
decide that you want to get involved—to do something to address the problem. By 
listening purposefully, you can respond to the message on your own terms while 
still maintaining a healthy respect for the speaker’s position and purpose.

Understand the circumstances and target audiences The setting of a speech im-
poses certain restrictions and expectations on a speaker. A political candidate who 
buys 30 seconds of radio time is limited in what he or she can say. A speaker at an 
outdoor rally works under different constraints from one in a lecture hall. When you 
listen, be aware of how the particular setting may be affecting the speaker’s efforts. 
If the speaker is given little time to speak, for instance, you may be less critical if his 
or her main points are not fully developed. If the speaker had no time to prepare, 
you may forgive minor errors or an unpolished style. The circumstances under which 
the speaker prepared and delivered the speech should always be taken into account.

Sometimes a speaker’s words are aimed at more than one audience. For exam-
ple, at a large state university, a series of racial incidents resulted in several protest 
demonstrations and rallies on campus. At these rallies, students spoke to an audi-
ence of their peers—their immediate audience. However, these students also knew 
that members of the press were present. Through the press, the speakers hoped to 
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send messages to a wider audience on campus and in the community. The types of 
appeals speakers make, or the types of arguments they advance, may be puzzling to 
listeners who do not reflect enough on the target audience.

Consider the Speaker’s Purpose Understanding what the speaker hopes to ac-
complish by speaking helps prepare us to listen effectively. Speakers do not always 
make their purposes clear, and some may even intend to mislead the audience. If 
a speech is poorly structured, it may not be easy to identify the speaker’s goal or 
purpose. Knowing something about the setting, the speaker, and the general nature 
of the topic may help you identify the speaker’s goal. Once you think you know the 
basic purpose of the speech, you are in a better position to make judgments about 
the quality of the speaker’s ideas and information.

Active Listening

Becoming a critical listener means leaning to participate actively in the communica-
tion process. Here are some steps you need to take to become a more active listener.

Take notes as you listen Effective note taking can help you follow the speech and 
record critical information and ideas for later use.24 Because note taking requires 
some action on your part, it also can help keep you engaged in active listening.25

HIGHLIGHTING NOTE TAKING

Here are some strategies that can make your note 
taking more effective:

1. Write down the ideas and key points that 
are most important. You cannot write down 
everything the speaker says. Focus instead on 
jotting down the thesis and main ideas.

2. Use keywords to record main ideas. Attempting 
to write down every word is inefficient and 
likely impossible. Routinely omit articles (the, 
a, an), many prepositions, and some verbs. Just 
make sure you retain the sense of the idea being 
communicated.

3. Abbreviate and use symbols whenever possible. 
Some of these may be unique to you. So long 
as you understand them, you will be fine. For 
example, in taking notes on a speech on civic 
engagement, you may simply write CE in place of 
civic engagement. CA may be used to designate 
communication apprehension. More common 
symbols may include w (for with), w/o (for 

without), = (for equal), > (for more than), or 
< (for less than).

4. Organize your notes as a rough outline of the 
speech. Once you have identified major headings, 
you can also record substantiating material. 
Leave room in the left-hand margin and between 
items in your notes so that you can add things 
as the speaker presents them. Do not concern 
yourself with following a formal outlining format. 
Nearly any format will work, so long as you are 
able to distinguish main ideas from supporting 
(subordinate) material.

5. Use your notes to help you evaluate the 
speech. Your notes serve two purposes: 
recording the speaker’s ideas and assessing 
their quality. If you feel a main idea is 
unsubstantiated, you may write “weak” in 
brackets next to the recorded idea. If you 
think of a specific question or concern, jot that 
down as well.
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In taking notes, you may want to jot down a basic outline of the speech as well as 
specific questions you will want to ask after the speech. You also may make note 
of any statistics, facts, or particular examples that you want to remember. Some 
researchers argue that it is not until after a speech is over that we typically process 
most of the ideas and information we gathered while listening. A good set of notes 
can help in this process of analysis and reflection.26

Evaluate the quality of the speaker’s ideas and supporting material This is 
one of your most important tasks and is at the heart of critical listening. The 
speaker is seeking to get some specific response from you. To do that, she or 
he will present ideas and offer evidence to make those ideas understandable or 
believable. Your job is to ask how well those ideas further the speaker’s purpose. 
If, for example, the speaker wants you to give money to a particular cause, you 
will listen for the ways that doing so will benefit your community or advance the 
values you hold. If a speaker asserts that a new building project is not environ-
mentally friendly, you will want to listen for the opinions of experts or scientific 
evidence that supports such a claim. Much of what follows in this book will be 
directed toward helping you both construct sound arguments as a speaker and 
evaluate them as a listener. The principle to keep in mind is that you have the 
right to demand that speakers back up assertions. A healthy skepticism is funda-
mental to critical thinking and listening.

Be aware of the potential influence of the speaker’s ethos Often when you lis-
ten to a speech, you have some initial perceptions of the speaker’s credibility. You 
may find yourself overly influenced by who the person is rather than what he or 
she says in the speech. If, for example, you do not like the speaker, it may be that 
you just do not want to believe anything this speaker has to say. On the other hand, 
if you admire the speaker, you may not listen as critically as you should. If the mat-
ter is not of vital importance, it may not matter whether your judgment is biased 
by your opinion of the speaker. But suppose it is a serious matter that could affect 
your health or the well-being of your community. Separating your personal views 
of the speaker from your assessment of his or her message can be vital.

Offer Feedback

You can do this in two ways. First, you can use nonverbal communication to show 
the speaker that you are actively listening. When you look at the speaker or lean 
forward as he or she talks, you show your interest in the speech. You also may smile 
or nod your head in agreement to show the speaker that you are interested, are 
engaged, or even endorse his or her point of view. Through your facial expressions, 
you can show interest, agreement, confusion, or concern.27 Second, you may have 
the opportunity to ask questions or make comments after the speech. Knowing that 
you might ask questions may help you focus your attention and listen carefully and 
critically. You will want to ask intelligent, perhaps even challenging questions after 
the speech, so it is important that you listen carefully as the speech is given.

As a listener, you play a crucial role in the communication process. Rather 
than listen passively, you should strive to be an active, critical participant in the 
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process. As you practice engaged and critical listening, you will learn to evaluate 
what you hear, and you will find yourself becoming a better speaker as well. As an 
effective listener, you will also make better, more informed choices about what to 
believe—choices that will better serve both you and your community. As you learn 
to become a more active and critical listener, you will also become a more effective 
and engaging speaker.

PREPARING YOURSELF TO SPEAK

Preview. In this section, we introduce some of the basic principles of public 
speaking that will be developed in greater detail throughout this book. These prin-
ciples will guide you in selecting a topic, establishing credibility, and analyzing 
your audience.

This book will help you acquire the skills you need to speak in public. But first, 
you must have some reason to speak. In your public speaking class, you may speak 
because you’ve been given an assignment to do so. In life outside the classroom, 
however, the need to speak goes deeper than that: it is part of your role as a citizen 
in a democracy. Our history is filled with examples of people who felt the need 
to speak out, including some who risked their lives by doing it. William Lloyd 
Garrison, the fiery nineteenth-century abolitionist, for example, spent much of his 
life speaking out against slavery, often facing hostile mobs and threats against his 
life. More than 30 years before the Civil War, Garrison described his determination 
to end slavery in the first issue of his famous abolitionist periodical, the Liberator:
“I am in earnest—I will not equivocate—I will not excuse—I will not retreat a 
single inch; and I will be heard!”28 Few of us are as passionately involved with a 
cause as William Lloyd Garrison. But as citizens in a democracy, we all have the 
right and the responsibility to speak out on matters of public concern.

Once you have made the decision to speak, you may think that the next step is 
to write your speech. But what about preparing yourself to speak? This is not just 
a trick of words. It is important to think about what you need to do to get ready 
to speak. Preparing yourself to speak means, first, making the decision to speak in 
public and then learning about the principles of effective and ethical public speaking.

Know Yourself

You are your most important asset as a public speaker. Your own beliefs, abilities, 
knowledge, and potential are the foundation on which any speech is built. Yet few 
people have speeches in their heads just waiting to be delivered. Getting ready to 
give a speech is hard work; it involves study, research, reflection, and a desire to 
contribute to public discussion. It begins with what you know and care about. In
Chapter 5, we will examine ways to develop significant topics. The key word here 
is significant. Your speeches ought to be about things that matter, things that are 
important on your campus or in your community, things that affect you and your 
audience locally, nationally, or globally.

Many students initially think they don’t have anything to talk about. But there 
are no doubt many things that are important to you—such as the knowledge you 
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gain as a student of literature or history or the concerns that motivated your deci-
sion to become a teacher, lawyer, computer specialist, or manager. What problems 
have you and your friends faced as you pursue your education? What does the 
future hold for you and your audience in a world filled with both opportunities 
and dangers? When you turn your attention to such questions, you begin to gener-
ate ideas for topics that you might address in your speeches.

Although you may first canvass your own interests and concerns in deciding 
what to talk about, you also need to think about another dimension of yourself: your 
credibility. Perhaps you’ve heard the expression, “If you could only see yourself as 
others see you.” As a speaker, you need to do just that—try to see yourself as others 
do. We use the word ethos, a concept developed more than 2,000 years ago by the 
philosopher-rhetorician Aristotle, to describe how an audience perceives your char-
acter, intelligence, and motives as a speaker.

Some speakers have a well-established ethos related to their expertise or experi-
ences. During the 2008 primary election, Barack Obama valued Senator Ted Kennedy’s 
endorsement because the senator had strong ethos among many Democratic voters. In 
the Republican primaries of 2012, Newt Gingrich saw his lead in the polls disappear 
as a series of negative reports about his past undermined his ethos. The advantages or 
disadvantages of notoriety, however, are not afforded to most of us. What you do to 
prepare for your speech and what you do during the speech itself will most affect how 
your audience perceives you. Being well prepared lets the audience know that you 
take them and your topic seriously—and that you are in command of the facts. Being 
able to communicate directly and easily with your audience reassures them that you 
can be trusted. In short, you should consider how you will be perceived and what you 
might do to improve your own ethos as you prepare to speak.

Know Your Audience

Speeches are delivered to specific audiences, and you should consider your audience’s 
needs, interests, beliefs, and knowledge. Your knowledge of yourself must be supple-
mented by knowledge about those who will be listening to what you have to say.

Knowing your audience makes it possible to adapt to their special needs or 
interests. If you wished to critique plans to reform Social Security, for example, you 
might emphasize different points, depending on the age of the audience. If talking 
to people about to retire, you might emphasize the immediate impact of the reform 
proposal on benefit payments. If, on the other hand, you are talking to an audi-
ence of college students, you might emphasize instead the long-term solvency of the 
system—whether Social Security will still be there for them when they retire in 40 or 
50 years. This doesn’t mean you would ignore the impact of the plan on age groups 
not represented in your audience, but only that the emphasis would change as you 
adapt to your listeners. Further, the United States encompasses people from many 
different cultures, not all of whom have the same priorities, values, or experiences.

It would be foolish to assume that everyone belonging to a particular demo-
graphic group, such as older people or college students, will react in exactly the same 
way to a message. But it is possible to make limited generalizations about listeners 
based on their group characteristics. We’ll take this up in detail in Chapter 4, but 
the point here is simply that you must consider carefully the characteristics of the 
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audience and take them into 
account when you speak.

Adapting to your audi-
ence does not mean pandering 
to what your listeners may 
want to hear. In the 1950s, for 
example, a Republican sena-
tor from Wisconsin, Joseph 
McCarthy, made vicious, un-
substantiated personal attacks 
on politicians, government 
officials, and other public 
figures, accusing them of 
Communist sympathies. In the 
anticommunist climate of the 
time, criticizing McCarthy’s 
crusade was dangerous, possi-
bly leading to the destruction 

of one’s own career and personal life. It was in this atmosphere of fear that Senator 
Margaret Chase Smith of Maine rose in the Senate to introduce “A Declaration of 
Conscience.” “I speak,” she began, “as a Republican. I speak as a woman. I speak as a 
United States senator. I speak as an American.” In spite of the risk of political backlash, 
she asserted that “those of us who shout the loudest about Americanism in making 
character assassinations are all too frequently those who, by our own words and acts, 
ignore some of the basic principles of Americanism: the right to criticize; the right to 
hold unpopular beliefs; the right to protest; the right of independent thought.” The 
“exercise of these rights,” she went on to say, “should not cost one single American 
citizen his reputation or his right to a livelihood nor should he be in danger of losing 
his reputation or livelihood merely because he happens to know someone who holds 
unpopular beliefs.”29 Senator Smith did not succeed in silencing Senator McCarthy 
and his supporters; it would be four more years before the Senate formally censured 
McCarthy for his campaign of character assassination. But in making her case, Smith 
reminded her audience of basic values that they shared and offered hope to those who 
objected to McCarthy’s irresponsible accusations.

As a speaker, you never set out to deliberately alienate your audience. In 
speaking your mind, however, you will sometimes tell an audience something 
they don’t want to hear. It is important, of course, that controversial ideas be 
presented respectfully and supported with convincing arguments and strong evi-
dence. When you are presenting unpopular ideas, your persuasive challenge be-
comes greater.

Know the Situation

The setting for a speech can significantly influence how your audience responds. 
You may be speaking in a comfortable or an uncomfortable physical setting. Or 
you may be close to your audience or separated from them by an orchestra pit. 
You may be speaking directly to them or using a microphone. You may be talking 
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to them first thing in the morning or right after lunch. Your audience may be there 
because they are interested in what you have to say or because their attendance is 
required. It is to your advantage to know in advance something about the setting 
in which you will be speaking so that you can anticipate potential problems and 
capitalize on any advantages that the setting may afford.

Shortly after his election in 1912, President Woodrow Wilson dramatically il-
lustrated the importance of a speech’s setting. What we now refer to as the State 
of the Union address was, at the time, called the “annual message.” Since Thomas 
Jefferson’s day, this message had been written out by the president and then sent to 
Congress, where it was read aloud by a clerk. It rarely generated much excitement. 
Wilson decided to break with precedent and appear in person before a joint ses-
sion of Congress to deliver his annual message. Although some deplored the break 
with tradition, Wilson’s speech captured national attention and generated so much 
excitement that every president since has followed his example.30

In addition to the setting, the temporal context of your speech will influence 
how it is received. Consider how much the events of September 11, 2001, changed 
the context for former president George W. Bush’s speeches. After the terrorist at-
tacks, political disagreements suddenly seemed petty, and some even thought it 
disrespectful or unpatriotic to criticize the commander in chief. President Bush’s 
speeches, at least for a time, received more respectful attention and less partisan 
criticism. By 2008, however, the context had changed and both the Republican and 
Democratic candidates for president criticized Bush’s policies. With the president’s 
approval ratings dropping below 30 percent and the economy in a slump, Bush 
became a “lame duck” president and the target of more criticism.

On a smaller scale, you face the challenge of recognizing and adapting to what 
is going on in your listeners’ world. As one student was preparing a class pre-
sentation on student financial aid programs, the student newspaper at her school 
published a story detailing proposed cuts in such programs. She needed to take 
account of the fact that her audience might be aware of that newspaper story, so 
she spoke specifically about those proposed cuts. Before you speak, you need to be 
aware of what is happening in your audience’s immediate world that is relevant to 
your topic.

Aim for Audience Response

Think about the model of communication we presented earlier in the chapter. 
When you speak, your goal is to bring about some specific response from your au-
dience. This principle is fundamental to everything else you will learn about public 
speaking, although it does not mean that you will resort to any means necessary to 
get that response. Still, knowing specifically what you want the audience to believe 
or do will help you determine what ideas to include in your speech. Do you want 
your audience simply to understand a concept or to take a specific action? For 
example, if you were giving an informative speech about solar energy, you could 
explain how it works and the types of equipment needed. If, however, you wished 
to give a persuasive speech, you might spend less time on such background infor-
mation and focus more on the need to reduce our dependence on foreign oil and 
the environmental advantages of solar energy.
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One of the first things you should do in preparing yourself to speak is to de-
termine your specific purpose as precisely as possible because that will affect all 
your other choices. Your choice should be realistic, yet that does not mean you 
should never think big or take a long-range view. Elizabeth Cady Stanton, who 
organized the first women’s rights convention in Seneca Falls, New York, in 1848, 
advocated that women should have the same rights as men, including the right to 
vote. It would be another 70 years before women could vote in national elections, 
but Stanton at least raised the issue in 1848 and started a national debate over 
women’s rights.31 There may be times when you will realize that your views are not 
widely accepted and that it is unrealistic to think you can change people’s minds 
overnight. In such situations, you might aim for a more modest response—to get 
your listeners to admit that there is some problem that needs to be addressed, or to 
get them at least thinking about an issue that concerns you.

BUILDING AND DELIVERING YOUR SPEECH

Preview. In this section, we introduce you to principles, to be elaborated in later 
chapters, that will guide you as you gather relevant material, construct sound argu-
ments, organize your speech, and deliver it effectively.

Gather Relevant Materials

As you begin to work on your speech, most likely you will have some informa-
tion already in your head. You may be building on your knowledge of the stock 
market, the frustrations with the educational system that led your family to choose 
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HIGHLIGHTING PREPARATION

Sound preparation is crucial to the success of your 
speech. Below is a checklist of questions that you 
should always ask as you begin thinking about a 
speech you will be delivering.

1. Does the audience expect me to address a 
particular topic or aspect of that 
topic?

2. Who will make up the audience for my 
speech?
a. audience size
b. age (range and distribution)
c. sex (mixed or largely same sex)
d. race/ethnicity
e. values (religious, political, economic, etc.)

3. What will the speaking environment look 
like?
a. size and arrangement of room
b. availability of podium, blackboard, flip 

chart, microphone
c. degree of formality
d. location of building (Do I need to get a 

map?)
e. parking issues?

4. Are there any time constraints?
5. Will questions follow the speech?
6. What is the anticipated length of the entire 

meeting? When should I arrive?
7. When should I arrive? Can I arrive early or 

check out the setting ahead of time?
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homeschooling, or your experiences when volunteering at a shelter for battered 
women. But even with this kind of experience or knowledge, you have to learn a 
great deal more to become a credible speaker. Once you have decided on the specific 
topic of your speech, you still need to explore other sources of information and find 
supporting material to back up your ideas. It is especially important to realize that 
in the process of learning more about your topic, you may even change your posi-
tion. As you do research, you may find that some of your preconceptions are wrong. 
You should always be open to the possibility that your own views may change.

Gathering pertinent information might begin with reading about an issue in a 
general news magazine, such as Time or Newsweek. This will give you a broad over-
view and offer multiple perspectives. You also might search for materials on the 
Internet, although you need to be careful when using information from the Web. 
Because it is relatively easy to post material, many Web sites present highly biased 
or even totally false information, rumors, or unsubstantiated gossip. Even the names 
of Web sites can be misleading. If, for example, you were to come upon http://www.
martinlutherking.org/, you might think you had found a good source of biographi-
cal information about the famous civil rights leader. In fact, that site is hosted by 
Stormfront, a white supremacist hate group. The Southern Poverty Law Center has 
described this site as “the first major hate site on the Internet ...created by former 
Alabama Klan leader Don Black in 1995.”32 Unless you know an online source to be 
highly reliable (a government bureau, the New York Times, or a professional journal, 
for example), it is best to confirm information through other sources. Of course, you 
can always find reliable articles, books, and government publications in your campus 
or local public library. You may also want to interview experts, depending on the 
subject of your speech. Experts can be quoted as sources, and often they can direct 
you to additional resources. Whatever sources you use, they must be authoritative, 
reliable, and correctly cited, as we will discuss further in Chapters 6 and 7.

All speakers, no matter how knowledgeable, can benefit from learning more 
about their topic. Any topic of importance calls for research, and the process of 
research does not stop as you construct your speech.

Construct a Reasonable Argument

After you decide what you hope to accomplish in your speech, you need to set 
about framing your ideas and finding materials that support those ideas. You 
should seek information that will connect your topic with your audience’s feelings, 
needs, and emotions—what is often referred to as pathos—and that makes logical 
sense. Remember that public speaking is a process: your purpose may change as 
you gather more information. As you learn more, however, what you hope to ac-
complish will become clearer.

Consider the following example. You are about to cast a vote in a presidential 
election for the first time. As you try to sort out the issues and where the candidates 
stand, you realize that a lot of things going on in the campaign do not really en-
courage you to think for yourself. You would like to look at the issues and decide 
which person and/or party would provide the best leadership. There are a lot of 
irrelevant appeals for your vote, however, and a lot of misinformation has been dis-
seminated. You may wonder, for example, why the endorsement of a rock star or 
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a country music singer should matter in a presidential election. You see the media 
paying a lot of attention to personal accusations and to who is ahead in the latest 
polls. Much of what the candidates say about education or jobs is ignored by the 
media. You see 15- or 30-second television ads that offer slogans and assertions 
with nothing to back them up. Voting on the basis of celebrity endorsements or 
unsubstantiated personal attacks does not seem reasonable to you. Moreover, the 
tone of the campaign seems to you to trivialize the whole electoral process.

As you mull this over, you determine that you want to talk about presidential 
campaigns and, more specifically, about media coverage and advertising in presi-
dential campaigns. Finally, you shape this into a specific purpose, describing the 
response you want from your audience: I want my audience to look more critically 
at the political information presented to them during presidential campaigns. You 
then ask yourself: Why do I believe this is so? Why should my audience agree with 
me? By answering these questions, you begin to form main ideas—ideas that will 
be convincing—such as the following:

j Celebrity endorsements can mislead voters.
j Campaign advertising is often misleading.
j Campaign news focuses too much on polls and other aspects of the “horse race.”

As you then set about studying the topic, these ideas may be modified or new 
ones may emerge. As you conduct research, you will find specific data or rele-
vant information that will help you make these ideas more convincing to your 
audience—that is, you will find good supporting material. For example, you might 
find information that does the following:

j Describes the lack of credentials and expertise among well-known celebrities 
who have been politically active

j Quotes from political experts on the content and effects of political ads
j Documents statistically how much news coverage is devoted to the “horse 

race” rather than issues

This process helps you build your argument. As you begin to find relevant supporting 
material, you will be able to refine your ideas and make those ideas more convinc-
ing to your audience. Consulting different kinds of sources and looking for differing 
perspectives will help you build the strongest, most compelling argument possible.

Give Your Message Structure

Well-organized speeches are easier for your audience to follow. They help your 
audience remember what has been said, and they tend to be more persuasive. If 
your audience perceives that you are disorganized—if they cannot follow your 
ideas—they will have trouble accepting your information and arguments and may 
doubt your credibility.

For an audience to follow your ideas, those ideas must relate to one another 
logically. Taken together, they must present a coherent case in support of your ar-
gument. You should introduce your speech by relating your topic to your audience, 
gaining their attention and interest, and establishing your own credibility. In your 
introduction, you should also state your thesis and preview your main arguments. 
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The body of your speech should then be built around those main ideas, bolstered 
by supporting materials, and you can help your listeners move from one idea to 
the next by utilizing strong transitions. Finally, your conclusion, as the last word of 
the speech, should repeat your thesis, summarize your main ideas, and leave your 
listeners with a memorable thought or a call to action.

Your main ideas should be organized in a logical pattern that is clear to your 
audience. Using a clear pattern of organization helps the audience take mental 
notes and remember what you have said. In Chapter 8, we will discuss various pat-
terns of organization commonly used in speeches, including topical, chronological, 
and spatial patterns. For now, suffice it to say that a well-structured speech has 
several essential characteristics: a clear purpose, a short introduction that points 
out the importance of the topic and builds the speaker’s ethos, clear transitions, 
well-developed and adequately supported main ideas, and a conclusion that raises 
thought-provoking questions or inspires listeners to act.

Speak Directly with Your Audience

How you present your speech can have a great impact on how your audience responds 
to your ideas. By choosing language suitable to the audience and the occasion, and by 
developing a conversational and direct speaking style, you will promote understanding 
and belief on the part of your audience. Suitable language is language that is precise, 
clear, interesting, and appropriate to both the audience and the situation. Beginning 
speakers sometimes believe that public speaking always demands formal language, and 
the result is a speech that sounds stiff and unnatural. Perhaps you’ve heard a friend 
describe a particular event or personal experience in a spontaneous and animated way 
and then later tell the same story less effectively in a formal speech.

It helps to think of public speaking as an enlarged conversation with friends. 
Speaking to an audience is not the same as a casual conversation. After all, you 
plan a speech in advance, and it is more carefully organized than casual remarks. 
In a speech, you should also avoid language that is too informal, including the “fill-
ers” we sometimes use in casual conversation—the “likes” and “you knows” that 
clutter everyday speech. Yet the same conversational style that you use when talk-
ing with friends may be perfectly appropriate in most of your speeches. In addition, 
many of the personal experiences and stories you talk about with your friends may 
well work in your speech, depending on the topic.

Of course, not all situations call for the same style of delivery. On formal oc-
casions, you may choose to speak from a written manuscript. At other times, you 
may be asked to speak impromptu, with little or no time for preparation. On rare 
occasions, you may be expected to memorize your entire speech. Most often, how-
ever, you will be speaking extemporaneously—that is, with careful preparation but 
with minimal notes and a less formal, more direct, and conversational style.

No matter how much work you put into preparing yourself to speak, what 
the audience finally sees and hears will determine their response. The best delivery 
does not call attention to itself; you don’t want the audience to pay more attention 
to how you talk than to what you have to say. Good delivery, in most contexts, is 
conversational and relaxed. If the delivery is good, listeners can hear and under-
stand what you say and will not find themselves distracted by mannerisms, inap-
propriate language, or an overly dramatic presentation.
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The principles we have presented here will help you become an effective listener 
and speaker. They will also help you become a more engaged citizen. Although all 
of these principles will be discussed in more detail later in this book, it is important 
that you reflect on them from the start, as you first begin to think about speaking 
in public. They will influence how you prepare yourself to speak.

One other question should also be considered at the outset: Does the idea of 
getting up in front of an audience to speak make you nervous? If so, you are not 
alone; feeling apprehensive about speaking in public is normal. In the next chapter, 
we offer some practical advice on dealing with that nervousness.

SUMMARY

The Speaker-Listener Partnership

2.1 Explain the nature and significance of 
the speaker-listener partnership.

j The transactional model of communication em-
phasizes how speech is successful only if it benefits 
both speaker and audience.

The Engaged listener

2.2 Understand the meaning and benefits 
of engaged listening.

j Good listening leads to many positive outcomes, 
including better interpersonal relationships and 
healthier communities.

Barriers to Good Listening

2.3 Understand the barriers that prevent 
you from listening effectively.

j Good listeners overcome the barriers to communi-
cation by avoiding passivity, automatic rejection of 
speakers’ ideas, inattention and stereotyping, while 
ignoring distractions.

Critical Listening

2.4 Describe what it means to practice 
active and critical listening.

j To practice critical listening, you must be pre-
pared to listen and be an active listener. Prepare 

to listen by being informed, recognizing your 
own biases, listening with a purpose, understand-
ing the circumstances, and considering the speak-
er’s purpose. Become an active critical listener by 
evaluating the quality of the speaker’s ideas and 
evidence, being aware of the potential influence 
of the speaker’s ethos, offering feedback, and tak-
ing notes.

Preparing Yourself to Speak

2.5 Understand your own interests, the 
needs and characteristics of your 
audience, and the requirements of the 
speaking situation.

j When preparing to speak, you must take into ac-
count the ways in which the speaker, the audience, 
and the situation interact by examining your own 
knowledge, ability, beliefs, and potential, discovering 
the audience’s needs, interests, beliefs, and knowl-
edge, understanding how the setting and other out-
side factors may influence the speech, and devising a 
clear purpose that reflects the desired response.

Building and Delivering Your Speech

2.6 Know the basic principles involved 
in constructing and presenting an 
effective speech.

j As you build your speech, you will seek out relevant 
sources of information, construct a sound argument, 
and give your message structure.

Study and Review materials for this chapter are at MyCommunicationLab

Listen to the Audio Chapter Summary at MyCommunicationLab
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The Speaker-Listener Partnership

2.1 Explain the nature and significance of 
the speaker-listener partnership.

1. Explain the significance of the speaker-listener 
partnership. Offer one example of how the speaker 
and listener are mutually interdependent.

2. Explain what is meant by a transactional commu-
nication model. What are the main components? 
Why is it important to think of communication in 
this way?

The Engaged listener

2.2 Understand the meaning and benefits 
of engaged listening.

3. What are the benefits of being an engaged listener? 
Can you think of instances in which you have ben-
efited by being engaged?

Barriers to Good Listening

2.3 Understand the barriers that prevent 
you from listening effectively.

4. What are the barriers to effective listening? Have 
you experienced such barriers? How might you 
overcome them?

Critical Listening

2.4 Describe what it means to practice 
active and critical listening.

5. What does it mean to be a critical listener? Do 
you believe you would change any of your own 

listening behaviors to become an active critical lis-
tener? What are those behaviors?

Preparing Yourself to Speak

2.5 Understand your own interests, the 
needs and characteristics of your 
audience, and the requirements 
of the speaking situation.

6. As you begin to prepare a speech, how will you 
take into account the interactions between your-
self, your audience, and the situation? What 
specific factors will you need to consider?

Building and Delivering Your Speech

2.6 Know the key principles involved 
in gathering relevant materials 
to build a sound, well-structured 
argument.

7. If you are to build a well-argued and well-orga-
nized speech, what are the most important steps 
you must take?

8. What are the most important factors that will help 
you successfully deliver your speech?

9. In your view, are any of the steps in preparing to 
speak more important than others? Why?

10. As you learn to give speeches, what do you imag-
ine will be your greatest challenge? How might 
you begin to overcome that challenge?

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW AND REFLECTION
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CHAPTER

Speaking with Confidence

3

OVERVIEW AND LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES

Understanding Communication 
Apprehension

3.1
Define communication 
apprehension.

Factors That Contribute to 
Communication Apprehension

3.2
Describe underlying 
factors that contribute to 
communication apprehension.

Managing Communication 
Apprehension

3.3
Employ strategies for 
managing communication 
apprehension while preparing 
yourself to speak.

Listen to the Audio Chapter at MyCommunicationLab
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No one was more universally admired than our nation’s first president, George 
Washington. Yet this heroic figure was extremely nervous when delivering 
his first inaugural address. One senator who attended the ceremony observed 

that this “great man was agitated and embarrassed more than ever he was by the lev-
eled cannon or pointed musket.”1 His successor, the second president of the United 
States, was also terrified about delivering his inaugural address. After a sleepless night, 
John Adams felt ill and was afraid he might faint during his speech. He was so scared 
that he told his wife, Abigail, that he was “in great doubt whether to say anything” at 
all “besides repeating the oath.”2

Nearly everyone is asked to speak in public at some time in their lives. For some 
of us, public speaking is central to our professions as managers, lawyers, salesper-
sons, ministers, community organizers, nonprofit agency directors, or educators. As 
citizens in a democracy, each of us is presented with many opportunities to express 
our views on matters important to us and our communities. If you hope to have an 
impact in your community, you must be willing and able to share your views and 
ideas in public.

Yet, many fear public speaking. Some even avoid certain careers or turn down 
opportunities for promotion because they know they will have to speak in public. 
Students may avoid taking a public speaking class or pursuing particular majors 
to avoid a public speaking requirement. Others may attend community meetings 
but have no say in the decisions that are made because they could not bring them-
selves to speak out. Even strong, experienced leaders grapple with the fear of 
public speaking and decline opportunities to really take charge of a situation by 
speaking up.

UNDERSTANDING COMMUNICATION APPREHENSION

Preview. The first step in learning to deal with communication apprehension is to 
understand what it is and how it may affect you and undermine your effectiveness 
as a speaker and citizen. Those experiencing high communication apprehension 
may perform less effectively in the classroom, on the job, and in the community. 
While most of us may not be affected by severe communication apprehension, we 
are all apt to suffer from it to some degree.

A recent film, The King’s Speech, tells the true story of King George VI, who suf-
fered from such extreme communication apprehension that he was virtually para-
lyzed by stuttering whenever he tried to deliver a speech. After intense work with a 
speech therapist, he successfully delivered an inspirational radio address in 1939—
as Europe was being overrun by Nazi armies—in which he proclaimed Britain’s 
determination to prevail over Hitler’s Germany. When even kings and national 
heroes suffer from communication apprehension, it is not surprising that the rest 
of us become nervous when asked to speak in public. In one famous survey, it was 
discovered that people are more afraid of public speaking than they are of dying.3

Comedian Jerry Seinfeld joked about this finding:

According to most studies, people’s number one fear is public speaking. Number two is 
death. Death is number two. Does that seem right? That means to the average person, if 
you have to go to a funeral, you’re better off in the casket than doing the eulogy.4

Define 3.1

communication 
apprehension.

Explore the Profile
“Personal Report of Public
Speaking Anxiety (PRPSA)” at
MyCommunicationLab
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For many people, however, 
fear of speaking is no laugh-
ing matter. Doctors at Duke 
University Medical Center 
actually consider public 
speaking sufficiently stress-
ful that they include it on a 
list of “mental stress tests.” 
Physicians use these tests in 
identifying those most at risk 
for future heart problems.5

Communication scholar 
James McCroskey, who has 
studied communication ap-
prehension for more than 
40 years, defines it as “an 
individual’s level of fear or 
anxiety associated with either 

real or anticipated communication with another person or persons.”6 Unlike stage 
fright, communication apprehension is not limited to acting or traditional public 
speaking situations but may also extend to anxiety about speaking up in meetings 
and other smaller, less public communication contexts. It is not the same as shy-
ness, where an individual may be more reserved or less talkative than others even 
though he or she is not particularly apprehensive about communicating.7

Although most of us experience only occasional or moderate communication 
apprehension, research has shown that high communication apprehension is as-
sociated with a number of negative outcomes. For example, students who struggle 
with high communication apprehension tend to prefer large lecture classes over 

How Universities Are Helping 
Students

j At Penn State University, a special class, “Speech 
Anxiety,” has been offered since 1965. Today, three 
sections of the class are taught every semester, 
with enrollment restricted to 20 students in each. 
Students are screened carefully before being 
admitted. Once in the class, they have the chance 
to present their speeches in small groups, move on 
to speaking in front of the instructor, and finally, 
give their speech to the whole class.

j The University of Wyoming developed a special 
course to address communication apprehension 
seven years ago as part of a student retention 

effort. There, public speaking is integrated into a 
course that also emphasizes social conversations 
and group communication.

j Other colleges (including Hamilton College, 
Randolph-Macon College, and Arizona State 
University) have opened speech labs where students 
can practice their speeches, receive feedback, and 
learn techniques for managing their apprehension.

Source: Rachel Aviv, “Don’t Be Shy,” The New York Times,
www.nytimes.com/2007/11/04/education/edlife/reticence.html? 
(accessed February 4, 2012).

HIGHLIGHTING COMMUNICATION 
APPREHENSION

With great effort 
and practice, King 
George VI learned 
to manage his 
communication 
apprehension and 
deliver compel-
ling and powerful 
speeches.

www.nytimes.com/2007/11/04/education/edlife/reticence.html?
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smaller classes that encourage interaction, and often learn less and receive lower 
grades.8 They are more likely to sit on the sides or in the back of the classroom 
where the instructor is less likely to call on them.9 They are also less likely to 
seek the assistance of available tutors even when they feel they need help.10 Of 
course, highly apprehensive students try to avoid taking public speaking classes. 
McCroskey tells the story of a straight-A engineering student who enrolled in a 
required public speaking class and dropped it twelve times!11 A number of colleges 
and universities have developed special sections of the basic public speaking course 
that are reserved for students with high apprehension.

In addition to problems with academic performance, researchers also report 
that individuals with high communication apprehension tend to perform less ef-
fectively in job interviews (and so are less likely to be hired), they seek jobs with 
low communication demands (and often, lower wages), and once in the workforce, 
they report less job satisfaction.12 Equally important, they are less likely to be se-
lected as friends or turned to as opinion leaders.13 Not only can communication 
apprehension become a significant barrier to your personal and professional suc-
cess, but it can also rob you of your voice as a citizen.14 Indeed, if you are afraid to 
speak out, you have no voice in our democratic system.

FACTORS THAT CONTRIBUTE TO COMMUNICATION

APPREHENSION

Preview. Most speakers who have experienced communication apprehension 
would prefer to feel more confident when they speak. Often they don’t really un-
derstand what it is they fear or why they feel anxious in some situations but remain 
calm and confident in others. Understanding the underlying causes of communica-
tion apprehension is the essential first step in learning to manage it effectively.

Poor Preparation

Sometimes speakers feel apprehensive about speaking in public because they know 
they are ill-prepared. Perhaps their ideas are poorly documented or their thoughts 
disorganized, or they may have failed to practice delivering their speech aloud 
from their notes. Unlike some other causes of communication apprehension, poor 
preparation is something you can easily address.

Trait Anxiety

Some speakers suffer from what McCroskey calls trait anxiety. They are generally 
apprehensive whenever they are called upon to speak.15 If they are asked to share 
their thoughts in a meeting, introduce a speaker, or make a presentation of any 
kind, their hearts race. They may refuse requests to speak by saying, “I’m just not 
good at this kind of thing” or “I’ll do anything but that!” Speakers with trait anxi-
ety do all they can to avoid speaking in public, even if the “public” is a group of 
people they know from their church or neighborhood. Even informal speeches to 
small groups make these people nervous. They have speaking anxieties no matter 
what the context, topic, or audience.

Describe 
underly-

ing factors that 
contribute to 
communication 
apprehension.
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FIGURE 3.1

Assessing Your Communication Apprehension

Communication scholar James McCroskey developed the following instrument to help 
people identify their level of communication apprehension. Answer the statements, and 
then calculate your overall score and your sub-scores for each of the four communication 
contexts.

Personal Report of Communication Apprehension (PRCA-24)

DIRECTIONS: This instrument is composed of twenty-four statements concerning 
feelings about communicating with other people. Please indicate the degree to which 
each statement applies to you by marking whether you: strongly agree (1-SA), agree 
(2-A), are undecided (3-U), disagree (4-D), or strongly disagree (5-SD). Work quickly; 
record your first impression.

1. I dislike participating in group discussions.

1 - SA  2 - A  3 - U  4 - D  5 - SD

2. Generally, I am comfortable while participating in group discussions.

1 - SA  2 - A  3 - U  4 - D  5 - SD

3. I am tense and nervous while participating in group discussions.

1 - SA  2 - A  3 - U  4 - D  5 - SD

4. I like to get involved in group discussions.

1 - SA  2 - A  3 - U  4 - D  5 - SD

5. Engaging in a group discussion with new people makes me tense and nervous.

1 - SA  2 - A  3 - U  4 - D  5 - SD

6. I am calm and relaxed while participating in group discussions.

1 - SA  2 - A  3 - U  4 - D  5 - SD

7. Generally, I am nervous when I have to participate in a meeting.

1 - SA  2 - A  3 - U  4 - D  5 - SD

8. Usually I am calm and relaxed while participating in meetings.

1 - SA  2 - A  3 - U  4 - D  5 - SD

9. I am very calm and relaxed when I am called upon to express an opinion at a meeting.

1 - SA  2 - A  3 - U  4 - D  5 - SD

10. I am afraid to express myself at meetings.

1 - SA  2 - A  3 - U  4 - D  5 - SD
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11. Communicating at meetings usually makes me uncomfortable.

1 - SA  2 - A  3 - U  4 - D  5 - SD

12. I am very relaxed when answering questions at a meeting.

1 - SA  2 - A  3 - U  4 - D  5 - SD

13. While participating in a conversation with a new acquaintance, I feel very nervous.

1 - SA  2 - A  3 - U  4 - D  5 - SD

14. I have no fear of speaking up in conversations.

1 - SA  2 - A  3 - U  4 - D  5 - SD

15. Ordinarily I am very tense and nervous in conversations.

1 - SA  2 - A  3 - U  4 - D  5 - SD

16. Ordinarily I am very calm and relaxed in conversations.

1 - SA  2 - A  3 - U  4 - D  5 - SD

17. While conversing with a new acquaintance, I feel very relaxed.

1 - SA  2 - A  3 - U  4 - D  5 - SD

18. I’m afraid to speak up in conversations.

1 - SA  2 - A  3 - U  4 - D  5 - SD

19. I have no fear of giving a speech.

1 - SA  2 - A  3 - U  4 - D  5 - SD

20. Certain parts of my body feel very tense and rigid while giving a speech.

1 - SA  2 - A  3 - U  4 - D  5 - SD

21. I feel relaxed while giving a speech.

1 - SA  2 - A  3 - U  4 - D  5 - SD

22. My thoughts become confused and jumbled when I am giving a speech.

1 - SA  2 - A  3 - U  4 - D  5 - SD

23. I face the prospect of giving a speech with confidence.

1 - SA  2 - A  3 - U  4 - D  5 - SD

24. While giving a speech, I get so nervous I forget facts I really know.

1 - SA  2 - A  3 - U  4 - D  5 - SD

(Continued)

FIGURE 3.1 (Continued)
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State Anxiety

Other speakers may suffer from state anxiety, which means that a particular set of 
circumstances triggers their communication apprehension. They may, for example, 
see a particular audience or speech setting as threatening. When confronted with 
giving a speech in a large auditorium for the first time, for example, an otherwise 
calm and confident speaker may suddenly feel anxious. Or a speaker might become 
anxious when asked to speak to an audience of important people or people who 
have higher status than the speaker. Professional contexts can also activate this 
anxiety trigger; some speakers understandably become nervous if they sense that 
their job or career might be on the line when they speak. Finally, most speakers feel 

SCORING: Compute sub-scores for four communication contexts–group discussions, 
meetings, interpersonal conversations, and public speaking–and an overall communication 
apprehension score. To compute your sub-scores, merely add or subtract your scores as 
follows: Use 18 as the base score to which you add your scores on designated items (for 
example, items associated with communicating in meetings). Then subtract from that 
number your total score on the other times designated within that same context to get 
your sub-score. Repeat with each item for each communication context.

Sub-scores Scoring Formula

Group discussion 18 + scores for items 2, 4, and 6; – scores for items 
  1, 3, and 5

Meetings 18 + scores for items 8, 9, and 12; – scores for items 
7, 10, and 11

Interpersonal conversations 18 + scores for items 14, 16, and 17; – scores for 
items 13, 15, and 18

Public speaking 18 + scores for items 19, 21, and 23; – scores for 
items 20, 22, and 24

Scores on the four contexts (groups, meetings, interpersonal conversations, and public 
speaking) can range from a low of 6 to a high of 30. Any score above 18 indicates some 
degree of apprehension.

To determine your overall CA score, add together all four sub-scores.

Your score should range between 24 and 120. If your score is below 24 or above 120, 
you have made a mistake in computing the score.

Scores between 83 and 120 indicate a high level of communication apprehension.
Scores between 55 and 83 indicate a moderate level of communication apprehension.
Scores between 24 and 55 indicate a low level of communication apprehension.

Source: McCroskey, An Introduction to Rhetorical Communication, Personal Report of Communication 
Apprehension (PRCA-24), © 1982 by Pearson Education, Inc. Reproduced by permission of Pearson 
Education, Inc.

FIGURE 3.1 (Continued)
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more anxious if they anticipate a hostile or negative response from their listeners. 
This may be especially true if their topic is highly controversial or emotional, like 
gay marriage, abortion, or gun control.16

Self-Expectations

Some speakers have unrealistic self-expectations, hoping for perfection when they 
deliver a speech.17 If they make the slightest mistake—stumbling over a word or 
dropping their notes—they feel like a failure. They are their own harshest judges.

Other speakers’ self-expectations may be too low. Perhaps they had a disap-
pointing speaking experience early in their lives and have avoided speaking in pub-
lic ever since. Anticipating failure, they may even stop caring or preparing.

Fear of Evaluation

Sometimes, speakers fear evaluation by others. They may perceive that listeners 
will judge them critically and be quick to note flaws in their performance.18 They 
don’t realize that listeners typically want to see speakers succeed. Of course, you 
are evaluated when you give a speech in your public speaking class, but even there 
your instructor is hoping that you and your classmates will demonstrate learning 
and improvement and will perform well.

Fearing That Listeners Perceive Apprehension

Some speakers imagine that audience members know when they are feeling anxious. 
They are keenly aware of their racing hearts and trembling hands and assume that 
others will be quick to notice. Studies show, however, that listeners—including trained 
speech teachers—are typically poor judges of the level of a speaker’s anxiety.19 In gen-
eral, listeners rate speakers as significantly less anxious than speakers rate themselves. 
In some cases, listeners may perceive an anxious speaker as calm and confident.

Fear of Failure

Even though most of us experience communication apprehension at some time in 
our lives, we may feel isolated or fear failure when we experience it. In classroom 
settings, for example, student speakers may perceive classmates as confident while 
they feel panicked.20 They may also assume that confident speakers will be more 
effective. But history has taught us that outstanding pubic speakers often suffer 
from communication apprehension. The great Roman orator Cicero wrote, “I turn 
pale at the outset of a speech and quake in every limb and in all my soul.”21 Other 
excellent speakers who have reported feelings of speech anxiety include Winston 
Churchill, William Jennings Bryan, John F. Kennedy, Jerry Garcia, and Maria 
Shriver. Feeling anxious about speaking does not necessarily lead to failure.

Overreacting to the Body’s Physiological Responses

When speakers become apprehensive, they may experience an array of physiological 
reactions. Some will have trembling hands, while others’ mouths go dry. Figure 3.2 
provides a list of the body’s most common physiological reactions to communication 
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FIGURE 3.2

Physiological Reactions to Anxiety

j Parched mouth
j Frog in the throat
j Shortness of breath
j Butterflies in the stomach
j Trembling hands or legs
j Inability to gesture
j Distracting gestures
j Frozen facial expression
j Flushed cheeks
j Red blotches on neck
j Feelings of weakness or light-headedness
j Clinging to the podium
j Sudden urge to visit the restroom
j Darting eyes (looking everywhere but at the audience)
j Mind going blank—may lead to vocalized pauses (“um” or “uh”) or repetition of 

fillers (such as “you know” or “okay”)
j Shaking voice
j Clammy hands
j Loss of focus on speech
j Hot flashes
j Nervous pacing

apprehension. Overreacting to these physical symptoms at the start of your speech 
can aggravate your anxiety. If you can make it through the first few seconds, many 
of these reactions will soon subside, especially if you are talking about a topic that 
really matters to you personally.

Most of us experience only mild to moderate communication apprehension, 
but for some, speaking anxiety can be quite severe—so severe, in fact, that they 
may avoid speaking at all.22 Fortunately, we can all learn strategies to help us bet-
ter manage our fears of public speaking.

MANAGING COMMUNICATION APPREHENSION

Preview. There are a number of useful strategies for managing communication 
apprehension. They have been used by students, politicians, business and profes-
sional speakers, and even U.S. presidents. Most important are careful preparation 
and a real commitment to the issue you are addressing. Other techniques range 
from doing your homework on the setting and audience for your speech to exercis-
ing for relaxation.

Because all of us experience communication apprehension to some degree, we have 
to find ways to overcome it. Even great leaders have to find ways of conquering 

Employ
strategies 

for managing 
communication 
apprehension 
while prepar-
ing yourself to 
speak.

3.3
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their fear of speaking, no 
matter how momentous 
the occasion or how high 
the stakes. In 1859, for ex-
ample, Abraham Lincoln 
faced the biggest challenge 
of his young political ca-
reer when he was invited to 
speak at the Cooper Union 
in New York City, a tradi-
tional proving ground for 
presidential candidates. Self-
educated and with a “rough-
and-tumble” style,23 Lincoln 
was hardly known as a great 
orator. Yet now his whole 
future—indeed, the future 
of the nation—rested on this 
single speech. A successful 
speech would make him a 
leading candidate for president; a poorly received speech could doom his career. 
As his law partner, William H. Herndon, recalled, “No former effort in the line of 
speech-making had cost so much time and thought as this one.”24 In the end, that 
effort paid off. After putting off the sponsors long enough to carefully research 
and prepare his remarks, Lincoln delivered a tremendously successful speech—a 
speech that Harold Holtzer aptly characterized in the subtitle of his book Lincoln
at Cooper Union: The Speech That Made Abraham Lincoln President.

How did Lincoln do it? Part of the answer, of course, lies in the extra time 
he took to research and prepare his speech. But just as important was his firm 
conviction that he was right in taking the position he took: that the Republican 
Party should oppose the further spread of slavery in America. In other words, 
Lincoln was thoroughly prepared and firmly believed in what he said, and those 
are the most critical factors in dealing with communication apprehension. This 
leads to the two most fundamental principles in combating communication ap-
prehension: addressing substantive issues to which you are committed and being 
well prepared.

Address Issues to Which You Are Committed

A genuine commitment to your topic can help you overcome the anxiety you may 
have about speaking in public. You are more likely to speak with confidence if you 
are addressing a topic that really matters to you and your audience. As part of a 
community forum on health care, for example, an emergency room doctor might 
speak out on the critical importance of finding ways to care for the uninsured—
perhaps arguing that universal health insurance would ensure that everyone who 
needed health care would get it, thereby creating a more humane society. A stu-
dent whose roommate has been attacked outside the school library might make an 

Because of his 
painstaking 
speech prepara-
tion and deep 
conviction about 
the spread of 
slavery, Abraham 
Lincoln was able 
to deliver one 
of his most elo-
quent speeches at 
Cooper Union—a 
speech that served 
to establish his 
credibility as a 
candidate for 
president.

Explore the Concept
“Overcoming Nervousness” at
MyCommunicationLab
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impassioned plea to a group of campus administrators, asking them to fund more 
lighting, police patrols, and campus escort services. Because of the commitment of 
these speakers to their topics, any communication apprehension they might have 
felt at the start of their speeches would likely fade as they focused on their argu-
ments and the importance of persuading their audiences.

  The Ripon College Speakers 
Bureau

Successful speakers say that the best way to overcome 
communication apprehension is simply to gain 
experience, giving as many speeches as possible in 
a wide variety of settings. Taking a public speaking 
class may not be enough. One also needs experience in 
“real-world” situations, which vary widely in terms of 
the settings and the audiences for your speeches.

Ripon College, a small liberal arts school in 
Wisconsin, has a long and distinguished tradition 
of teaching speech and debate. In 2006, however, 
two faculty members at the college, Jody Roy and 
Steve Martin, decided that public speaking should 
be about more than speaking to other students in a 
classroom or competing for a trophy in a speech or 
debate contest. They envisioned students becoming 
engaged citizens and leaders in their communities, 
as emphasized in the classical and neoclassical 
rhetorical traditions. The result was the formation of 
the Ripon College Speakers Bureau, a co-curricular 
program that creates partnerships between student 
speakers and local and national nonprofit groups.

Since its inception in 2006, the Speakers Bureau 
has helped students at Ripon College put into practice 
what they learn in the classroom. Advocating on 
behalf of these local and national partners, the 
students have benefited both themselves and their 
communities. Currently, Ripon students serve as 
advocates for Students Against Violence Everywhere, 
a national nonprofit association promoting conflict 
management skills and good citizenship, as well as 
the Huntington’s Disease Society of America, which 
promotes awareness of this devastating degenerative 
brain disorder. Ripon students also have assisted a 
number of local partners, including the Green Lake 
Area Animal Shelter and the Ripon Public Library.

The Speakers Bureau trains participating students 
and then sends them into the community, often to 
speak to middle school or high school students. Alyssa 
Paulsen, for example, has spoken to high school 
students in Sheboygan, Wisconsin, about how to 
discourage bullying and harassment. Sarah Hopkins 
spoke to 280 low-income middle-school students in 
Racine, Wisconsin, encouraging them to follow their 
dreams of attending college. Ryan Greene speaks 
to both college students and adult prison inmates 
about the causes and harms of domestic violence. 
And Shawn Karsten, who lost his father to suicide, 
shares his highly personal narrative with young 
people struggling with their own family tragedies. 
Since participating in the Speakers Bureau, Shawn 
has become a professional speaker, traveling around 
the country telling his story of life with a famous but 
tragically alcoholic father. Speaking to audiences at 
leadership conferences, at-risk youth programs, school 
assemblies, educational conferences, and addiction 
and grief-management programs, Shawn’s most 
popular speeches include “From Pain to Purpose,” 
which recounts how he found peace by reaching out 
to help others, and “This is What It Feels Like to be 
Your Kid,” which is targeted at adults in alcohol and 
addiction recovery programs.

More and more students are getting involved with 
the Speakers Bureau at Ripon College, yet it has 
become so popular with its partner organizations 
that it has trouble filling all its requests for student 
speakers!

Source: Ripon College, “Bookings, Flight Schedules, and 
Network News Interviews: Speakers Bureau Scrambles to Keep 
Up with Demand,” The Proof: Department of Communication 
Newsletter (Winter 2009).

FOCUS ON CIVIC
ENGAGEMENT
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Be Well Prepared

There is no better psychological defense for dealing with communication apprehen-
sion than honestly being able to say to yourself that you are well prepared. You have 
selected a topic of interest and value to you as well as your audience. You have done 
your homework, perhaps even conducting an audience survey. You have devoted sig-
nificant time and effort to gathering information and to broadening your understand-
ing of the subject. You have carefully organized your speech into a clear, coherent, and 
unified whole. You have practiced by going over your speech—aloud—several times, 
timing yourself and fine-tuning your ideas. You have asked friends for feedback. You 
feel confident that there is little more you could have done to prepare for your speech.

Reminding yourself of your careful preparation can be reassuring and even 
liberating as you grapple with feelings of anxiety. Your delivery will reflect your 
careful preparation, and the audience will sense that you have worked hard out of 
respect for their time and attention. Also remember that your audience shares re-
sponsibility for the success of your speech. Just as you have prepared well and met 
your responsibilities as a speaker, your audience, too, will fulfill its responsibility to 
listen carefully and constructively to what you have to say.

The best way to reduce speech anxiety is to address topics that genuinely con-
cern you and to be well prepared for your presentation. In addition, you may em-
ploy a variety of other strategies for managing communication apprehension. As 
you give more speeches, you will no doubt find strategies that work especially well 
for you. For now, however, let’s examine some of the specific strategies that experi-
enced speakers have found helpful for dealing with communication apprehension.25

Develop a Positive Attitude

What do you think of when you imagine yourself making a speech? Do you pic-
ture yourself stumbling over your own words, dropping your note cards, or freezing 
as you attempt to respond to a listener’s question? Research has clearly shown that 

FOCUS ON CIVIC ENGAGEMENT | Speaking with Conviction

In 1993 a young man named Quay Hanna graduated 
from college, got on a bus, and traveled throughout 
the country. He had grown up in a small town where 
there was little diversity but a lot of suspicion of those 
who were different. Racism seemed to him to be just 
a reflection of reality. As is explained on his Web site, 
“Nine weeks, thirty-seven states, and twelve-thousand 
miles later, he got more than an incredible journey 
and hundreds of stories to tell. As he traveled, he 
was forced to confront his own racist and prejudiced 
beliefs, making him realize that he had more to offer 
the world than his lifelong hatred of others.” So Quay 

set out to talk about his transformation from a self-
proclaimed “redneck” to a passionate advocate for 
racial understanding. Speaking with conviction and 
passion to thousands of young people throughout the 
United States, Quay has helped his listeners examine 
their own prejudices and beliefs. Professor Jody Roy 
of Ripon College, who has done extensive research on 
hatred and prejudice, writes that “Quay’s conviction, 
his complete commitment to his topic, is a critical 
part of his exceptional success.”

Source: www.quayhanna.com

www.quayhanna.com
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people with high speech anxiety tend to have more negative thoughts before the deliv-
ery of a speech than people who are comfortable speaking.26 It stands to reason, then, 
that developing more positive thoughts may help in managing or reducing anxiety.

When you dread making a speech, when you think of it as a burden or some-
thing that you “have to do” for a class or for your job, you are more likely to 
develop severe communication apprehension. What if you learned to view it differ-
ently: as an opportunity to change minds, to share what you know, or to make a 
real difference in the community where you live? In other words, you should start 
telling yourself: “I want to give a speech because what I have to say may help my 
audience.” The principle here is simple: speakers who anticipate success rather than 
failure suffer less apprehension about speaking.

Practice Your Speech

Ideally, you should practice over a period of a few days, not a few hours. It is 
always a mistake to put off rehearsing your speech until the last minute. Prepare 
your speech well in advance and give yourself ample time to practice. You may be 
able to get a friend or a few friends to listen to your speech. Practicing early and 
often is the key here. No one can tell you exactly how many times to practice or 
what techniques may work best for you. As you give more speeches over time, you 
will learn what approach works best for you.

Anticipate the Speech Situation

There are times in life when it is nice to be surprised, but before or during the deliv-
ery of a public speech is not one of them. As we have said before, effective speakers 
know their audiences. Gathering information about your audience and the speak-
ing situation before you speak helps you focus on the audience right from the start. 
If, for example, you have decided to speak at the local school board or at a meeting 
of the city council, plan to attend one of their meetings beforehand so you can see 
how they conduct business and how other speakers present their views. Whenever 
someone invites you to make a speech, try to obtain as much information as you 
can. If the organization has a Web site, you will want to visit that, and you might 
also ask the person who invited you to speak to respond to a few questions before 
the speech. Figure 3.3 provides some basic questions that you may want to ask 
about your audience and the speech situation.

Practice Active Listening

Active listening can be a powerful tool for managing communication apprehen-
sion.27 Rarely do you make a speech under circumstances in which you arrive, 
immediately stand up and talk, and then quickly depart. More likely, your speech 
will be part of a longer program, meeting, or banquet, and others will speak before 
you. Listening closely to those speakers will draw your attention away from your 
own anxieties and may even give you ideas about last-minute changes to your own 
speech. In community settings, listening carefully to others as they share their expe-
riences may help you focus on the importance of the issue and enable you to relax 
a bit as you prepare to share your own. In your speech class, you will be listening 
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FIGURE 3.3

Collecting Information before You Speak

DON’T make assumptions about the audience’s knowledge by overestimating or underestimating what they 
know.

DO ask:

j Who are my listeners (classmates, board members, community leaders, government representatives, 
volunteers)?

j What do they already know about my topic?
j What would they like to learn or need to know about my topic?
j What is their likely range of attitudes toward my topic?

DON’T get lost or arrive late!

DO ask:

j What is the location of the building where I will speak?
j Where should I park?
j What are specific directions to the room where I will speak?
j How early should I arrive?
j Where are the restrooms?

DON’T make assumptions about the room in which you will speak.

DO ask:

j How large is the room?
j Where will I be seated before I speak (in the audience, on a stage, at a table)?
j How will the room be arranged (traditional rows of seats, chairs in a circle, cozy room, formal boardroom, 

classroom)?
j Will the equipment/items I need be available (podium, Internet access, microphone, glass of water)?

DON’T ignore time limits/constraints.

DO ask:

j How much time has been allotted for my speech?
j Will there be time for questions following my speech (expected time frame)?

DON’T violate other listener norms or expectations.

DO ask:

j Should I plan to be present for the entire meeting?
j Will other business, speakers, a lunch, or a reception precede or follow my presentation?
j What is the anticipated time frame for the entire meeting?
j What are the ways that groups interact and citizens present ideas in public meetings (these might differ from a 

traditional speaking setting)?
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to other speakers before and after you make your speech. Instead of fretting over 
your notes, strive to listen carefully to those who speak before you. You may learn 
something, and you might also find yourself a bit more relaxed when it is your turn 
to speak. In addition, you may be able to refer to something in an earlier speech 
that complements your own speech in some way.

Exercise for Relaxation

If you feel tense and nervous before you speak, you can do some simple physi-
cal exercises to relax. One excellent way to relax is by breathing deeply. Deep
breathing allows you to take in a large quantity of air, giving you a good supply of 
oxygen and the potential for enhanced vocal control. You will also want to breathe 
deeply before you speak and to continue breathing deeply and regularly while you 
are delivering your speech for better vocal support and ongoing relaxation.

Isometric exercise, which involves tensing and then relaxing specific muscles, 
can also be a useful relaxation technique. Try clenching and unclenching your fists, 
pressing your legs firmly together and then relaxing them, or squeezing the palms 
of your hands together as if you were trying to flatten a piece of clay. Alternatively, 
you can push your leg, arm, or foot against some immovable object, such as a wall, a 
table, or even the podium. After you have pressed firmly, release the muscle, relaxing 
it as completely as possible. These isometric exercises are subtle—you can do them 
without being noticed, even in the middle of your speech. They can also be used be-
fore and after the speech.

Finally, performing aerobic exercise before your speech can help reduce com-
munication apprehension. Aerobic exercise, such as walking, jogging, running, or 
swimming, is not only good for your cardiovascular system and general well-being, 
but it also helps reduce tension and brings communication apprehension into a 
manageable range.

Acknowledge Potential Benefits of Moderate Communication 
Apprehension

Some people have serious problems with speech anxiety and are virtually incapaci-
tated by their fear of speaking.28 Most of us, however, can learn to manage our 
communication apprehension, and experienced speakers even find ways to channel 
their nervous energy in positive directions. They are able to do this, in part, because 
they have developed specific techniques that work for them. Some speakers, for 
example, begin their speaking day with meditation, prayer, a two-mile run, or a 
quiet walk. Everyone benefits from getting a good night’s rest and eating a light, 
nutritious meal before making a speech. Wearing comfortable clothes that make 
you feel good about yourself also contributes to a positive mental attitude. What 
is important is to learn what helps you most in managing your feelings of anxiety.

In most speaking situations, a little anxiety can be a good thing because that 
little spurt of adrenaline can energize your mind and body, keep you alert, and 
perhaps even contribute to a more dynamic delivery. As you gain experience as 
a public speaker, you will become more comfortable and confident standing up 
before an audience, and eventually you may even come to anticipate and welcome 
that adrenaline rush that we all feel when we speak in public.
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Maintain a Sense of Perspective

No matter how well you prepare for any speech, bad things can happen: the micro-
phone may fail; the person who introduces you may mispronounce your name; or 
you may get something under your contact lens or drop one of your note cards. By 
preparing well, you can reduce the likelihood that something will go wrong, but you 
will never have complete control over the situation. Do not be intimidated by that fact. 
The unpredictability is what makes public speaking both challenging and interesting.

You need to maintain a sense of perspective. Prepare well, do your best, be 
flexible, and pay attention to feedback from your listeners. Even if, in your judg-
ment, your entire speech goes badly—that is, you feel disappointed in your per-
formance—you should view it as a learning experience. Concentrate on what you 
learned. Get ready to have another go at it. No matter how brilliantly or poorly 
you think you performed, it is important that you view each speech as a chance for 
personal growth. If you are truly committed to speaking out, you will have other 
opportunities to speak on the subject.

By employing any or all of these strategies for managing communication ap-
prehension, you can become a more poised and confident speaker.

Understanding Communication 
Apprehension

3.1 Define communication apprehension.

j Nearly everyone experiences some level of 
communication apprehension.
j Communication apprehension extends beyond 

public speaking situations to include speaking up 
in meetings and other more informal settings.

j Experiencing high communication apprehension 
has been associated with mental stress, diminished 
academic performance, and speaking avoidance.

Factors That Contribute to 
Communication Apprehension

3.2
  Describe underlying factors that 
contribute to communication 
apprehension.

j A number of factors contribute to communication 
apprehension. These include the following:
j Poor preparation

j Trait anxiety (general apprehension across 
speaking situations)

j State anxiety (apprehension triggered by a par-
ticular set of circumstances)

j Self-expectations (either too high or too low)
j Fear of evaluation
j The fear that listeners perceive apprehension
j Fear of failure
j Overreacting to your body’s physiological 

reactions

Managing Communication 
Apprehension

3.3
  Employ strategies for managing 
communication apprehension 
while preparing yourself to 
speak.

j Commitment to your topic and thorough prepara-
tion are fundamental to managing communication 
apprehension and building your confidence as a 
speaker.

SUMMARY

Listen to the Audio Chapter Summary at MyCommunicationLab

Study and Review materials for this chapter are at MyCommunicationLab
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Understanding Communication 
Apprehension

3.1 Define communication apprehension.

1. What is meant by communication apprehension?
2. How might high communication apprehension af-

fect you as a student or in speaking situations be-
yond the classroom?

Factors That Contribute to 
Communication Apprehension

3.2
  Describe underlying factors that 
contribute to communication 
apprehension.

3. Complete the communication apprehension self-
assessment presented in Figure 3.1. What is your 
level of communication apprehension, based on 
this instrument?

4. The book lists several factors that may contrib-
ute to a speaker’s communication apprehension. 
Which of these have you experienced? Elaborate.

5. Which, if any, of the physiological reactions associ-
ated with communication apprehension have you 
experienced?

Managing Communication 
Apprehension

3.3
  Employ strategies for managing 
communication while preparing 
yourself to speak.

6. The book suggests that commitment and prepara-
tion are the most significant factors in reducing 
communication apprehension. Do you agree or 
disagree? Explain.

7. What are some additional useful strategies for 
managing communication apprehension discussed 
in the book? Have you tried any of these tech-
niques in the past? Did they work for you?

8. Figure 3.3 lists the sorts of questions you might 
ask as you prepare to speak in a business or 
community setting. Which of these have you 
found most helpful in managing communication 
apprehension?

9. List other strategies you have tried to increase 
your speaking confidence. To what extent and in 
what ways have they been effective?

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW AND REFLECTION

j Preparation and commitment may be supple-
mented with other techniques, including the 
following:
j Develop a positive attitude.
j Practice your speech.
j Anticipate the speaking situation (collect infor-

mation about the listeners and setting before 
you speak).

j Listen actively (as others conduct a business or 
community meeting or give their own speeches 
prior to your speech).

j Exercise for relaxation.
j Acknowledge the possible benefits of moderate 

apprehension.
j Maintain a sense of perspective.

Study and Review the Flashcards at MyCommunicationLab
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CHAPTER

Diverse Audiences 
in a Democratic Society

4

OVERVIEW AND LEARNING OBJECTIVES

Understanding Diverse Audiences

4.1
Describe the audience characteristics 
you need to consider as you prepare your 
speech.

Identifying Individual Listener Needs and Values

4.2
Identify individual needs and values 
relevant to your speech.

Identifying Communal Needs and Values

4.3
Identify communal needs and values that 
might impact your speech.

Gathering Information for Audience 
Adaptation

4.4
Know how to gather relevant information 
about an audience.

Ongoing Strategies for Audience 
Adaptation

4.5
Implement strategies for adapting to 
audiences as you deliver your speech.

Listen to the Audio Chapter at MyCommunicationLab
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Audiences come together to hear about matters of importance, although 
they may have different reasons for being concerned about an issue. A 
new interstate highway may not come anywhere near your property, but 

you still may be concerned about the possible impact of the highway on the 
environment or the economy. Others, such as real estate developers or construc-
tion workers, might have their own reasons for being interested in the issue. 
Some audience members may come to hear a speech simply to learn more about 
an issue; others who show up already have strong views. Sometimes an audience 
is even required to listen to a speech, as in your public speaking class or in a job-
training program, for example.

As a responsible speaker and listener, you try to recognize your own biases 
and understand how they can affect your judgment. At the same time, you need to 
think about how the characteristics and biases of your audience may affect their
reactions to your speech. Before you speak, you will want to gather all the infor-
mation you can about your audience so you can adapt what you have to say to 
your listeners.

UNDERSTANDING DIVERSE AUDIENCES

Preview. As a responsible speaker, you must think carefully about your listeners. 
You and the members of your audience form a partnership, and you need to frame 
and deliver your message with the characteristics of your audience in mind.

Many factors go into making people who they are. These factors can influence 
the way people see events and how important an issue is to them, which in turn 
can mold their values, determine how attentive they will be to a speech, or sug-
gest whether they will accept or reject change. Table 4.1 lists some audience 
demographics that every speaker must consider. These audience characteristics 
often shape listeners’ values and beliefs. If you know a lot about your listeners, 
you will be in a better position to determine what might be relevant to them, to 
appeal to their interests and concerns, and to recognize how their assumptions and 
perspectives might differ from your own. Understanding demographics, along with 
the individual and community values that grow out of them, will form the basis of 
the strategies you will use to adapt to your audience.

The demographics of an audience may suggest certain tendencies, but you can 
never really predict human behavior. Advertisers study demographics carefully and 
try to promote their products in publications, on TV shows, and on Web sites that 
will reach a particular target audience. Yet not all teenage girls read Seventeen, and 
those who do will not all respond to an ad in the same way. Nor will every member 
of AARP (formerly the American Association of Retired Persons) be interested in 
long-term-care insurance. As we pointed out in Chapter 2, we cannot assume that 
all people within a particular demographic group are the same. Yet advertisers 
know better than to run ads for denture cleaners on MTV or ads for in-line skates 
on a show with older viewers. It would be foolish to disregard the tendencies of 
certain groups to share characteristics that may influence how they respond to 
your message.

Describe 
the audi-

ence character-
istics you need 
to consider as 
you prepare 
your speech.

4.1

Explore the Concept
“Audience Analysis” at
MyCommunicationLab
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Age and Values

The age of audience members will influence the way they receive messages. Some 
may argue that age is mostly a state of mind rather than a physical fact. Even so, 
our age influences the sorts of experiences we have had and the issues that most 
concern us.

Being “young” or “old” means, in part, living through different times. 
Although two people of exactly the same age can have widely divergent experi-
ences, they also share certain experiences and memories that influence the way 
they perceive the world. Today’s students may look back on World War II or the 
turbulent 1960s as ancient history. Their views have been shaped by the terrorist 
attacks of September 11, 2001, and the long wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, not by 
the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor or the antiwar protests of the Vietnam era. 
By 2025, another generation of college students will come of age with no memory 
of planes crashing into the World Trade Center or the earthquake that devastated 
Japan in 2011. The point, of course, is that the shared experiences of a generation 
affect its outlook. That is just one reason that you, as a speaker, must consider the 
age of your audience.

Audience members who are over age 40 are more likely to be married, have 
children, and own homes than are audience members who are under age 20. Each 
generation will have danced to different music, watched different movies, admired 
different political leaders, and used different technologies during their formative 
years. As a result, different issues have different degrees of saliency, or personal 
relevance, for people of different ages. In debates over Social Security, for example, 
older people tend to be more suspicious of changes in the program, while younger 
people are more likely to support reform, probably because they think those re-
forms might benefit them in the long run.1 To take another example, college stu-
dents who graduated in 2012 might view a weak economy as diminishing their 
ability to get good jobs, whereas older Americans might worry more about the 
effects of the economic downturn on their retirement accounts.

Shared experiences, social mores, and personal concerns related to age all 
have an impact on one’s values. Recent research demonstrates, for example, that 

TABLE 4.1

Audience Demographics

j Age
j Gender
j Race and ethnicity
j Intercultural factors
j Religion
j Geographic/cultural environment
j Education
j Occupation or profession
j Economic status
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a generation that has lived through hard economic times is more likely to value 
security and stability than a generation that has experienced few threats to their 
material well-being. Generally, older groups who value stability will tend to be more 
resistant to change, whereas younger people are usually more adventuresome and 
willing to take risks. Likewise, older people are more likely to value tradition and 
conformity than are younger people.2

In our Highlighting Age and Values feature, note how Lonnie Bristow, a for-
mer president of the American Medical Association, urged an older audience to 
accept the AMA’s plan to reform Medicare—not so much because it would benefit 
them but for their children’s and their grandchildren’s sake.

Gender Roles and Stereotypes

Although anatomy defines our sex—whether we are male or female—gender
identity is more complex. Differences and similarities in the way men and women 
behave, what they value, and what they believe are shaped in large measure by so-
cial norms and expectations that vary across cultures and change over time. There 
was a time in the nineteenth century, for example, when it was considered scandal-
ous or even unnatural for a woman to speak in public or for a man to take care 
of children. In the twenty-first century, however, behaviors that society assigns to 
men and women are much more flexible, at least in Western societies. Although 
some parts of the world still have strict rules about what men and women should 

HIGHLIGHTING AGE 
AND VALUES

Well, without going so far as to even hint that any of 
us in this room today are “elderly,” let me say that 
your support is critical. If you agree with me and 
America’s physicians that the program now being 
considered by Congress is best for patients, best for 
the generations to follow, and, yes, best for doctors, 
too, then speak out.

If I’ve done my job of “selling it here,” then help 
us sell it everywhere. Write. Call. FAX. Send e-mail. 
Whenever it’s possible, actually visit your Senators 
and Representatives. Let them know you support 
the AMA’s plan to transform Medicare. Tell them 
you want it for today, sure. But tell them that—even 
more important—you want it for tomorrow. For your 
children’s sake. For your grandchildren’s sake....

I’m reminded of something I saw last night when 
I was driving home—here at Rossmoor. I turned a 
corner and my headlights shined [sic] on three deer. 
A stag, a doe, and a fawn.

You know what their first instinct was? No. 
They didn’t run. That was their second act. The 
first thing that the stag and the doe did was turn 
so that their bodies shielded the fawn from the 
approaching harm. And that’s what every older 
generation does. We shield our young from harm. 
We protect the generation we’re leaving behind. 
It’s an instinct as primal as food and shelter 
and warmth.

And that’s what is being asked of us today. We are 
like those deer.... We are harvesting the accumulated 
wisdom and knowledge of a lifetime and sharing 
it with those who have it in their power to enact 
change to help the generations to come. To protect the 
generations to come. It is our time.

Source: Reprinted by permission from Lonnie R. Bristow, 
“Dr. Bristow Speaks to the AMA.” Copyright © 1995 by Lonnie 
Bristow.

Dr. Bristow Speaks 
to the AMA
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wear, how they should relate to each other, and even whether they should appear 
together in public, women in our culture have more freedom of choice. Still, it is 
important to remember that gender, along with many of the demographics dis-
cussed here, is socially constructed, which is to say that different cultures have 
different ideas about what roles, behaviors, or even modes of dress are appropriate 
for men and women.

As men and women challenge prescribed gender roles and as attitudes toward 
sexuality change, listeners will respond differently to gender-related issues. One 
can no longer assume that only women will want to hear a speech about fashion 
or that only men are interested in sports. Jokes that portray women as vain, silly, 
or nagging are not only in bad taste but also offensive, and references to men as 
insensitive, arrogant, and unfeeling seem outdated.3

Even though gender roles are more flexible now than in the past, the gender 
composition of your audience remains an important concern. Your listeners’ gender 
still has an impact on their outlook and experiences. For example, single women 
and widows have more difficulty obtaining credit than do men. Furthermore, 
men’s and women’s tastes and interests still differ, and our popular culture reflects 
those differences. Movie producers target some films at female audiences (so-called 
“chick flicks”) and others at males (war movies, for example). Listeners’ sexual 
orientations also lead to different experiences and perspectives. Women and men 
with longtime same-sex partners, for example, still face greater barriers in adopt-
ing children and in obtaining housing than do male-female couples.

As with age, gender may influence how salient a particular topic may be. 
Certain health concerns are obviously of more concern to women, such as breast 
cancer, whereas men may be more concerned about prostate cancer. More women 
still tend to be caregivers than men and are thus likely to be more attentive to 
topics related to that subject. Thoughtful speakers give serious attention to how 
the issues they address or the plans they advocate may affect men and women 
differently.

Although all of this may be true, we need to constantly remind ourselves that 
no demographic category—whether age, race, or gender identity—automatically 
predetermines an individual listener’s responses, interests, or life experiences. 
Stereotypes, or common assumptions about people of a particular group, often 
prove misguided. It is sometimes assumed, for example, that gays tend to work 
in certain industries, such as fashion or interior design. Yet a survey of more than 
4,000 gay men and lesbians conducted by Overlooked Opinions, a Chicago mar-
ket-research firm, reported that 40 percent more homosexuals are employed in the 
finance and insurance industries than in the entertainment and arts industries, and 
10 times as many homosexuals are in the computer industry as in the fashion in-
dustry. There are also more homosexuals working in science and engineering than 
in social services.4

In addition, we should not assume that because an issue is sometimes labeled 
a “women’s issue” that male listeners will not care about it. A good speaker should 
be able to persuade an audience of women and men to participate in a breast 
cancer walk. Similarly, a good speaker should strive to persuade both men and 
women to care about the problem of sexual assault on campus, perhaps even to 
take part in a “Take Back the Night” march.



76 CHAPTER 4 Diverse Audiences in a Democratic Society 

Although the distinction 
between generalizing and 
stereotyping is sometimes 
hard to make, stereotyping is 
harmful. The feminist move-
ment of the late twentieth 
century should have taught us 
all one truth: men and women 
may have concerns and ex-
periences unique to their sex, 
but they also have aspirations, 
attitudes, and aptitudes that 
are common to all people. 
The advocate who hopes to 
inspire, engage, and motivate 
listeners must be sensitive to 
both differences and com-
monalities across genders.

Race and Ethnicity

At one time, Americans were thought to be a relatively homogeneous people. The 
myth was that we arrived as immigrants, and then emerged from the “melting pot” 
of U.S. culture with a distinctively American character. Today, there still may be 
certain ways of looking at things that are especially or even uniquely American. In 
recent years, however, we have come to realize that the melting-pot concept can be 
misleading. Within our broader culture are a variety of subcultures that continue 
to differ. Although people who fall within these various groupings may share char-
acteristics with the general U.S. culture, they also differ in ways that could affect 
their responses to your speech.

The color of one’s skin is biologically determined based on genetic factors. The 
constellation of characteristics said to make up “race,” however, is not determined 
by biological, genetic, or inherited factors but is the product of politics, social defi-
nitions, and personal preferences.5 People may define themselves as members of 
a particular race and see the world through African-American, Asian-American, 
or Caucasian eyes.6 It is important to understand how these racial identities may 
influence your listeners.

Over time, we have come to realize that just as each race has its own iden-
tity, each also has its own perceptions and problems. Recognizing these racial 
differences is not racism. Racism, or the belief in the superiority or inferiority 
of particular races, leads to prejudice, antagonism, fear, and oppression. It de-
nies the essential humanity of those who are different and thus severely limits 
the potential for communicating successfully. Racism is often about power be-
cause dominant groups use racial differences to justify subordinating others. 
Historically, European colonial powers used race to justify dominating Africans 
and Asians politically and economically, and the United States excused some 
of its historical policies in the Philippines and elsewhere in the same way. The 

Men, women, and 
people of different 
ages and races 
can be brought 
together to fight 
for common 
causes, as in this 
American Cancer 
Society Relay for 
Life.

Explore the Concept
“Culture” at
MyCommunicationLab



Understanding Diverse Audiences 77

“ethnic cleansing” that we still witness in certain parts of the world likewise re-
flects efforts to keep particular racial groups or tribes in subordinate positions.

Those who appreciate the distinctions between people of different races are 
better equipped to talk effectively with diverse audiences. Speakers must un-
derstand that people of color and white Americans have different histories and 
cultural experiences. Communication between different races can be extremely 
complicated and, too often, fraught with distrust.7 Some Americans, for example, 
may view affirmative action programs as reverse discrimination, while others con-
sider such programs necessary to level the playing field. By the same token, some 
African Americans may be skeptical that the local police are really there to “serve 
and protect” them, either because they’ve had a bad experience with the police or 
because they believe that racism is systemic in America.

Despite these challenges, successful communication across races can and does 
occur every day.8 For that to happen, however, speakers must be sensitive to the 
racial makeup of their audiences and reflect on how race may influence an audi-
ence’s beliefs and attitudes on a particular issue.

The forebears of most Americans came from someplace else. With the exception 
of Native Americans, whose ancestors migrated to the North American continent in 
prehistoric times, most Americans can trace their ancestors to people who emigrated 
from other countries beginning in the seventeenth century, and new immigrants are 
still arriving each day. Depending on when they arrived, on their habits and tastes, and 
on where they settled, the outlook of these immigrants has been colored by their own 
national history, customs, and experiences. Because some listeners identify strongly 
with their ethnic heritage, you need to realize that they may be particularly sensitive 
to issues that involve their country of origin or their ethnic group. Cuban Americans, 
for example, may feel strongly about relations with the communist regime in Cuba, 
while an immigrant from Mexico may worry more about the effects of strict immi-
gration legislation. A culture’s particular viewpoints and values can influence even its 
transplanted citizens and their descendants. For example, different ethnic groups may 
have different expectations regarding care for their parents in their old age. As a study 
by AARP concluded, older Americans of Asian and Latino descent still expect their 
children to take care of them, whereas parents of European heritage are more likely 
to view living with their children as a sign of failure. European-Americans are more 
likely to expect a combination of family care and community services as they age.9

One of the most significant problems plaguing the world today is ethnocentrism,
the belief that one’s own ethnic heritage is superior to all others. The results of such 
feelings can range from discrimination and exclusion (“We don’t associate with those
people”) to the outright warfare that has torn apart countries in the Balkans and that 
still plagues parts of Africa and the Middle East. It is important that speakers respect 
differences in customs, practices, and beliefs grounded in ethnic origins and take them 
into account when speaking to ethnically diverse audiences.

Cultural Differences

Beyond racial and ethnic differences, those who grew up in cultures outside the United 
States may hold values and exhibit behaviors that differ from those of other Americans. 
Scholars may not agree on the causes of those differences, yet most agree that the 

Watch the Video
“Intercultural
Communication” at
MyCommunicationLab
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differences are real. Some of the most recent studies have implications for the ways 
people communicate with each other, how they judge speaker credibility, and how they 
react to arguments opposed to their own views. In a recent study, for example, student 
subjects were asked to analyze a conflict between mothers and daughters. “American 
subjects quickly came down in favor of one side or the other. Chinese subjects were 
more likely to see merit in both sides, commenting, for example, ‘Both the mothers and 
the daughters have failed to understand each other.’”10 Many other examples demon-
strate such cultural differences. While many Americans often seem in a hurry, viewing 
time as something not to be wasted, people from other cultures may prefer to move 
more slowly, spending time getting to know one another instead of “getting right down 
to business.” Whereas Americans tend to be individualistic and value their privacy, 
cultures that are more group-oriented associate privacy with loneliness and isolation. 
Americans also tend to be future-oriented, while more traditional societies tend to 
honor the past. In cultures that value subtlety and indirection, Americans may seem 
blunt and insensitive when they are just trying to be open and direct.11 These are just a 
few of the intercultural differences that may affect how we communicate.12

You might see some of these differences emerge in your classroom if you have 
classmates who are international students. Students from other countries have dif-
ferent cultural and linguistic backgrounds and sometimes face problems adapting 
to American cultural practices. They may seem very shy when they are only show-
ing deference. They may be more reluctant to disagree with ideas of others than 
would American students. And, of course, they are not likely to have the command 
of English that you have. Getting to know these students and their different ways 
of communicating will help you become aware of how diverse audiences can be 
and how different adaptive approaches can be effective. If you are an international 
student yourself, you know how puzzling American communicative practices can 
be. While struggling to master a language that is not native to you—with its pecu-
liar idioms and unfamiliar slang—you have the added job of trying to absorb the 
American culture. This is not an easy task. Undertaking it means trying to get to 
know your American classmates, immersing yourself in the culture of the United 
States, and avoiding the temptation to spend all of your time only with students 
from your country. It also means taking special pains to overcome any reluctance 
you might have to ask questions—of your instructors and your American class-
mates. Don’t forget that, coming from a different culture, you have much to add 
that will enrich your fellow American students’ education.

Cultural differences, both within American subcultures and across interna-
tional lines, affect all of our efforts to communicate—in the classroom and in the 
community—and we need to make strenuous and sincere efforts to bridge cultural 
divides and emphasize what we all have in common. It can be hard work to com-
municate effectively across cultural lines, but the effort is necessary if we hope to 
work together in our increasingly interdependent world.

Religion

Your listeners’ religious beliefs—or lack of religious beliefs—can also influence 
how they evaluate and respond to your speech. On some issues, religious lead-
ers have taken a clear political stand. Not all Catholics are opposed to legalized 

Watch the Video
“Successful Japanese—U.S.
Business Communication” at
MyCommunicationLab



Understanding Diverse Audiences 79

abortion, for example, but many do embrace their church’s official opposition to 
abortion. Similarly, Jews tend to be strong advocates of U.S. support for Israel, and 
most Quakers are pacifists who oppose all war.

Religion can also influence your audience’s general attitude toward politi-
cal controversies. Some religions stress obedience and conformity, whereas oth-
ers emphasize individualism and challenging state authority. Some religions 
stress personal salvation and rarely take strong stands on controversial political 
or social issues; others insist that all such issues are of concern to the church. 
Religious teachings can make a difference in the way people respond to a speech. 
Fundamentalists, for example, may be more open to messages that emphasize tra-
dition, whereas those with more liberal religious views may respond positively to 
calls for social reform.13

Conventional wisdom once advised public speakers to avoid talking about re-
ligion. Some instructors even advise students not to choose religious speech topics 
because they are too personal or potentially explosive. Yet religious differences 
are reflected in many of the most important social and political controversies of 
our time, and we cannot simply ignore the role of religion in public life. If you do
talk about a religious issue, it is important to recognize that not everybody in your 
audience may share your assumptions about what is “true” and what religious 
sources are “authoritative.” The essential teachings of world religions have dif-
ferent sources—for Christians, the Bible; for Muslims, the Koran; for Jews, the 
Talmud—and even within these faith traditions, there are widely varying interpre-
tations of sacred texts and their meaning in secular life. In Israel, for example, the 
role of women under Jewish law has generated intense controversy; in the United 
States, some fundamentalist Christians argue that the Bible explicitly condemns 
homosexuality, but liberal Christians draw very different conclusions from their 
understanding of the life and teachings of Jesus.

It is important to remember that your audience may hold fundamentally differ-
ent religious beliefs. That does not mean we cannot communicate across religious 
differences. In our time, many bitter divisions over social issues, such as abortion, 
stem cell research, and gay marriage, grow from varying interpretations of reli-
gious doctrines and moral principles. That should not make it impossible, how-
ever, for those on different sides of religious controversies to talk with each other 
and seek common ground. The speech following this chapter, given by President 
Obama at the University of Notre Dame, is an example of a speaker’s efforts to 
get beyond deep divisions rooted in religion while respecting different views on a 
controversial issue.

Geographical Environment

Where a listener lives can make a difference in how he or she reacts to a speech. 
Even though people may come from the same part of the country, their outlooks can 
differ depending on the kind of community in which they live. Newark, New Jersey, 
is not the same as Franklin, New Jersey; Chicago, Illinois, is not the same as Peoria, 
Illinois; and Dallas, Texas, is not to be confused with College Station, Texas.

People who have grown up in rural areas may develop different habits and 
lifestyles from those who grew up in the city. Muggings, commuting on unreliable 
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trains, or moving at a frantic pace may be unimaginable to the rural resident, 
whereas the city dweller imagines that rural life would be dreadfully boring. Each 
area has a different set of problems and concerns. To the urbanite, the following 
may be the most important questions: How do we reduce crime? How do we im-
prove mass transit? How do we create more affordable housing? By contrast, the 
resident of a farming community may be more interested in these questions: How 
do we save the family farm? How can we reduce property taxes? What can be done 
to stabilize the prices paid to farmers for their produce?

Over time, different sections of the country have developed unique ways of 
looking at things. Easterners, Westerners, Southerners, Southwesterners, and 
Midwesterners have different ethnic mixes in their populations, different indus-
tries, different religious views, and different approaches to social and political 
problems. Westerners, for example, often boast of their rugged individualism; New 
Yorkers value their cultural and artistic sophistication; and many Sunbelt commu-
nities are proud of their climates and reputations as safe, comfortable places for 
older citizens to live. Further, people can also exhibit different communication be-
havior. A professor teaching in Louisiana told a colleague that native Louisianans 
among her students were often upset by the ways that students from the East asked 
questions or made comments. They saw as rude or aggressive the assertive com-
munication patterns that the Easterners believed were normal and never suspected 
could be interpreted as disrespectful.

Education

Education provides us with specific knowledge, ways to solve problems rationally, 
awareness of the choices open to us, and ways of evaluating the best choices to 
make. To be truly engaged, you must be informed on issues of civic concern. Being 
an informed citizen is fundamental to being an effective speaker.

The educational level of listeners—their acquired knowledge—influences how 
they react to messages. You may be giving a speech on emergency preparedness to a 
junior high school assembly and a speech on the same topic to a college group. Yet 
what each group expects from your speech will differ, based on what they already 
know about the topic and their different experiences. Even first- and second-year 

HIGHLIGHTING RELIGION AND POLITICS

Ideally, in a country where there is no religious 
test for elected office, religion should play no part 
in how one votes. But in the world of practical 
politics, religion can make a difference. In the 2012 
Republican primaries, for example, Mitt Romney’s 
Mormonism was believed to hurt him with evangelical 
Christians. In states with significant Mormon 
populations, however, it seemed to be a distinct 

advantage. In Nevada, for example, Mormons make up 
25 percent of the GOP electorate and are very active 
in the caucuses; 95 percent of them voted for Romney. 
Given the particular circumstances, therefore, the 
religious demographic can be crucial.

Source: “Mitt Romney’s Mormon Advantage,” www
.washingtonpost.com/blogs/the-fix/post/mitt-romneys-mormon-
advantage/2012/02/02 (accessed February 2, 2012).

www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/the-fix/post/mitt-romneys-mormon-advantage/2012/02/02
www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/the-fix/post/mitt-romneys-mormon-advantage/2012/02/02
www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/the-fix/post/mitt-romneys-mormon-advantage/2012/02/02
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college students differ in their levels of sophistication and knowledge, and both 
groups differ in these respects from college seniors.

How well audience members have been educated will determine not only 
whether they are familiar with your speech topic but also whether they can intel-
ligently evaluate the message. One speaker may claim that a proposed health care 
plan would fail to meet the needs of low-income families. Another may claim that 
voting for a particular candidate will improve your economic situation. Educated 
listeners should be in a good position to evaluate such claims. They should have 
specific facts at their disposal and already know something about the topic.

Suppose, for example, that you hear someone argue that force must be used in 
response to a foreign-policy crisis. And suppose they back up that claim by com-
paring the current situation with the situation Americans faced in the 1940s when 
confronted by Nazi Germany. If, as an educated person, you take the time to think, 
you will not automatically accept the comparison just because you know Nazism 
was evil. You will ask questions about the legitimacy of the comparison. You will 
demand that the speaker prove that the situation before World War II was really 
similar to the present situation. You sometimes hear policy proposals criticized 
as “socialism.” Socialism has specific political and economic characteristics that 
rarely apply to policies advanced by mainstream American politicians. As an edu-
cated person, you should not be automatically persuaded simply by someone’s use 
of the “socialism” label—or any other label.

As you judge a speaker’s argument, you should apply principles you have 
learned and the knowledge you have acquired to render an informed judgment. 
If you find the speaker unconvincing, or if you cannot fully test the argument by 
your own knowledge and experience, you should suspend judgment. You should 
wait and see—listen to other arguments, read more material, and assemble more 
facts—before you make a decision. That is what it means to have an educated
response to a speech.

Occupation or Profession

Your job or profession can make a difference in the attitudes you hold and the 
ways in which you grasp specific information. When people hear a message, they 
sometimes ask themselves, “How is this going to affect me?” When discussing how 
to improve our schools, for example, a travel agent may be uneasy about a pro-
posal to keep schools open all year because that may mean canceled vacations and 
less business. People who work at the school or who provide transportation for 
students, on the other hand, may be all for the idea.

The occupations we hold make us feel differently about the world around us. 
Teachers, doctors, construction workers, dancers, postal clerks, and lawyers all deal 
with specific sets of problems. The constant practice of these problem-solving skills 
is what establishes people as experts. When experts listen to a speech, they bring 
a whole set of competencies and attitudes with them to the speaking situation. An 
engineer, for example, will respond to technological information as a specialist, 
and the speaker must be aware of this. Professional experience also will affect re-
sponses to issues. Recently, an insurance company covering a large number of uni-
versity employees informed its clients that anesthesiologists at the local hospital had 
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withdrawn from the plan. 
Policyholders were asked 
to consider a medical center 
50 miles away for elective 
surgery. Many policyhold-
ers initially saw this as a 
greedy move on the part 
of the doctors. A clinical 
psychologist with a private 
practice, however, noted 
that most health care pro-
viders were also unhappy 
with the insurance com-
pany. She sympathized with 
the anesthesiologists. In this 
case, health care providers 
viewed this issue from a 
perspective strongly influ-
enced by their professions.

Finally, one’s job or profession may affect one’s perspective on what are the 
most important or relevant issues relating to a specific topic. Take the problem of 
health care, for example. Most people seem to agree that everyone should have 
some kind of coverage. Yet as Barack Obama learned when he tried to bring 
together the various stakeholders in the health care debate, those stakeholders 
have specific concerns that are sometimes difficult to reconcile. Large corpora-
tions want a plan that relieves them of the high cost of health care benefits, and 
small-business owners worry that providing health care benefits to just a few 
employees would be too costly. Insurance companies are concerned about losing 
business if the government assumes more responsibility for health care, and phy-
sicians object to plans that give insurance companies the power to decide which 
medical procedures may be appropriate. Consumers worry about having to pay 
higher premiums and absorb higher deductibles. As another example of perspec-
tive, advocates of so-called “Right to Work” laws tend to be associated with cor-
porate interests that favor dismantling unions, while the most vocal opponents, 
quite naturally, tend to be union members. If a speaker fails to anticipate and 
prepare for responses stemming from these different occupational perspectives, 
even a good idea may be rejected.

Economic Status

The income of listeners may influence their response to a speech. Again, the extent 
to which this factor is important and the precise ways in which it may affect lis-
tener responses depend on the speaker’s subject and purpose. The topic of a mes-
sage may naturally interest some income groups and not others. A speech on tax 
shelters, for example, may have limited appeal to low-income listeners. By the same 
token, those with high incomes may not be interested in a speech on need-based 
tuition assistance.

Sharing common 
occupations may 
cause listeners to 
see issues in a way 
especially related 
to their profes-
sional problems 
and interests.
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How groups think their income level compares with that of others may have 
profound effects on the communication process. People in the middle-income group, 
for example, may see themselves as overburdened with taxes and yet excluded from 
the benefits of social welfare. Such people may look on social welfare programs with 
the jaundiced eye of those expected to foot the bill. In 2011, the “Occupy Wall Street” 
movement contrasted the richest “one percent” with the 99 percent of Americans 
who were not so well off. The movement’s facts, tactics, and goals were all contested, 
but the issue of economic disparity became part of our national political debate. The 
president called for higher taxes on the wealthy, while the Republicans accused the 
president of stirring up “class warfare.”14 And during the Republican primaries, when 
Mitt Romney released his tax returns, economic status again emerged as an important 
issue with the potential to sway voters based on their economic status.

Professional persuaders, such as advertisers, go to great lengths to target their 
messages to particular income groups. They carefully choose a mailing list (such as 
American Express cardholders) that will put their material in the hands of those 
who can afford to buy their product. They carefully choose the magazines in which 
they advertise, the time slots for their television ads, and the radio stations that air 
their ads. They are concerned with many factors besides income, but it is crucial 
that they reach people who can afford to buy their products.

The financial resources available to listeners may determine their response to 
any idea or proposal involving money. A student urging other students to volun-
teer for a service project, for example, may need to consider whether his listeners 
could afford to work without pay for the summer or whether they could afford to 
participate in the project for only a few hours a week. The wise speaker tries to an-
ticipate how listeners’ income may influence their response to his or her message.

In addition to the specific characteristics that distinguish listeners, it is also 
important to remember that all of us—no matter who we are or what we do—have 
fundamental human needs that have to be met and common values that we all 
embrace.

HIGHLIGHTING AUDIENCE DEMOGRAPHICS

No single characteristic defines audiences, although 
sometimes one feature may overshadow others, 
depending on the context in which a speech is given. 
In the controversy over tax policy, for example, the 
fact that some millionaires pay at a rate of about 
15 percent will be of singular importance to middle-
class listeners who make considerably less money and 
yet pay at higher rates. But other demographics may 
interact to produce different listener profiles. When 
talking about the one percent who make the most 
money in the United States, geography will influence 
who should be counted. If you live in Manhattan, for 

example, you would have to earn $790,000 a year, or 
12 times the national median income, to be counted 
in the top one percent of earners, whereas if you live 
in Macon, Georgia, earning $270,000—about six 
times the median income—would put you in the top 
one percent. Further, characteristics such as race or 
occupation can have a bearing on who is considered 
“rich.” A good speaker will take into account the way 
in which demographics interact with one another.

Source: “Among the Wealthiest One Percent, Many Variations,” 
New York Times, January 15, 2012, p. 20.
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IDENTIFYING INDIVIDUAL LISTENER 

NEEDS AND VALUES

Preview. Like all people, audience members have fundamental needs. Maslow’s 
hierarchy provides an excellent conceptual framework for understanding those 
shared needs—physical well-being, safety and security, love and belonging, esteem, 
and self-actualization.

So far, we have considered the ways that audience members may differ and how 
you need to acknowledge those differences in analyzing your audience. Yet what-
ever differences listeners may bring to the speech situation, they still share certain 
universal human needs.

In a groundbreaking work, psychologist Abraham H. Maslow described basic 
human needs in terms that help us understand and develop tactics for listener in-
volvement.15 As illustrated in Figure 4.1, Maslow presented the needs in a hierar-
chy, noting that some needs are more basic than others.

Satisfying Basic Physiological Needs

People have physiological needs. Basic to all human life is the need to be physi-
cally secure. We all need food and drink, clothing, shelter, and sexual gratification 
if we want to feel comfortable and avoid the discomforts of pain, sickness, injury, 
and so on.

Most of the audiences you will talk with, however, have had their basic needs 
met. Freed from the preoccupation of satisfying those needs, most listeners will be 
more successfully engaged by appealing to their “higher” needs.

Identify 
individual 

needs and val-
ues relevant to 
your speech.

4.2

Watch the Video
“Citizens for
Community Justice” at
MyCommunicationLab
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Source: Reprinted by permission 
form Maslow, A.H., Motivation 
and Personality. Copyright © 
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Ensuring Listeners’ Personal Safety

We all desire a secure world. We all want to be protected from dangerous, surpris-
ing, or unfamiliar situations that threaten our safety. In any organized society, we 
have many people and groups—police, firefighters, military personnel—dedicated 
to ensuring our safety. We have government agencies, such as the Food and Drug 
Administration, that protect us from being poisoned. Despite all these efforts, of 
course, bridges still do collapse sometimes, and tainted foods still do escape detec-
tion and sicken or even kill people. Thus, we all still worry about our safety, and 
those concerns may influence how we respond to a speaker. The wise speaker will 
consider what ways, if any, listeners may find her proposal threatening or how it 
may make them feel safer.

Reinforcing Feelings of Love and a Sense of Belonging

Once safety needs are satisfied, people begin to think of other needs, such as be-
longing needs or the need to be loved by others. There is a distinct human need to 
be accepted, wanted, or welcomed into groups. People join clubs, maintain close 
family or ethnic ties, associate themselves strongly with a church or religious move-
ment, or take great pride in their patriotic feelings toward their country. All these 
associations help them meet their need to be accepted and be part of a larger group. 
Individuals feel more powerful when acting as a part of a group that they feel rep-
resents or protects their interests. So, for example, unions from different parts of 
the country may raise money and provide other support for union members in 
states like Wisconsin or Indiana, where laws designed to undermine the strength 
of unions recently passed. At the same time, organizations like the Chamber of 
Commerce, which represents business interests, appealed to its members to support 
these efforts to restrict or eliminate the collective bargaining rights of unions.

Listeners are likely to be more emotionally involved when they believe that a 
speaker is advocating a proposal that will be of direct benefit to those whom they 
love, reduce their feelings of isolation, or promote the interests of the groups to 
which they belong.

Helping Listeners Feel Appreciated by Others

In addition to a sense of belonging, people want to feel that they have some worth 
and importance. People like to feel that they control their destiny, that they are 
not constantly under the thumb of other people, and that others recognize them as 
being good or important human beings. This need is frequently the basis of adver-
tising that would have us believe that driving a particular type of car or wearing 
some fashionable style of shoes will help us acquire status. These kinds of appeals 
to status are aimed more at achieving the communicator’s sales goals than genu-
inely benefiting the listener. On the other hand, a student describing her experiences 
as a volunteer helping to rebuild homes destroyed by Hurricane Katrina may le-
gitimately emphasize all the expressions of gratitude from those she helped. Those 
expressions of gratitude demonstrate the importance of the volunteer’s work and 
reveal what her listeners may hope to gain by volunteering for similar missions: 
the sense that they will make important contributions that others will appreciate.
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Helping Listeners Realize Their Own Potential

When people know that others respect them, they can begin to think about self-ful-
fillment. These self-actualization needs reflect that we all want to realize our own po-
tential. Not everyone has the same goals or the same ambitions. For some, the highest 
ambition in life may be great material wealth; for others, realizing one’s own potential 
may mean making a difference in the lives of his or her fellow citizens. At a town 
hall meeting in France in April 2009, as noted in our Focus on Civic Engagement,
President Obama made the case for realizing one’s own potential by serving others.

Most people strive to better themselves throughout life yet never achieve ev-
erything they had hoped for. Nevertheless, the speaker who realizes that people 
want to realize their highest potential can appeal to that desire. In advocating more 
support for the arts and humanities, for example, a student might stress the impor-
tance of a broad liberal education for one’s “emotional intelligence,” or the intel-
ligence one needs for healthy everyday living and good relationships with others. 
By promoting “emotional intelligence,” she might conclude, studying outside one’s 
own professional field can lead to a richer and more satisfying life.16

Identifying Audience Values

When you analyze an audience by cataloging listener characteristics and identi-
fying their needs, you are doing so, in part, to uncover audience values. You are 
looking for areas of agreement as well as potential conflict, and you will want to 
think about how listeners’ values may shape the way you approach your speech. 
For certain audiences, patriotic values may be extremely important; for others, the 
desire to get ahead or to advance their education may take precedence.

All of us possess a network of interlocking values, some of which conflict with 
others. For example, Americans tend to admire individualism, yet we also recog-
nize the need for teamwork.17 We may profess the golden rule—do unto others as 
we would have them do unto us—while also valuing a competitive spirit. We hear 
of the “work ethic,” the “business ethic,” and the “Puritan ethic,” all of which sug-
gest different sets of values at work in our society. Your challenge as a speaker is to 
identify the values most relevant to the issue you are discussing.

Once you have considered your audience’s values, you should reflect on how 
those values translate into specific attitudes and beliefs. For instance, you may de-
termine that both you and your listeners value integrity and social responsibility. 
Yet in an election year, you may discover that your listeners distrust the political 
candidate you are supporting. Whereas you see the candidate as honest, experi-
enced, and trustworthy, your listeners may see her as unqualified or dishonest or 
untrustworthy. In this case, you would not try to change listener values (which 
you share). Instead you would try to convince them that they have misjudged your 
candidate. Perhaps they believe that your candidate’s background has not prepared 
her adequately for the office she seeks. Or maybe they do not like your candidate’s 
record on environmental protection, which is a real priority for them. Whatever the 
nature of their objections, you need to understand those objections before you can 
adapt your speech to your audience. Perhaps you can establish common ground 
by emphasizing the values you share. Then you can try to change their beliefs and 
attitudes toward your candidate.
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IDENTIFYING COMMUNAL NEEDS AND VALUES

Preview. Listeners are usually members of a variety of communities. The groups 
and organizations your listeners belong to and identify with will have an impact on 
their response to your speeches.

As we mentioned earlier in the chapter, our sense of belonging is rooted in the na-
ture of the groups with which we identify. But we typically belong to more than one 
group. You need to address a question regarding your audience: What group affilia-
tions are uppermost in the minds of my listeners? A single listener may belong to the 
American Baptist Church, the Democratic Party, the Parent-Teacher Organization, 
the American Bar Association, and the executive board of the United Way. These af-
filiations will almost certainly influence how your listeners respond to your speech.

The Saliency of Key Group Memberships

Some memberships may be more important than others. When you attend a meeting of 
a particular group (a fraternity, a political club, the Boys and Girls Club, or the Future 
Farmers of America), the reasons for being in that organization may be important to 
you at that moment. You hear and respond to messages as a member of that group. 
At other times, and in other contexts, the goals of that group may seem less relevant.

No single group membership is foremost in all our decisions. Whether we are 
Democrats or Republicans hardly matters if we are considering the need for an 

FOCUS ON CIVIC
ENGAGEMENT

...I truly believe that there’s nothing more noble than 
public service. Now, that doesn’t mean that you have 
to run for President. (Applause.) You know, you might 
work for Doctors Without Borders, or you might ...be 
somebody working for the United Nations, or you might 
be the mayor of Strasbourg. Right? (Applause.) ...

But the point is that what I found at a very young 
age was that if you only think about yourself—how 
much money can I make, what can I buy, how nice is my 
house, what kind of fancy car do I have—that over the 
long term I think you get bored. (Applause.) I think...if 
you’re only thinking about yourself, your life becomes 
diminished; and that the way to live a full life is to think 
about, what can I do for others? How can I be a part of 
this larger project of making a better world?

Now, that could be something as simple as ...the
joy of taking care of your family and watching your 

children grow and succeed. But I think especially 
for the young people here, I hope you also consider 
other ways that you can serve, because the world 
has so many challenges right now, there’s so many 
opportunities to make a difference, and it would 
be a tragedy if all of you who are so talented and 
energetic, if you let that go to waste; if you just stood 
back and watched the world pass you by.

Better to jump in, get involved. And it does mean 
that sometimes you’ll get criticized and sometimes 
you’ll fail and sometimes you’ll be disappointed, but 
you’ll have a great adventure, and at the end of your 
life hopefully you’ll be able to look back and say, I 
made a difference.

Source: From “Remarks by President Obama at Strasbourg 
Town Hall.” Published 2009 by The White House, Office of the 
Press Secretary.

President Obama on 
Public Service

Identify 
communal

needs and val-
ues that might 
impact your 
speech.

4.3
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extra crossing guard at a nearby elementary school. However, at times, a particu-
lar group membership may be so important that all other concerns pale in com-
parison.18 Some devout Catholics and evangelical Christians, for example, vote 
against any candidate who favors legal abortions, while dedicated members of the 
National Rifle Association (NRA) may care only about a candidate’s stand on gun 
control. These single-issue voters may completely ignore their disagreement with a 
candidate’s positions on the economy, foreign affairs, or the environment; all that 
matters is their position on that one highly controversial issue. Democratic theory 
suggests that we should consider a variety of issues along with the personal quali-
fications of candidates in deciding how to vote. But as a speaker, we must realize 
that our listeners’ salient group memberships can greatly influence their opinions.

Complicating the speaker’s task is the fact that important issues sometimes force 
us to consider multiple group associations. Consider, for example, the issue of pov-
erty. The latest statistics from the Census Bureau show how poverty relates to gen-
der and age: poverty affects children under age 18 more than any other age group, 
and women typically have principal responsibility for children. Poverty is also a 
matter of race and ethnicity: 24.7 percent of blacks and 21.9 percent of Latinos live 
below the poverty line, whereas non-Latino whites represent only 8.6 percent of the 
poor population.19 Furthermore, although the number of people living in poverty 
has decreased slightly in recent years, the number of people in extreme poverty 
(those with incomes at less than half the poverty level) has increased.20 When you 
consider the effects that poverty can have on the cost of social programs, health 
care, and educational opportunities, one can easily imagine that this issue affects ev-
erybody. Yet, a good speaker still reflects on how poverty disproportionately affects 
certain groups and adapts his or her remarks accordingly.

A further complication arises when our audience identifies with two groups whose 
goals conflict. In Florida, for example, the National Rifle Association supported a bill 
that would have made it a felony for an employer to prohibit employees from bring-

ing guns to work. The bill 
was strongly opposed by the 
Chamber of Commerce, a 
leading association of busi-
nesspeople. A legislator who 
had received high ratings 
from both the chamber and 
the NRA admitted that “it’s 
very awkward for me.”21 In 
such situations, a speaker 
needs to take the listeners’ 
conflicting opinions into ac-
count, but in the end it may 
prove impossible to recon-
cile such incompatible goals.

It should be clear by 
now that it is important to 
design your speech for the 
specific audience you will 

Membership in 
groups that are 
important to 
listeners will in-
fluence how they 
react to messages 
that are salient to 
those groups.
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address. As a good citizen, you hope to achieve your purposes as a speaker, but you 
also hope to serve the larger public interest and contribute something positive to 
your community. To connect your message with your listeners, you begin by ana-
lyzing the situation and the audience. To adapt your message to your audience, you 
need to gather as much information about your listeners as you can.

GATHERING INFORMATION FOR AUDIENCE ADAPTATION

Preview. There are different ways of collecting information about your audience. 
Information can be gathered by conducting research on the Internet, through inter-
viewing, or with an audience survey. You should continuously assess your audience 
before, during, and after your speech.

Gathering information about your audience is extremely important. As we have 
emphasized throughout this chapter, you need to adapt your message to your spe-
cific listeners if you hope to achieve your goals as a speaker, and your listeners 
will also get more out of your speech if it is designed specifically to address their 
interests and needs. But how do you go about getting the information you need to 
adapt your speech to a particular audience?

Internet Research

You can learn much about an organization or group you will be addressing by 
conducting research on the Internet. Suppose you represent a group that wants to 
promote discussion of an important issue on campus, such as recent increases in 
tuition costs, how proposed immigration laws may affect international students, 
or new regulations on off-campus housing. If you wanted to find ways to engage 
other students, perhaps you might search your university’s Web site for student 
organizations that may be interested in hosting a forum on such topics, or perhaps 
your university’s student government could take up the issue. If you were to con-
duct such a search at Indiana University, for example, you might begin at the Union 
Board home page, where you would find contact persons for the Debates and 
Issues Committee, which organizes public forums, and the Lectures Committee, 
which engages outside speakers with special expertise.22 Or, at Pennsylvania State 

FOCUS ON CIVIC ENGAGEMENT | Group Membership

Group memberships played a significant role in an 
effort to recall Governor Scott Walker of Wisconsin 
after he pushed for a law to curtail the collective 
bargaining rights of unions. Union members were 
galvanized into action. With the help of Democrats 
who had opposed the legislation, they collected over 
a million signatures, almost twice as many as the 
540,208 needed. Among the supporters of the recall 

effort were people with many different levels of 
education, different religious affiliations, and many 
other differences. In this case, however, one’s union 
membership was the most salient factor.

Source: “Wisconsin Recall Petition Gets Over 1 Million 
Signatures,” January 18, 2012, Washingtonpost.com/politics/ 
2012/01/18/gIQAD4sr8P_story.html (accessed February 15, 
2012).

Know how 
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University, you might visit the Web site or even the Facebook page of the Student 
Programming Association (SPA), which promotes “outreach and collaboration” 
among a wide variety of student organizations, including a Distinguished Lecture 
Series and other public forums.23

Interviewing for Information

A good way to begin gathering information about an audience is to interview the per-
son who asked you to speak. Usually, this contact person is a member of the group 
or organization that you will address and can tell you much about the audience. 
Your goal is to find out as much as you can about the audience—their experiences, 
level of knowledge, values, and interests—and the particular speaking situation.24

Regardless of the specific topic, here are some of the questions you may want to ask:

j How many listeners will likely be present when I speak?
j How diverse is the audience in terms of age, gender, and other characteristics?
j Could you describe the room where I’ll be speaking?
j How knowledgeable is the audience about my topic?
j What relevant experiences might audience members have had?
j How likely are they to be open to the sort of information I’m discussing or 

the proposal I’m making?
j Are there likely to be great differences of opinion or experience within the 

audience?
j How much time is available for my presentation?
j Will there be a question-and-answer period after the speech?

Of course, you will want to adapt this basic interviewing format to the specific 
situation.

You also may consider attending a meeting of the group that you will ad-
dress to learn for yourself about their concerns, interests, and values. This strategy 
is practical only if you have the time and the opportunity. Your contact person 
should prove helpful in arranging this.

Administering an Audience Survey

With the permission of the group you will be addressing, you may also construct 
and administer an audience survey, which allows you to pursue questions about 
your listeners’ characteristics, knowledge, and opinions in greater depth. This ap-
proach to gathering information is sometimes used in public speaking classes, where 
some instructors encourage students to design and administer a brief questionnaire 
to learn more about their fellow students. Even though you may not be able to ad-
minister such a survey in other settings, the survey suggests the kind of information 
that you should attempt to find out about any audience before you speak.

Although survey construction can be fairly complicated, you can learn to de-
sign a basic questionnaire that will serve as a valuable analytical tool.25 Some prin-
ciples to guide you as you design your audience survey include the following:

j Use the survey to collect relevant demographic information about the audi-
ence. For some topics, for instance, you may want to know the age or major 
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of your audience. For others, you may want to know about their political af-
filiation or religion.

j Allow your listeners to remain anonymous as they complete the survey. They 
are more likely to respond with candor if they do not have to identify 
themselves.

j Use different kinds of questions to gather the kind of information you 
need.26 Some questions may ask audience members to check the appropri-
ate answer from among several choices. Others may ask them to write a few 
sentences.

j Limit your audience survey to a few good questions that can be answered in 
a short period of time. This way, respondents will be more willing to partici-
pate and are more likely to provide you with accurate and better-developed 
responses. If listeners take the questionnaire home, they will be more inclined 
to complete and return the survey if it is not too long and complicated. Better 
yet, get them to complete the survey on the spot, if at all possible.

j Be sure to use the results of the survey as you craft your speech and adapt 
your message to your audience. Administering an audience survey is not just 
an academic exercise. It is one of the most direct means available of finding 
out about your audience’s knowledge, opinions, and values.

When you conduct an audience survey, you may choose to probe listener at-
titudes regarding a specific topic, or you may survey their beliefs and values more 
generally.

Devising Good Questions for an Audience Survey

Whether you are interviewing for information or constructing an audience ques-
tionnaire, you should include both closed and open questions (see Chapter 6).
Closed questions yield limited information, whereas open questions may be hard 
to tabulate and are more time consuming to complete. The key is balance.27

There is no magic formula for constructing an audience survey, but here are 
some tips to guide you:

j Begin the survey with closed, fixed-choice questions relevant to your topic to 
collect basic demographic and other factual information:

What is your class standing?
Freshman _______ Sophomore _______ Junior _______ Senior _______
Are you registered to vote?
Yes _______ No _______ Not sure _______
If you are registered to vote, are you registered as a(n):
Democrat _______ Republican _______ Independent _______ Other _______
Do you drive or would you consider driving an SUV?
Yes _______ No _______ Maybe _______
Do you like to walk?
Frequently _______ Sometimes _______ Not much _______

Through these kinds of questions, you can collect “bottom-line” information 
quickly. However, the responses give you no insight into how strongly listeners 
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identify with the choices they make. For example, one person may be registered as 
an independent but consistently vote for candidates from one party.

j Use scale questions to acquire more precise information from respondents 
or to understand how firmly committed they are to their opinions and 
beliefs:

How many news broadcasts do you typically watch or listen to each week?
Seven or more _______ Five or six _______ Three or four _______
One or two _______ None _______

Indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following 
statements:
I believe that a flat tax of 15 percent for everybody would be the fairest tax.
Strongly agree _______ Somewhat agree _______ Somewhat disagree _______
Strongly disagree _______ Not sure _______
I read a newspaper or newsmagazine, print or online.
All the time _______ Most of the time  Rarely _______
Never _______ Not sure _______

Scale questions allow you to gather more precise information and to measure 
degrees of commitment.

j You will also want to include some open questions on your survey to provide 
greater depth of response:

How do you feel about the proposal to make this campus pedestrian-only by 
the year 2015?

In your view, why do so few U.S. citizens vote in the presidential elections?

Through open questions, you give the audience the freedom to respond as 
they choose. By examining their responses, you may grow to better understand 
why they believe as they do and how they justify their actions and opinions. 
At the same time, you may find that some listeners will give you irrelevant in-
formation and some will simply refuse to write out a response. When used in 
combination with other questions, however, open questions should enrich your 
survey’s results.

j Finally, avoid leading or loaded questions. Make sure you phrase your ques-
tions with neutrality and objectivity so that you do not lead respondents to a 
particular answer. If you were giving a speech about drinking on campus, you 
might ask this question on your audience survey: “Describe your drinking 
habits.” A leading version of the same question might read, “Describe the last 
time you drank excessively.” The second version assumes that the respondent 
does, in fact, drink excessively. By contrast, the first version invites the re-
spondent to describe an array of behaviors ranging from complete abstinence 
to extreme drinking. All survey questions should be written in the most neu-
tral way possible.28

Table 4.2 is an example of an audience survey used by one public speaking 
student who was interested in giving a persuasive speech on vegetarianism. She 
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initially hoped to get her audience to agree that vegetarianism was both ethically 
and morally preferable to eating meat.

After studying the following results of her survey, she decided to change her 
basic approach.

1. Definitions of vegetarianism varied widely among audience members. 
About one-third believed that a person is a vegetarian if he or she does not 
eat red meat. Two class members believed that vegetarians do not eat any 
animal products (such as milk or eggs). The speaker knew that she would 
have to take some time early in the speech to clarify her definition of 
vegetarianism.

2. Only two students (other than the speaker herself) out of a class of 24 
students were vegetarians. In addition, six other students, or 25 percent 
of the class, said that they had a vegetarian friend or relative. The speaker 
realized that she could not count on much direct experience among the 
audience.

3. The reasons the two students gave for becoming vegetarians were primarily 
related to their own health rather than moral objections to consuming meat.

4. Sixty percent of the class did not believe that vegetarians could enjoy a 
healthy, flavorful diet.

5. Students tended to view vegetarians as having taken a rather extreme 
approach to a healthy diet. Some cited dangers. Out of the class, two or three 
seemed hostile toward vegetarians—one calling them “kooks” and another 

TABLE 4.2

Sample Audience Survey on Vegetarianism

1. Please check the categories that most accurately describe you:
Sex: Male _______ Female _______
Major: Liberal arts _______ Business _______ Health care professions _______
Music _______ Engineering _______ Other _______

2. How would you define vegetarianism?

3. Are you a vegetarian?
Yes _______ No _______

4. Do you have a close friend or relative who is a vegetarian?
Yes _______ No _______ Not sure _______

5. Do you agree or disagree with the following statement?
Vegetarians can enjoy a nutritious and flavorful diet.
Strongly agree _______ Somewhat agree _______ Undecided _______
Somewhat disagree _______ Strongly disagree _______

6. If you are a vegetarian, please explain your reasons for becoming one.

7. In your view, what are the main reasons that people choose to become vegetarians?
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referring to them as “granola.” In general, men were more negative than 
women. Nearly 70 percent of the women discussed animal rights as one rea-
son for vegetarianism. Students’ majors seemed unrelated to their responses.

The speaker’s own commitment to vegetarianism grew from a deep ethical con-
viction regarding animal rights. Based on the survey results, however, she felt that 
converting this particular audience to her point of view would be unrealistic, given 
their initial views and the short time available for persuading them. Instead, she de-
cided to make them aware of the problems (for both animals and humans) associated 
with factory farms (with a specific focus on poultry farms). She would acknowledge 
inhumane killing, but she would go beyond that to discuss the dangerous working 
conditions and the low pay of the workforce, along with the unsanitary conditions 
under which the chickens are bred, fed, and killed—making them unsafe for consum-
ers. As a result of her survey, then, she had devised a more modest but potentially 
attainable goal: her specific purpose was to get her audience to purchase only free-
range chickens—for the welfare of the workers, the animals, and the consumers.

Had the speaker not conducted the audience survey and had she given her 
original speech, she surely would have been doomed to failure. As it was, her 
speech was extremely well received, and five or six students said that they were 
going to purchase only free-range chickens in the future.

The audience survey is an extremely helpful tool that enables a speaker to 
gather the kind of information he or she needs to adapt a message to the concerns, 
experiences, and priorities of an audience.

Thus, through various avenues—using the resources available to you through 
the Internet, the community, your contact person, and the group itself—you should 
be able to craft your speech with a clear sense of your audience.

ONGOING STRATEGIES FOR AUDIENCE ADAPTATION

Preview. Sometimes we assume that audience analysis is done only before the 
day of the speech. Of course, much analysis will be done in advance. But a re-
sourceful speaker can continue to assess and adapt to the audience immediately 
before, during, and even after a speech.

Many speeches are delivered at conferences, public meetings, and other ongoing 
events. When you arrive at a conference or meeting room and begin to interact with 
the audience before your speech, you may learn a good deal about their interests and 
priorities. If you wish to be heard during the time allotted for public input at a city 
council meeting, attend one beforehand, or, if possible, watch a few meetings on your 
local community-access channel. Get to the meeting early and observe the audience. 
You may discover that the audience looks a little different from what you had imag-
ined. They may be younger, they may sound more conservative, or they may express 
interests you had not anticipated in advance. Based on what you learn immediately 
before the speech, you may choose to make minor adjustments in your presentation.

It is even possible to adapt to your audience while you are speaking. If you sense 
that the audience is bored, you may cut some material and move on to the next point. 
You may, for example, have underestimated the audience’s knowledge of the subject 

Implement
strategies 

for adapting to 
audiences as 
you deliver your 
speech.

4.5
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and realize that you can use less repetition and restatement than you had planned. 
Or if the audience seems puzzled, you may use additional examples to help clarify an 
idea. You may use more humor if the audience seems to enjoy it. If the setting is more 
informal than you anticipated, you could move closer to listeners if you sense that the 
podium is creating a barrier. Finally, based on your perceptions of how much you are 
“on target” with your planned remarks, you may choose to shorten your speech so 
that you can devote more time to the audience’s questions after the speech.

Audience analysis and adaptation is an ongoing process. From the moment 
you learn you are scheduled to make a speech until the moment you stop interact-
ing with listeners, you can continue to learn more about them and adjust your 
strategy, style, and responses. And from this experience, you may reflect on what 
you have learned and consider what you would do differently if you were to give 
your speech again. This kind of reflective analysis will help you deliver better 
speeches in the future.

Understanding Diverse Audiences

4.1
  Describe the audience characteristics 
you need to consider as you prepare 
your speech.

j A speaker-listener partnership with mutual benefits is 
central to the success of any public speaking venture.

j Consider the listeners’ diversity of values, beliefs, 
and attitudes while remaining mindful of the needs 
and values they likely share.

j In analyzing your audience, you should avoid ste-
reotyping while considering the relevance of such 
factors as the following:
j Age
j Gender
j Race and ethnicity
j Cultural factors
j Religion
j Geography
j Education
j Occupation
j Economic status

Identifying Individual Listener Needs 
and Values

4.2
  Identify individual needs and values 
relevant to your speech.

j Recognize that all listeners share some universal 
human needs: basic physiological needs, as well 
as the need for safety and security, love and be-
longing, esteem, and self-actualization.

Identifying Communal Needs 
and Values

4.3
  Identify communal needs and values 
that might impact your speech.

j Consider the communal needs and values of 
audiences related to the groups with which they 
identify and the relevance of these associations to 
your topic.

SUMMARY

Listen to the Audio Chapter Summary at MyCommunicationLab

Study and Review materials for this chapter are at MyCommunicationLab
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Understanding Diverse Audiences

4.1
  Describe the audience characteristics 
you need to consider as you prepare 
your speech.

1. What is your understanding of the meaning of 
audience adaptation?

2. What are the major stereotypes associated with the 
following groups: football players, sorority mem-
bers, accountants, lawyers, and college professors? 
For each category, offer at least one example of 
someone you know who violates the stereotype.

3. What are the major audience characteristics you 
ought to consider when planning a speech? Why 
is each important? Think of one or two possible 
topics for your speech. How would audience de-
mographics affect these topics?

Identifying Individual Listener Needs 
and Values

4.2
  Identify individual needs and values 
relevant to your speech.

4. The following are some possible speech topics:
a. Gun control
b. The health care crisis
c. Alternative energy sources
d. Pain management
e. Becoming a volunteer for the local animal 

shelter
  Of the needs described in Maslow’s hierarchy, 

which ones would you probably want to consider 

in speaking about each of these topics? Why would 
those needs be especially important?

Identifying Communal Needs and Values

4.3
  Identify communal needs and values 
that might impact your speech.

5. Consider the list of topics in the preceding 
question. How would you appeal to the needs and 
values of your own student community when dis-
cussing each of these?

Gathering Information for Audience 
Adaptation

4.4
  Know how to gather relevant 
information about an audience.

6. Consider a possible topic for your speech. Where 
would you begin to look for information about your 
audience? What kind of information about your 
audience would be most relevant to your topic? What 
would be the most crucial information you would 
want to collect from a survey of your classmates?

Ongoing Strategies for Audience 
Adaptation

4.5
  Implement strategies for adapting to 
audiences as you deliver your speech.

7. What audience-adaptation methods do think will 
be most useful to you during and after you make a 
speech?

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW AND REFLECTION

Gathering Information for Audience 
Adaptation

4.4
  Know how to gather relevant 
information about an audience.

j Gather specific information about your listeners 
by exploring the Internet, interviewing relevant 
people, observing the audience in their natural 
environment, or conducting an audience survey.

Ongoing Strategies for Audience 
Adaptation

4.5
  Implement strategies for adapting to 
audiences as you deliver your speech.

j Because audience adaptation is an ongoing process, 
you can make adjustments immediately before and 
even during the speech, as you assess, watch, listen, 
and reflect on the communication experience.

Study and Review the Flashcards at MyCommunicationLab
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President Barack Obama

Sunday, May 17, 2009, Notre Dame, Indiana

NOTRE DAME COMMENCEMENT SPEECH

When President Obama was invited to speak at the University of Notre Dame, critics of his stand on abortion, 
among them some students, a number of Catholic bishops, and outside anti-abortion groups, staged protests 
on the campus and spoke out on the national news. Their contention was that a Catholic university should not 
honor a leader who held views contrary to official Catholic doctrine. The university and a large majority of 
students, however, approved of the president’s visit. This controversy formed the backdrop against which the 
speech was given.

Thank you, Father Jenkins, for that generous introduction. You are doing an outstanding job as 
president of this fine institution, and your continued and courageous commitment to honest, 
thoughtful dialogue is an inspiration to us all.

Good afternoon, Father Hesburgh, Notre Dame trustees, faculty, family, friends, and the 
class of 2009. I am honored to be here today, and grateful to all of you for allowing me to be 
part of your graduation.

I want to thank you for this honorary degree. I know it has not been without controversy. I don’t 
know if you’re aware of this, but these honorary degrees are apparently pretty hard to come by. So 
far I’m only 1 for 2 as President. Father Hesburgh is 150 for 150. I guess that’s better. Father Ted, 
after the ceremony, maybe you can give me some pointers on how to boost my average.

I also want to congratulate the class of 2009 for all your accomplishments. And since this 
is Notre Dame, I mean both in the classroom and in the competitive arena. We all know about 
this university’s proud and storied football team, but I also hear that Notre Dame holds the 
largest outdoor 5-on-5 basketball tournament in the world—Bookstore Basketball.

Now this excites me. I want to congratulate the winners of this year’s tournament, a team 
by the name of “Hallelujah Holla Back.” Well done. Though I have to say, I am personally 
disappointed that the “Barack O’Ballers” didn’t pull it out. Next year, if you need a 6’2” 
forward with a decent jumper, you know where I live.

Every one of you should be proud of what you have achieved at this institution. One hundred 
and sixty-three classes of Notre Dame graduates have sat where you are today. Some were 
here during years that simply rolled into the next without much notice or fanfare—periods of 
relative peace and prosperity that required little by way of sacrifice or struggle.

You, however, are not getting off that easy. Your class has come of age at a moment of great 
consequence for our nation and the world—a rare inflection point in history where the size and 
scope of the challenges before us require that we remake our world to renew its promise; that 
we align our deepest values and commitments to the demands of a new age. It is a privilege and 
a responsibility afforded to few generations—and a task that you are now called to fulfill.

This is the generation that must find a path back to prosperity and decide how we respond 
to a global economy that left millions behind even before this crisis hit—an economy where 
greed and short-term thinking were too often rewarded at the expense of fairness, and diligence, 
and an honest day’s work.

THE PRESIDENT BE-
GINS WITH AN OBLIQUE

REFERENCE TO FATHER

JENKINS’S REFUSAL TO

BOW TO PRESSURE TO WITH-
DRAW THE INVITATION, LA-
BELING IT COURAGEOUS AND

SUPPORTIVE OF THOUGHT-
FUL DIALOGUE. THE NOTION

OF THOUGHTFUL DIALOGUE

IS AN UNDERLYING THEME

OF THE SPEECH.

PRESIDENT OBAMA

THEN ATTEMPTS TO ES-
TABLISH RAPPORT WITH

THE AUDIENCE THROUGH

REFERENCES TO FATHER

HESBURGH, THE UNIVER-
SITY’S FORMER LONGTIME

PRESIDENT. HE ALSO USES

HUMOR TO RELATE TO

LOCAL EVENTS WITH WHICH

THE STUDENT AUDIENCE

WILL BE FAMILIAR.
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We must decide how to save God’s creation from a changing climate that threatens to 
destroy it. We must seek peace at a time when there are those who will stop at nothing to do us 
harm, and when weapons in the hands of a few can destroy the many. And we must find a way 
to reconcile our ever-shrinking world with its ever-growing diversity—diversity of thought, of 
culture, and of belief.

In short, we must find a way to live together as one human family.
It is this last challenge that I’d like to talk about today. For the major threats we face in 

the 21st century—whether it’s global recession or violent extremism; the spread of nuclear 
weapons or pandemic disease—do not discriminate. They do not recognize borders. They do not 
see color. They do not target specific ethnic groups.

Moreover, no one person, or religion, or nation can meet these challenges alone. Our very 
survival has never required greater cooperation and understanding among all people from all 
places than at this moment in history.

Unfortunately, finding that common ground—recognizing that our fates are tied up, as 
Dr. King said, in a “single garment of destiny”—is not easy. Part of the problem, of course, lies 
in the imperfections of man—our selfishness, our pride, our stubbornness, our acquisitiveness, 
our insecurities, our egos; all the cruelties large and small that those of us in the Christian 
tradition understand to be rooted in original sin. We too often seek advantage over others. 
We cling to outworn prejudice and fear those who are unfamiliar. Too many of us view life 
only through the lens of immediate self-interest and crass materialism; in which the world is 
necessarily a zero-sum game. The strong too often dominate the weak, and too many of those 
with wealth and with power find all manner of justification for their own privilege in the face of 
poverty and injustice. And so, for all our technology and scientific advances, we see around the 
globe violence and want and strife that would seem sadly familiar to those in ancient times.

We know these things; and hopefully one of the benefits of the wonderful education you have 
received is that you have had time to consider these wrongs in the world, and grown determined, 
each in your own way, to right them. And yet, one of the vexing things for those of us interested 
in promoting greater understanding and cooperation among people is the discovery that even 
bringing together persons of goodwill, men and women of principle and purpose, can be difficult.

The soldier and the lawyer may both love this country with equal passion, and yet reach very 
different conclusions on the specific steps needed to protect us from harm. The gay activist and 
the evangelical pastor may both deplore the ravages of HIV/AIDS, but find themselves unable 
to bridge the cultural divide that might unite their efforts. Those who speak out against stem 
cell research may be rooted in admirable conviction about the sacredness of life, but so are 
the parents of a child with juvenile diabetes who are convinced that their son’s or daughter’s 
hardships can be relieved.

The question, then, is how do we work through these conflicts? Is it possible for us to 
join hands in common effort? As citizens of a vibrant and varied democracy, how do we 
engage in vigorous debate? How does each of us remain firm in our principles, and fight for 
what we consider right, without demonizing those with just as strongly held convictions on 
the other side?

THE PRESIDENT DESCRIBES

THE MANY CHALLENGES

FACING THE GRADUATES. 
HE SUGGESTS THAT THEY

ALL ARE CONNECTED TO HIS

FUNDAMENTAL PREMISE: 
FINDING COMMON GROUND

IS ESSENTIAL TO RESOLV-
ING DISPUTES.

HERE THE PRESIDENT

OFFERS EXAMPLES OF COM-
MON GROUND THAT MAY BE

FOUND BETWEEN OPPOSING

SIDES OF A QUESTION.
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Nowhere do these questions come up more powerfully than on the issue of abortion.
As I considered the controversy surrounding my visit here, I was reminded of an encounter 

I had during my Senate campaign, one that I describe in a book I wrote called The Audacity of 
Hope. A few days after I won the Democratic nomination, I received an e-mail from a doctor 
who told me that while he voted for me in the primary, he had a serious concern that might 
prevent him from voting for me in the general election. He described himself as a Christian who 
was strongly pro-life, but that’s not what was preventing him from voting for me.

What bothered the doctor was an entry that my campaign staff had posted on my website—
an entry that said I would fight “right-wing ideologues who want to take away a woman’s right 
to choose.” The doctor said that he had assumed I was a reasonable person, but that if I truly 
believed that every pro-life individual was simply an ideologue who wanted to inflict suffering 
on women, then I was not very reasonable. He wrote, “I do not ask at this point that you oppose 
abortion, only that you speak about this issue in fair-minded words.”

Fair-minded words.
After I read the doctor’s letter, I wrote back to him and thanked him. I didn’t change my 

position, but I did tell my staff to change the words on my website. And I said a prayer that 
night that I might extend the same presumption of good faith to others that the doctor had 
extended to me. Because when we do that—when we open our hearts and our minds to those 
who may not think like we do or believe what we do—that’s when we discover at least the 
possibility of common ground.

That’s when we begin to say, “Maybe we won’t agree on abortion, but we can still agree 
that this is a heart-wrenching decision for any woman to make, with both moral and spiritual 
dimensions.

“So let’s work together to reduce the number of women seeking abortions by reducing 
unintended pregnancies, and making adoption more available, and providing care and support 
for women who do carry their child to term. Let’s honor the conscience of those who disagree 
with abortion, and draft a sensible conscience clause, and make sure that all of our health care 
policies are grounded in clear ethics and sound science, as well as respect for the equality 
of women.”

Understand—I do not suggest that the debate surrounding abortion can or should go away. 
No matter how much we may want to fudge it—indeed, while we know that the views of most 
Americans on the subject are complex and even contradictory—the fact is that at some level, 
the views of the two camps are irreconcilable. Each side will continue to make its case to 
the public with passion and conviction. But surely we can do so without reducing those with 
differing views to caricature.

Open hearts. Open minds. Fair-minded words.
It’s a way of life that has always been the Notre Dame tradition. Father Hesburgh has 

long spoken of this institution as both a lighthouse and a crossroads. The lighthouse that 
stands apart, shining with the wisdom of the Catholic tradition, while the crossroads is where 
“...differences of culture and religion and conviction can co-exist with friendship, civility, 
hospitality, and especially love.” And I want to join him and Father Jenkins in saying how 
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inspired I am by the maturity and responsibility with which this class has approached the 
debate surrounding today’s ceremony.

This tradition of cooperation and understanding is one that I learned in my own life many 
years ago—also with the help of the Catholic Church.

I was not raised in a particularly religious household, but my mother instilled in me a 
sense of service and empathy that eventually led me to become a community organizer after I 
graduated college. A group of Catholic churches in Chicago helped fund an organization known 
as the Developing Communities Project, and we worked to lift up South Side neighborhoods 
that had been devastated when the local steel plant closed.

It was quite an eclectic crew. Catholic and Protestant churches. Jewish and African-
American organizers. Working-class black and white and Hispanic residents. All of us with 
different experiences. All of us with different beliefs. But all of us learned to work side by side 
because all of us saw in these neighborhoods other human beings who needed our help—to find 
jobs and improve schools. We were bound together in the service of others.

And something else happened during the time I spent in those neighborhoods. Perhaps because 
the church folks I worked with were so welcoming and understanding; perhaps because they 
invited me to their services and sang with me from their hymnals; perhaps because I witnessed all 
of the good works their faith inspired them to perform, I found myself drawn—not just to work 
with the church, but to be in the church. It was through this service that I was brought to Christ.

At the time, Cardinal Joseph Bernardin was the Archbishop of Chicago. For those of you 
too young to have known him, he was a kind and good and wise man. A saintly man. I can still 
remember him speaking at one of the first organizing meetings I attended on the South Side. 
He stood as both a lighthouse and a crossroads—unafraid to speak his mind on moral issues 
ranging from poverty, AIDS, and abortion to the death penalty and nuclear war. And yet, he was 
congenial and gentle in his persuasion, always trying to bring people together; always trying 
to find common ground. Just before he died, a reporter asked Cardinal Bernardin about this 
approach to his ministry. And he said, “You can’t really get on with preaching the Gospel until 
you’ve touched minds and hearts.”

My heart and mind were touched by the words and deeds of the men and women I worked 
alongside with in Chicago. And I’d like to think that we touched the hearts and minds of the 
neighborhood families whose lives we helped change. For this, I believe, is our highest calling.

You are about to enter the next phase of your life at a time of great uncertainty. You will be 
called upon to help restore a free market that is also fair to all who are willing to work; to seek 
new sources of energy that can save our planet; to give future generations the same chance that 
you had to receive an extraordinary education. And whether as a person drawn to public service, 
or someone who simply insists on being an active citizen, you will be exposed to more opinions 
and ideas broadcast through more means of communications than have ever existed before. You 
will hear talking heads scream on cable, read blogs that claim definitive knowledge, and watch 
politicians pretend to know what they’re talking about. Occasionally, you may also have the 
great fortune of seeing important issues debated by well-intentioned, brilliant minds. In fact, 
I suspect that many of you will be among those bright stars.
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In this world of competing claims about what is right and what is true, have confidence in 
the values with which you’ve been raised and educated. Be unafraid to speak your mind when 
those values are at stake. Hold firm to your faith and allow it to guide you on your journey. 
Stand as a lighthouse.

But remember, too, that the ultimate irony of faith is that it necessarily admits doubt. It is 
the belief in things not seen. It is beyond our capacity as human beings to know with certainty 
what God has planned for us or what He asks of us, and those of us who believe must trust that 
His wisdom is greater than our own.

This doubt should not push us away from our faith. But it should humble us. It should 
temper our passions, and cause us to be wary of self-righteousness. It should compel us to 
remain open, and curious, and eager to continue the moral and spiritual debate that began for 
so many of you within the walls of Notre Dame. And within our vast democracy, this doubt 
should remind us to persuade through reason, through an appeal whenever we can to universal 
rather than parochial principles, and most of all through an abiding example of good works, 
charity, kindness, and service that moves hearts and minds.

For if there is one law that we can be most certain of, it is the law that binds people 
of all faiths and no faith together. It is no coincidence that it exists in Christianity and 
Judaism; in Islam and Hinduism; in Buddhism and humanism. It is, of course, the Golden 
Rule—the call to treat one another as we wish to be treated. The call to love. To serve. To do 
what we can to make a difference in the lives of those with whom we share the same brief 
moment on this Earth.

So many of you at Notre Dame—by the last count, upwards of 80 percent—have lived this 
law of love through the service you’ve performed at schools and hospitals; international relief 
agencies and local charities. That is incredibly impressive, and a powerful testament to this 
institution. Now you must carry the tradition forward. Make it a way of life. Because when 
you serve, it doesn’t just improve your community, it makes you a part of your community. It 
breaks down walls. It fosters cooperation. And when that happens—when people set aside their 
differences to work in common effort toward a common good; when they struggle together, and 
sacrifice together, and learn from one another—all things are possible.

After all, I stand here today, as President and as an African-American, on the 55th 
anniversary of the day that the Supreme Court handed down the decision in Brown v. the Board 
of Education. Brown was of course the first major step in dismantling the “separate but equal” 
doctrine, but it would take a number of years and a nationwide movement to fully realize the 
dream of civil rights for all of God’s children. There were freedom rides and lunch counters and 
billy clubs, and there was also a Civil Rights Commission appointed by President Eisenhower. It 
was the twelve resolutions recommended by this commission that would ultimately become law 
in the Civil Rights Act of 1964.

There were six members of the commission. It included five whites and one African-
American; Democrats and Republicans; two Southern governors, the dean of a Southern law 
school, a Midwestern university president, and your own Father Ted Hesburgh, President of 
Notre Dame. They worked for two years, and at times, President Eisenhower had to intervene 
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personally since no hotel or restaurant in the South would serve the black and white members 
of the commission together. Finally, when they reached an impasse in Louisiana, Father Ted flew 
them all to Notre Dame’s retreat in Land O’Lakes, Wisconsin, where they eventually overcame 
their differences and hammered out a final deal.

Years later, President Eisenhower asked Father Ted how on Earth he was able to broker an 
agreement between men of such different backgrounds and beliefs. And Father Ted simply said 
that during their first dinner in Wisconsin, they discovered that they were all fishermen. And so 
he quickly readied a boat for a twilight trip out on the lake. They fished, and they talked, and 
they changed the course of history.

I will not pretend that the challenges we face will be easy, or that the answers will come 
quickly, or that all our differences and divisions will fade happily away. Life is not that simple. 
It never has been.

But as you leave here today, remember the lessons of Cardinal Bernardin, of Father 
Hesburgh, of movements for change both large and small. Remember that each of us, endowed 
with the dignity possessed by all children of God, has the grace to recognize ourselves in one 
another; to understand that we all seek the same love of family and the same fulfillment of a 
life well-lived. Remember that in the end, we are all fishermen.

If nothing else, that knowledge should give us faith that through our collective labor, and 
God’s providence, and our willingness to shoulder each other’s burdens, America will continue 
on its precious journey towards that more perfect union. Congratulations on your graduation, 
may God bless you, and may God bless the United States of America.

Source: www.whitehouse.gov/the_press_office/Remarks-by-the-President-at-Notre-Dame-Commencement/ 
(accessed May 17, 2012). Published 2009 by The White House, Office of the Press Secretary.
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After giving a poor speech, a student went to talk to his instructor and told 
this story. Two weeks before he was scheduled to give a five- to seven-
minute informative speech, David had not yet chosen a topic. He admitted 

that he was clueless. As he sat in his political science class, he had a bright idea. His 
professor was explaining how a president is elected in the United States. David had 
taken several pages of notes and read two chapters on the subject. That seemed to 
him to be a lot of information. Why not, David thought, just summarize his notes 
and develop a short speech? He felt great relief as he decided to speak about presi-
dential elections.

Although David’s choice of a speech topic may seem sensible, it was not. 
Randomly choosing a topic can prove disastrous. In David’s case, the choice was 
inspired by convenience rather than the demands of the situation. For one thing, 
his topic was too broad to be covered in the available time. His information was 
also too technical for his listeners. In short, David had problems because he failed 
to take into account his audience’s knowledge and interests. This “boiled-down” 
version of a lecture was not appropriate for his public speaking assignment.

To make matters worse, David had not taken the time to come up with a 
clear focus for his speech. He thought only about his general purpose—talking 
about presidential elections—instead of the specific ideas he wanted his audience 
to understand. Beginning with his own interests, coupled with important issues 
of the day, David should have asked himself, “What do I care about that would 
be significant and interesting to this audience?” Many worthy topics might have 
emerged from this kind of reflection. David might have chosen to speak about po-
litical action committees, campaign finance reform, or the evolution of the national 
party conventions. These topics might have grown out of what David already 
knew something about, but they also could have been fashioned to connect with 
the interests and needs of the audience. David forgot that his own interests are an 
especially good point of departure when thinking about a speech topic. Naturally, 
David would have to do additional research to address these topics intelligently. 
He would also need to think more specifically about how he hoped to influence 
the audience’s behavior and thinking. In short, David still needed to go through the 
process of refining and narrowing his topic.

FINDING A SUITABLE TOPIC

Preview. As you start thinking about a topic, first focus your attention on what 
you know and care about. Taking an inventory of your personal concerns and their 
relationship to community issues, your intellectual and educational interests, your 
career goals, and your leisure activities will help you come up with good speech 
topics. These interests represent a starting point for identifying matters of public 
concern that you are motivated to learn more about.

Deciding what to talk about may or may not be one of your initial concerns as a 
speaker. In some situations, the topic of your speech will be predetermined. You 
may be invited to talk because of your expertise or experience, and the invitation 
determines the topic. If, for example, you have been active in an environmental 
group, you may be asked to speak at a service club about environmental problems 
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in your community. Or perhaps the student association at your school distributes 
funds to campus organizations, and you have been chosen to speak as an advocate 
for your group. Sometimes the situation determines the topic, as when you attend 
a public meeting to speak for or against a specific proposal. Many times, however, 
you will be asked to determine your own topic. Your public speaking class is one 
such situation. In most cases, you will be assigned only a type of speech, but you 
will choose the topic. Your task, then, will be to find the right topic—one that is 
important, fits with your interests, meets the needs of the situation, and positively 
impacts your listeners.

Early in your public speaking class, you may be assigned a specific topic that 
does not require much preparation or specialized knowledge, just to help you get 
comfortable speaking before a group. You may be asked to give a short speech 
describing a person you admire, for example, or a speech introducing yourself or 
a classmate. Normally, however, you will have to choose your own topic, whether 
speaking in or outside your class. In most cases, neither circumstances nor setting 
nor audience demands will determine your specific topic. It will be up to you to 
choose the best topic.

Brainstorming Topics of Public Concern

Keeping up with the news is one way to identify potential speech topics. Reading 
widely about the issues that affect your community, the nation, and the world can 
help you not only identify topics of public significance but also begin to form your 
own opinions and arguments.

Suppose, for example, you read an article online about the controversy sur-
rounding the plan to build an oil pipeline from Canada to Texas. At the outset, 
you may have given little thought to this controversy, but you begin to see it as an 
important issue and a good topic for a speech. As you read further, you become 
more interested. You notice contradictory opinions. On the one hand, proponents 
argue that this project will reduce dependence on foreign oil and create more jobs. 
At the same time, you learn that the oil is to be shipped to Port Arthur, Texas, to 
be exported, thus having virtually no effect on domestic consumption. Opponents 
also raise questions about the environmental impact of building the pipeline. You 
begin to wonder whether we ought to be looking for other ways to reduce our de-
pendence on foreign oil through alternate energy sources. As you gain more knowl-
edge of the subject, you not only decide that this is a good topic for your speech 
but also begin to form your own opinions on the issue. By choosing a topic that 
you are interested in and know will be worthwhile for your listeners, you are set 
up to do your best work.1

However extensive your initial knowledge of the topic, you should always be 
willing to do additional research, consulting reference works, good newspapers 
(such as the New York Times or the Wall Street Journal), periodicals, books, and 
other library resources. Many of these resources are also available online.

In Highlighting Sources for Identifying Topics of Public Concern, we describe 
one university’s online guide to library resources. Your own college or university 
may have a similar online guide that can help you identify and research topics of 
public concern.

Explore the Concept
“Visual Brainstorming” at
MyCommunicationLab
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What Matters to You?

Another good way to identify possible topics is by thinking about your own inter-
ests and experiences. Following your own interests is crucial. You will give a much 
better speech if you care about the topic you choose. The fundamental question 
is, “What do I already know and care about?” This does not mean, “What can 
I already give a speech about?” Do not try to find a ready-made speech in your 
head or limit yourself to topics on which you are already an expert. That kind of 
thinking could lead you to imagine that you can just give a speech “off the top of 
your head.” In fact, giving a good speech takes a lot of work, and part of that work 
is learning more about your topic. Research is essential to support your personal 
knowledge, opinions, and experiences, but research also may lead you to change 
your initial topic or your opinions about that topic.

Conducting a Self-Inventory

By doing a self-inventory—taking a thoughtful look at what you really know and 
care about—you can come up with a list of potential topics. Think about issues 
that affect you and your community. Or do an inventory of your intellectual and 
educational interests, your career goals, and your leisure activities and interests. 
By doing a self-inventory, you can begin to generate possible topics that are both 
meaningful to you and significant issues for your audience.

Begin by brainstorming—writing down anything that comes to your mind 
under a particular category. At first, don’t worry about whether the topic would be 
interesting to your audience, whether you will be able to get enough material, or 

HIGHLIGHTING SOURCES 
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At Southeast Missouri University, public speaking 
students are asked to consult the Kent Library 
Research Guide, a guide that suggests resources and 
research strategies for developing public presentations.

j The Guide provides suggestions on where and how 
to look for journal articles, local and national 
newspapers, editorials, statistics, Web resources, 
and other guides.

j It points to valuable resources for selecting 
current, controversial, or classically debated 
topics, including the following:
j CQ Researcher—provides a print service with 

comprehensive weekly reports on various topics
j Facts.com—offers subscription access to Facts 

on File

j Newseum.org—allows the reader to read the 
front pages of newspapers from all over the 
world

j White House News and Policies—offers a 
policies and initiatives column with topics 
arranged by group

j World Headlines—allows the reader to follow 
the links of various news outlets

j Other resources focus on opinion pieces, Web 
directories, and video sources.

Source: This guide is available at http://library.semo.edu/learn/
guides/publicspeaking.html. Ask your own librarian if your uni-
versity has a comparable guide.
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anything else. Just put down all the possibilities that come to you. When you have 
come up with a number of ideas, you can then evaluate each topic, considering 
whether it may be a good topic for your speech.

Personal Concerns and Community Issues The best place to begin your search 
for a topic is with issues and questions that are important to you and important to 
your community. Here are two major questions to start you thinking of topics in 
this category.

j What is going on in my life that bothers or concerns me? All of us know 
of things that we would like to change. We have all been upset by certain 
people or events, and we all have values and ideals that we wish others would 
embrace. Begin a list of things that frustrate or upset you—things that you 
would like to see changed—and then consider the possible speech topics you 
might generate from such a list.

One student began her self-inventory of personal concerns by reflecting on 
the difficulty she and her friends were having completing their degree require-
ments in four years. That suggested a speech arguing that the college ought 
to offer more courses during the summer, or perhaps a proposal to change 
the college’s degree requirements. She also considered ways that the university 
might help students better balance work, study, and classes, leading to a pro-
posal that the university offer workshops or support groups for students. She 
often worried about proposed cutbacks in student loans, suggesting a speech 
opposing such cuts or advocating more state support for students. Finally, she 
recalled that spring break was coming up soon, and she began to wonder if 
there was a better way to spend that time than lying on a beach. This led her 
to explore opportunities for getting involved in volunteer work over the break, 
such as through Habitat for Humanity’s Collegiate Challenge. By looking at 
her own concerns, she had generated a number of possible topics to explore.

j What is happening outside my immediate world that is unfair, unjust, or in 
need of reform? What good things going on in the world deserve more sup-
port? As you read newspapers and newsmagazines, watch television news 
programs, and search the Internet, write down issues that capture your 
interest. Ask yourself what kinds of news stories concern you the most, and 
consider what topics may arise out of those concerns. Perhaps a story about 
a tragic death on campus will lead you to speak about the dangers of binge 
drinking. Or maybe a story about Congress passing a new “Bill of Rights” 
for credit card holders got you thinking about how easy it is for college stu-
dents to get credit cards and go into debt. As you follow the news about the 
turmoil in the Middle East and the repercussions of the “Arab Spring,” you 
may want to examine what role the United States should play when insur-
gents try to remove a dictatorial government. As you hear news about the 
development of nuclear weapons in Iran or North Korea, you may reflect 
on nuclear proliferation treaties and how well they work. The possibilities 
are limitless. Pay attention to what is happening in your community, your 
country, and the world and you will generate a long and varied list of pos-
sible speech topics.

Watch the Video
“Citizens for
Community Justice” at
MyCommunicationLab
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Intellectual and Educational Interests Your self-inventory can prod you to 
consider important topics that you would like to know more about. When con-
sidering your intellectual and educational interests, you may ask yourself these 
questions:

j What do I like to read? One student listed the books she had most enjoyed 
reading in the past year and asked herself what they had in common. Two 
books that she particularly liked, Three Cups of Tea and A Thousand Splendid 
Suns, dealt with cultural values in the Muslim world and how values are 
learned or imposed. This led her to consider a speech topic dealing with dif-
ferent cultural values, and then to a possible topic: the differences between 
Islamic values and traditional Western values. She was still a long way from a 
specific topic, but she had taken the first step.

j What interesting things have I learned from television or movies? Another 
student began by considering the television programs and movies he most 
enjoyed and came up with a list of sitcoms, dramas, reality shows, and na-
ture films. As he thought about the significant issues that might emerge from 
the shows he watched, all sorts of possible topics arose. A fan of The Daily 
Show and Saturday Night Live, he began to consider the influence of comedy 
shows on politics. His favorite TV shows, such as Body of Proof and the CSI
franchise, focused on forensic medicine. Thinking about this led him to con-
sider the growing controversy over mandatory collection of DNA samples, 
legal in some states, versus constitutional protection against illegal searches. 
The movie The Help led him to think about race relations and how they have 
changed since the early days of the civil rights movement. His problem was 
not finding a topic, but selecting, narrowing, and developing one of the many 
topics that his brainstorming generated.

j What specific courses, or issues covered in my courses, have particularly inter-
ested me? Courses in your major field of study can also be a source of topics. 
Here are some examples of topics generated by students from their majors: a 
physics major spoke on the benefits of space exploration; an English major 
chose to talk about the ways literary works shape our view of the world; a 
psychology major explained how cognitive dissonance is experienced and its 
consequences in making important decisions; a business major decided to ex-
amine the tensions between the profit motive and ethics in large corporations. 
In each case, the topic grew from something the student had learned about in 
a course, and all addressed important issues.

Career Goals Students usually have an ultimate career goal in mind; many may al-
ready be pursuing a career. The major question to start with here is, “What do I hope 
to do with my life?” Follow up on this question by brainstorming possible issues as-
sociated with that profession. One student who planned to be a lawyer brainstormed 
by asking these questions: Do lawyers have an obligation to work with any client 
who can afford to hire them? What if you think a potential client is guilty? Is it right 
to approach a potential client who has suffered a tragic loss? What do you do if your 
personal interests conflict with a client’s best interests? What can be done about the 
widespread mistrust of lawyers? As he considered these questions, he soon realized 
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that they all raised important 
questions about the ethical 
code that lawyers follow.

Other careers may sug-
gest additional topics. A 
future teacher may speak 
about the role of teachers’ 
unions in promoting quality 
education. A future engineer 
may address the dangers 
of our deteriorating infra-
structure. If you plan to be 
an accountant, perhaps you 
would speak on the proposal 
for a flat tax to replace the 
graduated income tax. A fu-
ture research chemist may 
speak about generic drugs 
and how they affect consum-
ers. If you hope to become a marketing analyst, you may choose to address how 
wise consumers make choices among similar products. A future television pro-
ducer may speak about how viewers can influence network programming. Giving 
a speech related to your future career has the added bonus of providing you with 
information you can use in the future. By thinking about your prospective career, 
you may not only discover a good speech topic but also learn more about the 
career you are considering.

Leisure Activities and Interests Things you do for pleasure or enjoyment may 
be a source of speech topics. Yet a word of caution is in order: speeches that some 
audiences may find useful or interesting may seem ordinary or trivial to others. For 
example, you may have experience teaching children how to string their own ten-
nis rackets, but your college classmates would not likely respond well to a speech 
titled “How to String a Tennis Racket.” Playing bridge, dancing, or watching foot-
ball may be enjoyable for you, but do they suggest speech topics that your audience 
would consider substantive and important? Probably not.

Nevertheless, a sports enthusiast could come up with some significant top-
ics. Among the hotly debated issues in the sports world today are the use of per-
formance-enhancing drugs, the obligations of colleges and universities to support 
women’s athletics, and the enormous salaries paid to some professional athletes. 
Similarly, a movie buff may decide to talk about how films help shape the rules of 
social interaction in our culture or the ways in which our history is manipulated in 
films to promote particular political beliefs or social values. Someone who sees a 
lot of movies may also address the topic of censorship or the controversy over how 
movies and other forms of entertainment are rated.

Conducting a self-inventory that surveys your intellectual and educational 
interests, career goals, personal and social concerns, and favorite leisure activities 
and interests will serve as a starting point as you search for your own topics. Of 
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course, the broad topics you generate through brainstorming may need to be nar-
rowed and focused. A consideration of the situation and the audience will help 
you do this.

NARROWING THE TOPIC

Preview. The potential speech topics that emerge from brainstorming are just 
that—potential topics. Once you have chosen a topic, you can then narrow and 
refine your choice by considering how the situation, time constraints, and audience 
will influence your speech.

Any topic must be appropriate for the audience and the occasion. It must stretch 
listeners’ present understanding or perception of your topic or add to their knowl-
edge. As you refine the purpose of your speech, conduct research, develop argu-
ments and supporting material, and organize your ideas, you will probably find 
that you need to fine-tune your topic. The first step is to consider your audience 
carefully and to decide more precisely what you hope to accomplish. In the previ-
ous chapter, we discussed audience analysis and adaptation. For now, let us review 
two guidelines that will help you focus and refine your topic.

Consider the Situation

j Does the topic I am considering relate to recent events that may be of concern 
to my listeners?

j Would I be able to convince my listeners to care as much about my potential 
topic as I do?

j Do I have sufficient time to cover the topic adequately?

Consider the Audience

j What does my audience already know?
j What common experiences has my audience had?
j What do my listeners and I have in common?
j How diverse is my audience?

Let us consider how to apply the guidelines in specific cases through an example.
Ruiz, a meteorology major, was interested in how weather systems devel-

oped. For him, situational factors proved decisive in narrowing his topic. When 
he asked himself if his audience would be familiar with any immediate events 
relevant to his topic, he thought of all the recent news stories about the dev-
astation caused by weather disasters. Although they had all seen on television 
the flattened landscapes in “tornado ally” and the destructive power of major 
hurricanes, they did not live in an area that had been directly affected by such 
traumatic events. He wondered how he might encourage his listeners to be more 
concerned about weather disasters and therefore support investing in improved 
methods of weather forecasting. If his audience could understand how disasters 
caused by weather have consequences for everyone, he reasoned, they would 
find his speech more interesting and convincing. He also asked himself how 
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much he could say in seven minutes, the time allotted for his speech. This kind 
of thinking helped him focus on how weather disasters, even in a distant part of 
the country, could affect his audience. This is how he began his speech:

Everyone is aware of the devastating effects of Hurricane Katrina in 2005. That storm 
cost many lives, destroyed people’s homes and businesses, and forced homeless victims to 
move to other parts of the country. We have all heard about the millions of dollars spent 
by the government to help people rebuild. We may even have relatives or friends from 
the affected areas. Schools and universities in our own state took in students, and people 
opened their homes to strangers displaced by the storm. Rebuilding still goes on today, 
years after the event. In just the last few years, we’ve seen the terrible effects of tsunamis 
in Asia, forest fires raging through dry woods, and tornados flattening people’s homes in 
seconds. From a purely humanitarian point of view, that is probably sufficient for us to 
support efforts to improve weather forecasting in America.

But there are also other, less dramatic ways that weather-related disasters directly impact 
us. After you watched scenes of that hurricane hit the Gulf Coast, I’m sure you noticed 
that the price of gasoline went up. The same thing happens to the price of bread and 
breakfast cereals when rivers in the wheat-producing states flood following heavy winter 
snows. It happens all the time: the terrible tsunami in Japan disrupts auto production, and 
the price of Japanese cars goes up. There’s a drought in California, and all of a sudden 
iceberg lettuce costs twice as much. As Mark Twain once quipped, “Everybody talks about 
the weather, but nobody does anything about it.” Yet today we have the scientific and tech-
nological knowledge to do a much better job predicting the weather, if only we are willing 
to commit the necessary resources to that effort. Specifically, we need to invest more in 
weather prediction technologies and early-warning systems that have the potential to save 
lives and property.

This student went from selecting possible topics though a self-inventory to 
narrowing the possibilities by considering his own interests. He then focused his 
speech on a topic that mattered to his audience and concerned the welfare of the 
broader community.

Considerations of situation and audience are just as important to speakers 
outside the classroom. A public health official, for example, may be asked to 
speak to a community group about the potential dangers of a new flu strain. 
Just as the student speaker did, this speaker needs to consider the situation. Is 
there a real threat of an epidemic? Had there been a lot of coverage of the issue 
in the local media? Are flu shots available? He also needs to ask questions about 
the audience. Do his listeners have much medical knowledge? Is there serious 
concern among the group that the flu will be widespread? Is the group made up 
of people who are more susceptible to the flu? Does the audience include par-
ents who may be worried about their children? Based on such considerations, he 
may decide to narrow the topic to explain exactly what is known about the new 
strain and how it is transmitted. Or he may want to explain the symptoms of the 
flu, how to avoid contracting it, and what to do if one exhibits the symptoms. 
He may, instead, choose to assure his audience that there is no need to panic 
and focus on the reasons the flu is not likely to affect them. So, from the topic 
of flu, this speaker may narrow the topic in a number of ways to better suit the 
situation and audience.
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ETHICAL OBLIGATIONS IN SELECTING A TOPIC

Preview. As you choose a topic, you should consider your ethical obligations to 
the audience. You should commit to becoming knowledgeable about your topic 
through careful research. Although you may have strong feelings about your topic, 
you also should strive to be fair-minded. And you will want to exercise good judg-
ment in considering the audience’s standards of taste.

Ethics may be described as a set of behavioral standards. Some would argue that 
ethics are universal and unchanging, but others argue that they are relative to a 
particular culture or situation. In either case, such standards represent a behavioral 
code, and a person who lives by that code is considered ethical. If your listeners 
sense that you are ethical, they will find your speech more convincing.2

As a speaker, you will draw on your own ethical code in choosing a topic, 
as well as in deciding how to approach that topic. Ethical considerations cannot 
be taken up after you have finished your work, nor can they be dealt with and 
dismissed early on. As we pointed out in Chapter 1, the rhetorical tradition em-
phasizes the ethical underpinnings of public speaking. You will make many choices 
as you prepare yourself to speak: a good speaker integrates ethical concerns into 
every aspect of his or her speech.3

Some ethical choices should be obvious: it is clearly wrong to make up infor-
mation and statistics or to distort or manufacture quoted material. Repeating as 
“true” some rumor or allegations for which there is no proof is also unethical. 
Although we may not always agree on what is ethical, you should take certain ethi-
cal considerations into account when you choose a topic—namely, your responsi-
bility for accuracy, fair-mindedness, good taste, and sound judgment.

Accuracy

When searching for a topic, you would not reject a possibility because you did not 
know enough to speak about it without any preparation. As we pointed out earlier 
in the chapter, you should not expect to have a ready-made speech in your head. A 
major part of preparing to speak is learning more about your topic. You may not 
be an expert in a particular field, but you owe it to your audience to know as much 
as possible about your topic. What does this have to do with ethics?

Without careful research, you cannot come to a sound conclusion yourself. 
Speaking with the purpose of influencing people carries with it the ethical obliga-
tion to know what you are talking about and to believe in what you say. If you 
are not knowledgeable, you may inadvertently misinform, mislead, or even harm 
your audience. Suppose, for example, that you wanted to speak about the prob-
lem of obesity in America. If you were to give a speech based on just one article 
about dieting, you might suggest practices that would hurt rather than help your 
listeners. The article may be outdated, it may not have covered all the potential 
objections to a certain diet, it may have asserted as fact matters that are not yet 
scientifically verified, or it may have come from a biased source. Even if you are 
not trying to persuade an audience, you still have an ethical obligation to strive 
for accuracy. Any speech that contains misleading or untrue information is con-
sidered unethical.
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Just as important as the quantity and quality of your information is the cred-
ibility of your sources. Would you want to try an amazing marshmallow diet touted 
by a supermarket tabloid? Or would you feel more comfortable taking advice based 
on a study reported in the New England Journal of Medicine? When you are giv-
ing a speech, you are the information resource for your audience. Citing reputable 
sources will not only make you more credible; doing so is also your obligation as an 
ethical speaker.

Urging people to take actions or to modify their behavior in ways that could 
have negative consequences is clearly unethical. The consequences need not be 
physical, such as endangering one’s health. Misinformation or poorly developed 
ideas can also lead to bad decisions on economic, social, or political matters that 
affect people’s lives. So, for example, faulty information or poorly thought-out 
arguments could mislead listeners into making poor economic investments, dan-
gerous medical decisions, or voting against the best interests of their communities.

Objectivity versus Subjectivity

We rarely, if ever, achieve the ideal of perfect objectivity. None of us can be entirely 
neutral toward topics we know or care about. We cannot help having subjective 
reactions based on our experiences and the values we have learned. We have reli-
gious feelings, political biases, or expectations for social behavior that are a part of 
us whether we consciously recognize them or not. As a speaker, you cannot erase 
your past and approach any topic as if it had no relationship to your life. On the 
contrary, potential topics grow from such life experiences. Nor does an audience 
really expect such complete objectivity. What an audience does expect, however, is 
fair-mindedness—a willingness to suspend your own biases and to remain open to 
competing ideas.

Because you will select significant topics of public concern or from your 
particular areas of interest or expertise, you will likely have preexisting opinions, 
biases, or strong feelings about those topics. However, an ethical speaker ap-
proaches topic selection in a fair-minded way. You may be in favor of a compre-
hensive government health care plan modeled on Medicare, or you may prefer a 
plan that helps consumers obtain affordable health care through private insur-
ance companies. Whatever position you take, you have the ethical obligation to 
be open to the possibility that your research may lead you to modify your initial 
point of view. Ethical speakers remain open to changing their minds and do not 
avoid or screen out information that may challenge their initial opinions. Once 
you have thoroughly researched your topic and come to a thoughtful and fair 
conclusion, you can be more confident in taking a strong, well-reasoned stand 
on an issue.

Taste and Judgment

Generally, you should avoid topics that audiences may find embarrassing or 
offensive. Putting listeners in such a position may be considered unethical. An 
audience-centered perspective is crucial here. You may find certain topics appeal-
ing, amusing, or of great importance. Thinking about how your audience will react 
to your topic, however, may put it in a different light.
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Imagine a student in your public speaking class giving a speech that tried 
to convert you to his or her religion. Although the student has the right to hold 
particular beliefs, your classroom is likely made up of people whose beliefs differ 
and who may be offended by a speaker trying to convert them. The likelihood 
of offense increases when the audience is a captive one: listeners in a classroom 
have no choice but to hear that speech; they cannot simply get up and leave. 
Attempting to force one’s beliefs on a captive audience will likely be viewed as a 
tasteless demonstration of poor judgment on the part of the speaker. Moreover, 
trying to change deeply held beliefs is not a practical goal in a single speech. In 
a public speaking class, you need to be wary of trying to radically change your 
listeners’ views, especially on issues that arouse great passion or deeply divide 
your audience.

This does not mean that you should avoid controversial topics. Most issues of 
significant public concern stir up strong feelings and spirited debate. Being engaged 
will inevitably lead you to advocate positions that are contested. What is impor-
tant is that you be sensitive to contrary opinions and aware of the limits imposed 
by those opinions. A speech simply explaining the beliefs of a particular religion 
may be appropriate—as long as you do not try to convert your listeners. In any 
case, different audiences may view the same topic in different ways. As an ethi-
cal speaker, you must consider each audience separately and try to understand its 
members’ particular tastes and dispositions toward your topic.

Once you have selected a topic, you still need to hone in on the general and 
specific purposes of your speech.

GENERAL PURPOSES

Preview. Public speaking is always purposeful—that is, a speaker always aims to 
get responses from listeners. Sometimes the principal kind of response you want 
from an audience is understanding, so you give an informative speech. At other 
times, you want to influence the way listeners feel, what they believe, or how they 
act. In those cases, you give a persuasive speech. Finally, you may give a ceremonial 
speech when you want to reinforce values and engage in community building.

Just as speakers contemplate the situation, their own interests, and those of 
the audience in selecting a topic, they use those same considerations to for-
mulate their general and specific purposes. As you refine your topic, you try 
to translate it into a specific statement of the audience response you desire. 
Successful public communication rests on having a clear purpose. The first step 
in determining your purpose is to consider the general response you want from 
your audience. Sometimes you want your audience to simply understand some 
concept or process; on other occasions, you may hope to change their minds or 
motivate them to act.

In most classroom speeches, your general purpose will likely be part of the 
assignment. At work or when you speak in the community, however, your general 
purpose may not be determined in advance, and you will need to make choices 
based on the situation and the audience. Let us now consider the three general 
purposes that will account for most of the speeches you give.
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Informative Purposes

When we talk about informing people, we naturally think about giving them new 
information. But as a speaker, what do you want from your audience when you 
give an informative speech? You want understanding; you give an informative 
speech to gain understanding from your listeners.

This is not just playing with words; an important concept is involved. Have you 
ever been in a class where the instructor gave a lecture with a lot of information 
that you did not understand? Have you gotten directions from someone but then 
found that you still could not reach your destination? Have you ever been given 
instructions on how to do a job, only to find that you still could not complete the 
task? If anything like this has happened to you, you have experienced the difference 
between just getting information and gaining understanding. In all of these cases, 
the person attempting to communicate with you failed to help you understand.

When you give an informative speech, your goal is to help your listeners under-
stand something they did not understand before. After you have finished speaking, 
listeners will not just have heard something new; they will have learned something 
new. This focus on learning will lead you to avoid topics that are controversial, 
searching instead for topics that add to the listeners’ knowledge. We discuss infor-
mative speaking in more detail in Chapter 13.

Persuasive Purposes

Persuasion surrounds us; it intrudes on almost every aspect of our lives. We are 
urged to give our time to worthy causes, to donate money to charity, to vote for 
particular politicians, or to protest a decision by the local school board. We are 
asked to embrace new beliefs or values, to accept new ideas, and to defer to the 
opinions of others. Like informative messages, persuasive messages aim to get 
something from us: agreement, empathy, or maybe even some change in our behav-
ior. Persuasive speakers do not just want us to understand their point of view; they 
want to influence our beliefs, values, and actions.

Persuasion is more than telling listeners what they ought to do or believe. It is 
more than simply giving an audience facts or statistics. It is more than simply stat-
ing your opinion. It is more than asking, recommending, or demanding. We often 
hear advertisers, politicians, telemarketers, or salespeople give many reasons we 
should accept their arguments. But we do not always do what they would like us to 
do. We are not always persuaded.

Persuasion requires that we give our audience good reasons for accepting our 
claims. As a speaker, you want listeners to feel more strongly about an issue, to 
agree with you, or to take some definite action. We discuss the goals of persuasive 
speaking in more detail in Chapters 14 and 15.

Ceremonial Purposes

Many speaking occasions offer the opportunity for community building. We may 
be called on to honor someone, celebrate an event of shared significance, or pay 
tribute to someone we have loved or lost. Ceremonial speaking uplifts us, comforts 
us, and reinforces our sense of community with others.4
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In ceremonial speeches, we ar-
ticulate and reinforce shared values. 
We ask questions such as these: What 
brought us together? What defines 
us as a community? Which of our 
accomplishments gives us the most 
pride? What are the principles we
cherish? In some ceremonial speeches, 
we may honor our heroes—those who 
personify or illuminate our shared 
values. By holding them high, prais-
ing their accomplishments, and re-
membering how they lived their lives, 
we are reminding ourselves of the val-
ues we cherish. On other occasions, 
we may be presenting an award, hon-
oring graduates, or trying to motivate 

our listeners to serve their communities. In doing so, we offer encouragement and 
inspiration to our listeners. We suggest how hard work, determination, and the de-
sire to succeed will ultimately pay off. In the United States, we may celebrate values 
associated with our founders or some national holiday. In other cultures, different 
values may be celebrated.5 But the general purpose of ceremonial speaking remains 
the same: to reaffirm and strengthen the shared values that define our communities 
and our cultures.

Ceremonial speeches may be given by anyone—political leaders, community 
leaders, citizens, or students speaking in a classroom. U.S. presidents give a variety 
of ceremonial speeches, such as inaugural addresses, commemorative speeches on 
national holidays, and commencement addresses. Sometimes they are even called 
on to comfort the nation in times of tragedy. Thus, for example, Ronald Reagan de-
livered a famous eulogy to the astronauts killed when the space shuttle Challenger
exploded shortly after takeoff in 1986, referring to them as “seven heroes ...who
were daring and brave and [who] had that special grace.”6 More often, presidents 
are asked to mark special occasions or national holidays. On Memorial Day 2009, 
for example, President Barack Obama delivered a speech calling on all Americans 
to “pause in national unity” at three p.m., “ring a bell,” and offer a “prayer” and a 
silent “thank you” to all who had died defending America. He then asked his listen-
ers to “commit to give something back to this nation—something lasting—in their 
memory” and to “affirm in our own lives and advance around the world” those 
values that Memorial Day represents: those “enduring ideals of justice, equality, 
and opportunity for which they and so many generations of Americans have given 
that last full measure of devotion.”7

In your speech class, you may not be called on to eulogize national heroes 
or memorialize those who have died in battle. But you may be asked to deliver a 
ceremonial speech marking a special occasion or paying tribute to an important 
person in your own life. One word of caution: be careful about choosing ceremo-
nial topics that strongly affect you emotionally. Eulogizing a close friend or relative 
who has died recently, for example, can be difficult for some people.

In his commence-
ment speech at 
Notre Dame, 
President Obama 
sought to blunt 
criticism by em-
phasizing common 
values.
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We will discuss ceremonial speaking in greater detail in Chapter 16.
Your general purpose, then, points you in the direction you want to go. The 

next step is to refine that general purpose into a specific purpose statement that 
spells out precisely the response you want from your audience.

CRAFTING AND TESTING SPECIFIC PURPOSES

Preview. Specific purpose statements describe the response you want from your 
audience. They are shaped by your goals as a speaker, the situation in which you 
speak, and the potential benefits to the audience. You can test your specific purpose 
by making sure that it aims for a specific response from the audience, reflects the 
realities of the situation, and is clear and ethical.

Although speakers may hope to accomplish many things in a speech, the specific
purpose is the ultimate response that the speaker hopes to achieve. Crafting the 
specific purpose statement carefully is a vital step in clearly focusing the speech.

Purpose and Response

Successful speakers think carefully about the response they desire from their au-
dience and never allow themselves to be vague or unclear about their specific 
purpose. Imagine, for example, a speaker who said, “My purpose is to talk about 
energy conservation.” Such a statement identifies no specific purpose. It says 
something vague about the speaker’s topic, but it does not specify an audience 
response. Furthermore, “energy conservation” is so broad that it says little about 
the speaker’s specific goals. With the purpose stated this broadly, the speaker 
would have a difficult time choosing what to include and what not to include 
in the speech. If you want to give an informative speech, you should state spe-
cifically what you want your audience to understand. Returning to our example, 
you might say: I want my listeners to understand ways in which each one of them 
can conserve energy in their daily lives. If, on the other hand, you wished to give 
a persuasive speech, you might take a specific position on any number of con-
troversies surrounding the best ways to conserve energy. You might, for example, 
state your purpose this way: I want my audience to agree that the government 
should invest more in the development of solar and wind power. Or you might 
decide to address a different controversy: I want my audience to agree that the 
best way to end our dependence on fossil fuels is to build more nuclear power 
plants. These potential purposes all relate to the topic of energy conservation, yet 
each represents a very different specific purpose.

Purpose and the Situation

The specific purpose of your speech should also be shaped by the demands of the 
situation. Recent events can suggest topics you can develop in different ways with 
different specific goals. Here are some examples:

j In the summer of 2011, a young woman student at a large Midwestern uni-
versity went missing. After weeks of searching, she was not found (her disap-
pearance was still unsolved as of spring of 2012). In such a situation, it was 

Devise 
a clear 

specific purpose 
that aims for an 
attainable audi-
ence response.

5.5

Watch the Video
“Genetic Cloning” at
MyCommunicationLab



118 CHAPTER 5 Developing Significant Topics

inevitable that campus safety became a widespread concern. Incoming stu-
dents were addressed by speakers with a specific purpose: I want my listeners 
to understand how to stay safe when going out at night on the campus and in 
town. As well as this informative purpose, students gave persuasive speeches, 
such as the following: I want my audience to agree that the university should 
institute safety workshops to be given in all the dorms, or I want my listeners 
to join the student volunteer escort service.

j At a time when university trustees were considering tuition hikes, students 
were vitally concerned about the rising rates. One gave an informative speech 
with a specific purpose: I want my audience to understand how the “529” 
plan—the prepaid college tuition savings plan—works. Another gave a per-
suasive speech: I want my audience to agree that tax increases should be en-
acted to lower tuition rates. Yet another chose a specific purpose: I want my 
audience to agree that the university should freeze tuition rates at the present 
level as other private schools have done.

j In the spring of 2012, events in Syria prompted speeches with conflicting spe-
cific purposes from different speakers. Some supported the dissidents: I want 
my audience to agree that the United States should give direct military aid 
to the Syrian dissidents. Others took the opposite view: I want my audience 
to agree that it is not in the best interest of the United States to intervene in 
Syria. Whatever your specific purpose, it should reflect careful consideration 
of the situation about which you’ll speak.

Purpose and Audience Benefits

In devising a specific purpose, you need to consider how you want listeners to 
respond and what you have to offer your listeners. The benefits to the audience 
should be apparent in the speech.

When you go to the grocery store, it helps to have a clear goal: you plan to buy 
food, and you probably have a list of specific items. You don’t go to the store “just 
to shop.” Shopping is a means to an end. In the same way, giving a speech is not 
just “talking about something.” It, too, is a means to an end. When you speak, you 
want a specific reaction from your audience, and you hope to provide some benefit 
to them as well. If, for example, the topic is the school’s “study abroad” program, a 
student who has studied abroad might generate different specific purposes depend-
ing on what would most benefit the audience. If a meeting has been called for the 
purpose of letting students who are interested in the program know how to partici-
pate, your purpose would likely be an informative one, such as I want my audience 
to understand who is eligible and how to apply for the study abroad program.
If you achieve your purpose, your listeners will clearly benefit because they will 
know if they can apply and how to do it. Giving the speech in a class where many 
students have not thought about the program would call for a different speech 
with a different purpose, such as I want my audience to agree that our university’s 
study abroad program offers many opportunities to learn about different cultures 
while earning college credit. In fact, such a purpose has several possible variations, 
all of which could be designed to help listeners see how the program would have 
direct benefits for them.
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Testing Specific Purposes

Because your specific purpose is the foundation of your speech, we have devoted a 
great deal of space in this chapter to describing how to develop it. Let us consider some 
quick ways to test the specific purposes you develop. Basically, you can ask yourself 
four questions to determine whether you have a sound specific purpose statement.

A Good Specific Purpose Asks for an Audience Response Does your purpose 
statement call for a response from the audience? Here are some ideas that are not
good specific purposes because they suggest no audience response:

j What to do about Syria?
j The humanitarian crisis in Syria
j Stability in the Middle East
j Our responsibility in the Middle East

These may be topics or titles, but they do not designate the response you want 
from the audience. Each of them has the potential to generate a variety of specific 
purposes—some of them even contradictory, for example: I want my audience to 
agree that the United States should work through the United Nations to reach a 
negotiated settlement in the Syrian civil war; I want my audience to agree that the 
United States should consider direct military intervention in Syria; or I want my 
audience to agree that the United States and it allies should provide arms to the 
Syrian opposition. All of these possibilities call for an audience response.

A Good Specific Purpose Is Realistic Does your specific purpose reflect the real-
ities of the situation? Among the factors you should consider in crafting a realistic 
specific purpose are the amount of time you have to give a speech, the probability 
that your listeners can actually respond the way you want them to, whether the 
speech’s goals have some reasonable expectation of success, and what kind of im-
pact the setting or occasion may have on the outcome of the speech.

Consider the following specific purpose: I want my audience to understand how 
Congress works. This is an absurdly broad topic that could well be the subject of an 
entire course in political science. What can you accomplish in a short speech? If you 
are giving an informative speech, you may craft a more focused, achievable purpose in 
the time available to you, such as I want my audience to understand how conference 
committees resolve differences between House and Senate versions of a bill. If you 
are giving a persuasive speech, its purpose could be I want my audience to agree that 
lobbyists have too much influence over congressional legislation. Or, to take another 
example, suppose you were to offer as a specific purpose I want my audience to agree 
with me that all federal elections should be publicly funded. This is a correctly stated 
specific purpose, but you need to consider whether such a policy is feasible and real-
istic in the current political climate. The practicality of your purpose is an important 
consideration. To take another example, you are unlikely to succeed if you ask your 
fellow students to help organize a fund-raiser during final exam week.

A Good Specific Purpose Is Clear Is your specific purpose clear? An audience can 
be confused by a speech that grows out of a vague purpose. Communication is almost 
always unsuccessful when speakers are unclear about what they want to accomplish.
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I want my audience to agree with me about immigration is not a clear statement 
of purpose. Although it sounds like a purpose statement, it shows that the speaker 
does not know precisely what he or she wants the audience to believe or do. Do you 
want to persuade your audience to agree that a specific policy should be supported? 
If so, your specific purpose might be the following: I want my audience to agree that 
a guest worker program remains the best plan for controlling illegal immigration 
while allowing deserving immigrants a chance to become U.S. citizens.

A Good Specific Purpose Is Ethical So far, in discussing specific purposes, we 
have been concerned with issues of response, clarity, and realism. These are all 
important considerations, but they could all be fulfilled and still the purpose 
could be unethical.

As we pointed out previously in the chapter, ethical speakers pursue goals that 
are in the best interests of their listeners and their society. The following specific 
purpose, for example, is clearly not ethical: I want my audience to understand how 
they can avoid paying taxes by hiding their cash in offshore accounts. Cheating on 
your income tax not only is socially irresponsible, it is also illegal. Yet even if some-
thing is legal, we sometimes still face ethical questions, questions about right and 
wrong.8 Suppose a speaker in your class wanted to give a speech with this purpose: 
I want my audience to understand how to purchase term papers over the Internet.
You would not be sent to jail for buying your term papers online, but you would 
be guilty of academic dishonesty. This speaker would be advocating something 
that violates both the ethical norms and the specific regulations of every college 
and university in the country. Nor would it be ethical for a speaker to promote a 
fad diet that is seriously questioned by health professionals and may actually cause 
harm. Again, to knowingly advocate such a diet would be unethical.

Of course, ethical boundaries are not always clear. Conflicts of interest often 
occur in public debates over controversial issues. Take, for example, the issue of 
capping medical malpractice awards. On the one hand, we realize that large mal-
practice awards raise the cost of insurance for doctors and the cost of health care 
for everyone. On the other hand, we sympathize with the victim of malpractice 
who may have lost a limb or even his or her life because of the carelessness of a 
doctor. What is the ethical position to take in this controversy? Both sides in this 
controversy can make the case that they are advocating the more ethical policy and 
that their interests are the same as the public’s interest.

Like other aspects of public speaking, our specific purposes often have ethical 
implications. As speakers, we need to think about who we are, who our listeners 
are, and what we have to gain or lose. As speakers, we have an ethical obligation to 
ask how our audience may benefit or be hurt or misled by the information that we 
are sharing with them or the actions we are urging them to pursue.

CONSTRUCTING A THESIS STATEMENT

Preview. The thesis statement grows from your specific purpose. It is a clear, 
declarative statement that embodies the principal idea of your speech. It should be 
focused without being cluttered with too much detail.
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After you have determined your specific purpose, you need to formulate a declara-
tive statement that sums up the thesis of your speech, sometimes called the central 
idea or thesis statement of the speech. You should think of this as your speech in a 
nutshell. A well-formulated thesis statement will help you focus your research and 
plan your speech. If you are successful, the thesis statement is what listeners will 
carry away with them—what they will remember as the heart of your speech.

Guidelines for Constructing a Thesis Statement

Keep three basic guidelines in mind when constructing a thesis statement.

1. The Thesis Statement Is a Single, Complete Declarative Sentence That

Embodies the Idea That You Want the Audience to Understand or Accept in 

Order to Accomplish Your Specific Purpose. It is important to emphasize that 
the thesis is a declarative sentence—an idea you want to convey to your audience—
not a question or a phrase that simply announces the topic. This is not a good 
thesis statement: How can we improve our public schools? A good thesis would 
answer that question and specify how you propose to improve public schools: The
real key to improving public schools is hiring more qualified teachers.

The thesis statement grows from your specific purpose. In effect, it answers 
the question, “What do listeners have to understand or feel or believe or do if I 
am going to get the response I want?” Consider the following examples of specific 
purposes and the thesis statements that may grow out of them.

Specific purpose: I want my audience to understand how one qualifies for un-
employment insurance.
Thesis statement: Unemployment insurance is available for a limited time pe-
riod and only for those who meet specific criteria.

Specific purpose: I want my audience to agree that the “No Child Left 
Behind” policy failed to improve American education.
Thesis statement: The “No Child Left Behind” policy employed unreliable 
measures of student progress and teaching effectiveness.

Specific purpose: I want my audience to sign a petition supporting the exten-
sion of an interstate highway through our county.
Thesis statement: A new interstate would mean economic growth in our 
county without threatening the environment.

Specific purpose: I want my audience to agree that a flat tax should not re-
place the graduated income tax.
Thesis statement: A flat tax would be unfair to low- and middle-income tax-
payers, while the rich would benefit substantially.

2. The Thesis Statement Should Be Clear and Specific without Being So 

Detailed as to Include All Your Main Ideas. The thesis statement is not a 
summary of all the main points in a speech. Instead, it should encompass all 
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those ideas in a single thought. Consider these examples of a thesis statement 
for a persuasive speech:

A good thesis statement: Paying our city employees a living wage is a moral and 
practical imperative.

Now compare that to a thesis statement that tries to include all the points you 
hope to make and ends up as a kind of summary of the whole speech.

A poor thesis statement: All city employees deserve a living wage because those 
who are inadequately compensated are more likely to suffer from stress, develop 
health problems, live in substandard housing, and have strained relationships that 
can lead to divorce, neighborhood tensions, and even violence.

Now compare these two thesis statements:

A poor thesis statement: A recent survey reported in the New York Times revealed 
that when individuals are inadequately compensated for their work, more than half 
of them develop problems with depression and low self-esteem.

This is a poor thesis statement because it neglects the driving idea of the speech 
in favor of providing specific evidence that will be used later in the speech. Now 
consider a shorter, clearer thesis statement:

A good thesis statement: Low wages can cause serious psychological damage.

3. The Thesis Statement Should Be Focused and Limited in Scope. You want 
to be sure that you do not try to accomplish too much or too many different things 
in one speech. If you find yourself including more than one idea in your thesis 
statement, you are probably trying to do too much in a single speech. Consider, for 
example, the following statement:

A poor thesis statement: A school voucher system will improve public educa-
tion and should be coupled with national standardized tests to measure student 
achievement as well as with content examinations for teachers.

This statement includes at least three ideas that could be separate speeches. The 
thesis statements for those speeches might look like this:

Good thesis statements:

j School vouchers will give parents the ability to choose the best schools for 
their children.

j Standardized tests lead to greater accountability in public education.
j The school board’s plan to require periodic content examinations for teach-

ers will improve the quality of classroom instruction.

Avoiding Common Mistakes

As you develop your own thesis statements, you can avoid the most common mistakes 
by keeping certain principles in mind. A good thesis statement follows these principles:

j It should not be written as a question or a topical phrase.
j It should not be a preview of the speech.
j It should not be too complex and hard to follow.
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HIGHLIGHTING THE 
PROCESS

As a way of reviewing the procedure we have been 
describing, consider the process step by step.

1. Select possible topics. Consider the following list 
of possible topics generated from a self-inventory 
and through brainstorming public issues.
j Student financial aid
j Affordable housing for the working poor
j Materialism in America
j Nuclear proliferation
j U.S. policy toward Iran

2. Consider situational and audience factors.
Because there had been so many stories in the 
media lately about nuclear proliferation and the 
threat of a nuclear war, you decided that would 
be a timely topic.

3. Pick your tentative topic. Lots of possibilities 
are open to you as you narrow the topic, such 
as the nuclear proliferation treaty, the dangers 
of Iran getting the bomb, or the threat of 
terrorists obtaining nuclear weapons. Perhaps 
you decide that one serious problem does not get 
the attention that it should: the tension between 
India and Pakistan, two nuclear powers with 
a history of mutual hostility. So your tentative 

topic is the threat of nuclear war between India 
and Pakistan.

4. Determine the general purpose. If your assignment 
is to give a persuasive speech, you then plan a 
speech to gain agreement or to support a policy.

5. Craft a specific purpose statement. You need to 
determine exactly what response you want from 
your audience. After conducting and evaluating an 
audience survey, you discover that many of your 
listeners are only mildly aware of the antagonism 
between India and Pakistan. Because of their lack 
of awareness, they appear unconcerned about 
the potential seriousness of the problem. So you 
develop this specific purpose statement: I want my 
audience to agree that the India-Pakistan conflict 
over Kashmir poses a serious threat to world peace.

6. Write a thesis statement. Your purpose will still 
be somewhat tentative. You can modify it as you 
gather and organize material for the speech and 
then be ready to craft a thesis statement. In this 
case, that thesis statement might be the following: 
The conflict between India and Pakistan over 
Kashmir could result in a nuclear war that could 
ultimately involve the United States.

From Topic to Purpose 
to Thesis

j It should not present excessively detailed information.
j It should not present too many ideas for a single speech.

The Highlighting the Process feature reviews and illustrates the process of 
moving from selecting a topic to devising a thesis statement.

SUMMARY

Finding a Suitable Topic

5.1 Generate significant speech topics.

j Preparing yourself to speak begins with the choice 
of a topic.

j Doing a self-inventory and/or brainstorming sig-
nificant public issues when choosing a topic is a 
helpful first step.

Listen to the Audio Chapter Summary at MyCommunicationLab

Study and Review materials for this chapter are at MyCommunicationLab
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QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW AND REFLECTION

Finding a Suitable Topic

5.1   Generate significant speech 
topics.

1. What are the major things to consider when look-
ing for a speech topic? Give a specific example of 
how each of these categories may relate to you 
personally.

2. What are some things you will do to make sure 
that you are exploring significant topics of public 
concern? Be specific.

Narrowing the Topic

5.2 Revise and narrow your topic.

3. Why is focusing and narrowing your topic 
important?

4. Here are some broad speech topics:
j Adult literacy
j Recycling
j Domestic abuse
j Student loans
j Careers in health care

Narrowing the Topic

5.2 Revise and narrow your topic.

j The next step is to narrow the topic so that it is 
manageable in the time limit, meets the expecta-
tions of the assignment or occasion, and can be 
made interesting to an audience.

j Because the audience is central to the develop-
ment of your speech, you need to pay particular 
attention to how the topic will reflect the listeners’ 
knowledge and experience.

Ethical Obligations in Selecting a Topic

5.3
  Determine how ethical considerations 
affect your choice of a topic.

j In choosing a topic, you must also remember your 
ethical obligations to be accurate and fair-minded 
and to exercise good judgment in accommodating 
the tastes and standards of the audience.

General Purposes

5.4   Distinguish among the goals of 
informative, persuasive, and 
ceremonial speeches.

j Speeches aim at getting responses from audiences. 
The principal kinds of responses that speakers aim 
for in most cases—in the classroom, in the commu-
nity, and in professional settings—are the general 
purposes: informative, persuasive, and ceremonial.

j The goal of informative speeches is to gain au-
dience understanding.

j The goal of persuasive speeches is to influence 
beliefs, opinions, and actions relating to a public 
controversy.

j The goal of ceremonial speeches is to rein-
force shared values as a vehicle of community 
building.

Crafting and Testing Specific 
Purposes

5.5   Devise a clear specific purpose that 
aims for an attainable audience 
response.

j Based on the topic you have chosen, you will 
be able to create a specific purpose that states 
precisely the response you want from your audi-
ence in a particular situation. A specific purpose 
is the foundation on which the thesis statement is 
built.

Constructing a Thesis Statement

5.6
  Write a clear, concise thesis 
statement.

j The thesis statement—the guiding idea of the 
speech that you want your listeners to take away 
from it—should be carefully crafted to be precise 
and inclusive without being cluttered with too 
many details.
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Choose one and narrow it to a more specific topic that 
could be given in an 8–10 minute speech.

Ethical Obligations in Selecting 
a Topic

5.3
  Determine how ethical considerations 
affect your choice of a topic.

5. What are some of the ethical considerations in-
volved in selecting a topic? Why are they important?

General Purposes

5.4
  Distinguish among the goals 
of informative, persuasive, and 
ceremonial speeches.

6. What are the general purposes of public speaking? 
Define each.

7. How will determining a general purpose help you 
begin to formulate a specific purpose?

Crafting and Testing Specific 
Purposes

5.5
  Devise a clear specific purpose that 
aims for an attainable audience 
response.

8. What is meant by a specific purpose? Why is it im-
portant for every public speaker to have a specific 
purpose?

9. What are the criteria you ought to use to evaluate 
your specific purpose?

10. Can a single speech have multiple purposes? Why 
or why not?

11. Suppose someone decides to give a speech with this 
specific purpose: I want my audience to vote to re-
peal the state law that requires motorcyclists to wear 
safety helmets. Using the criteria for evaluating pur-
pose statements discussed in this chapter, is this an 
effective purpose statement? Why or why not?

Constructing a Thesis Statement

5.6
  Write a clear, concise thesis 
statement.

12. What is a thesis statement, and why is it important 
for a speaker to develop one?

13. Following are three thesis statements. Which one is 
the best and why?
j Would you like to do something that is both 

fun and useful this summer?
j Volunteering to work for Habitat for Humanity 

this summer will be a rewarding personal expe-
rience and will provide a useful public service.

j If you volunteer to work for Habitat for 
Humanity, you will get good physical exer-
cise, learn new skills, meet interesting people, 
get to work with kids your own age, provide 
homes for needy and deserving people, and 
earn the gratitude and respect of the people 
you help.

Study and Review the Flashcards at MyCommunicationLab
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Responsible and Productive 
Research

6
CHAPTER

OVERVIEW AND LEARNING OBJECTIVES

A Productive Start

6.1 Establish a focus to guide your 
research.

The Creative Enterprise of Building a 
Speech

6.2
Take careful, thoughtful notes to develop 
insight and draft your speech.

Developing Information Literacy

6.3
Recognize the importance of 
information literacy and know its 
components.

Searching the Internet

6.4
Find quality information on the Internet 
more efficiently and productively.

Investigating Like a Professional: Using 
Library Resources

6.5
Utilize the library for obtaining materials 
and assistance.

Gathering Information through Interviews

6.6
Use effective interviewing techniques to 
gather information.

Gathering Information through E-mail and 
Online Networking

6.7
Use e-mail and online networking to 
gather information.

Citing Sources of Quoted and Paraphrased 
Material

6.8
Know how and when to cite sources in 
your speech.

Listen to the Audio Chapter at MyCommunicationLab
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After his six-year-old son, Adam, was abducted and brutally murdered, John 
Walsh made it his mission to help other victims of violent crime.1 He recalls 
walking into Cornell University’s library one morning and saying, “I’m the 

father of a little boy who was murdered. I don’t go to classes here or anything, and 
I don’t have a card, but I was wondering if I could use the library?”2 They wel-
comed him and assisted his research. He discovered that more could be done—and 
done more quickly—to recover a missing racehorse or an automobile than to track 
down a missing child. Outraged, he became a man on a mission.3

When Walsh landed the opportunity to address legislators on Capitol Hill, he 
did more than recount his family’s tragic ordeal; he came equipped with facts and 
figures. Walsh made a compelling case for “a centralized reporting system” and “a 
nationwide search system for missing children.”4 Well informed, professional, and 
articulate, he was someone to be taken seriously.

When the Missing Children Act was finally passed one year later, President 
Reagan invited Walsh and his wife to the signing ceremony. As he listened to the 
president commend their work, it dawned on him what they had accomplished—
“that a heartbroken couple from Florida with no money and no lobby and no re-
sources and nobody behind them except a bunch of caring, passionate people with 
no real power had actually helped get a federal bill passed.”5

The Missing Children Act of 1982 was but the beginning of John Walsh’s career 
as one of America’s best known crime fighters. For more than 20 years, he has hosted 
television’s America’s Most Wanted—a program that has, to date, helped reunite hun-
dreds of abducted children with their families and capture more than 1,165 fugitives.6

Walsh’s story underscores the importance of informing yourself about your sub-
ject if you hope to become an effective advocate. Being knowledgeable allows you 
to formulate better ideas and have more confidence when you speak. You will also 
enhance your credibility. As you supply the information that informs your thinking, 
your audience will find you more believable and trustworthy. They will see that you 
have met your ethical obligation to be knowledgeable about your topic.

This chapter will help you become well informed. We focus on various pos-
sibilities for finding information, including print and electronic media as well as 
interviewing experts and others who have useful information and experience. First, 
however, we consider how you can effectively and efficiently conduct your inves-
tigation, providing suggestions for taking notes and beginning the construction of 
your speech. These tips can help make the process more manageable and satisfying. 
Finally, this chapter discusses the importance of identifying your sources during 
your presentation and shows you how to do so effectively and properly.

A PRODUCTIVE START

Preview. You begin building a speech by identifying your purpose in speaking 
and narrowing your focus. Once you have established your focus, you can quickly 
survey material to determine its relevance, and you can better formulate the main 
ideas of your speech.

As we pointed out in Chapter 5, you begin the process of crafting a speech by for-
mulating a thesis statement—however tentative—to guide your investigation. The 

Establish 
a focus 

to guide your 
research.

6.1

Watch the Video
“Childhood Obesity” at
MyCommunicationLab
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thesis at this stage is a working thesis, an attempt to articulate the overall idea you 
are examining. For example, after reading predictions that a flu pandemic would 
likely “flood hospitals” with uninsured patients and further tax an “already over-
burdened system,”7 Michaela, a pre-med student, decided to explore the matter for 
a persuasive speech. She crafted the following basic idea (working thesis) to focus 
her research: The flaws in our health care system could make a pandemic even more 
disastrous than it otherwise would be. Her thesis mirrored her specific purpose—the 
response she wanted from her listeners: I want my audience to accept the view that 
there are flaws in our current health system that would put us all at increased risk 
during a pandemic. Michaela would now have a good focus to guide her research.

You may, like Michaela, need some initial investigation to arrive at a purpose 
and tentative thesis. Some probing may be necessary. For a concise look at how to 
begin your research, see Highlighting How to Begin Your Investigation.

HIGHLIGHTING HOW TO BEGIN YOUR INVESTIGATION

Your choice of topic will dictate which of the 
following approaches will work best. Many people 
may, out of habit, begin with a Web search, but 
what your library has to offer (accessible from your 
computer via the Internet) often produces faster, 
superior results. We especially recommend using 
your library’s reference materials and subscription 
databases.

j Access/visit the reference section of your library.
Various reference materials provide facts, data, 
and other information about your topic and how it 
has been discussed recently as well as in the past. 
Here are a few noteworthy examples of what is 
available, many in electronic form.
j Credo Reference. This popular database 

contains more than 575 reference items, many 
previously available only in print form.8

j American Decades. This collection discusses 
the major issues Americans have grappled 
with during a particular decade. Because 
many issues persist (e.g., violence in our public 
schools), this collection can provide an excellent 
overview and background information.

j Contemporary World Issues. In this series, 
scholars and nonacademic experts examine 
international matters of controversy. These 

book-length works are written for the general 
public.

j Encyclopaedia Britannica. This award-winning 
encyclopedia, with peer-reviewed entries by 
leading authorities, offers excellent background 
information on historical and contemporary 
topics and issues. It also provides a list of 
authoritative works for further reading, making 
it a good place to launch an investigation.

j Facts on File: Issues and Controversies. This 
collection offers objective, thorough coverage of 
the hottest issues of our time.

j Facts on File: World News Digest. This 
compilation provides a week-by-week account 
of major news events, from 1940 to the present 
day, providing excellent background information 
and data for historical as well as contemporary 
issues and events.

j Discover what reliable news sources have provided.
Newspapers, newsmagazines, and radio and television 
news sources often provide background information 
as well as in-depth reporting. Their archives (often 
available and searchable on their official Web sites) 
transport us back in time, providing a good sense of 
what happened and how people felt about it. Simply 
be alert to any bias that may exist, because many 
news sources have political leanings.9
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Finding material in newspapers and 
newsmagazines has never been easier. Several 
databases index and provide access to major U.S. 
newspapers, and some also index regional and 
international newspapers. For example, NewsBank
Access World News provides information and 
perspectives from more than 600 U.S. and 500 
international sources—a mix of newspapers, wire 
services, and news agencies, with many of the 
international sources translated into English. Other, 
similar databases include the following: ProQuest 
Newsstand; LexisNexis Academic; and InfoTrac 
Newsstand.

j Explore government publications. Federal, state, 
and local agencies collect and report data on every 
topic imaginable. For example, the U.S. Census 
Bureau (www.census.gov) provides a wealth of 
information about social, political, and economic 
conditions. You can learn, for instance, how many 
households in the United States have one or more 
computers and whether they have Internet access, 
and you can compare today’s figures with those 
from previous years. You can also compare your 
state with other states.

j See what has been discussed and acted on by 
policy makers. Congressional hearings define 
the policy issue and bring together expert 

witnesses and other sources of testimony. 
ProQuest Congressional indexes and provides 
full text of these discussions as well as relevant 
documents, such as regulations. It also will keep 
you apprised of the status of a particular bill. You 
can obtain similar information and services from 
CQ Researcher, which provides in-depth reports 
and commentary on the major issues of the day, 
including various viewpoints. It also summarizes 
and analyzes proposed and existing legislation. 
You can even have daily updates e-mailed to you 
about a topic. You can also utilize thomas.loc.
gov, an online service by the Library of Congress 
providing information about legislative activity 
and more.

j Consult a nonpartisan fact tank. The Pew 
Research Center (pewresearch.org) is a favorite 
source for journalists and citizens alike, reporting 
empirically based data about a wide range of 
issues at home and abroad.

j Search a subscription database for relevant 
articles. For how to do so, see the feature on 
Highlighting Databases as a Research Tool later in 
this chapter.

j Conduct an online search for credible Web sites.
Use the strategies and resources we discuss in this 
chapter for a fruitful, efficient search.

Finding Relevant Information: A High-Speed Pursuit

Once you have a clear focus, you can proceed quickly. Rather than painstakingly 
reading every article that has a promising title, skim through them to detect which 
ones contain relevant information and ideas. If an abstract (a brief summary) is 
available, use it to determine an article’s usefulness. Scan the drop-down menus 
of a credible Web site and quickly explore (and bookmark) any links that seem on 
target. Evaluate a potentially relevant book by scanning its table of contents and 
index and then skimming pages that seem promising. This quick survey will help 
you locate the most valuable material.

Keep your mind free to focus on what you are skimming. Rather than try to 
keep a mental record of which sources are valuable and where you found what 
information, generate a working bibliography, adding quick notes regarding the 

www.census.gov
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usefulness of each source. Once you have identified which sources are valuable, you 
can read them more closely, carefully extracting information and ideas from them.

THE CREATIVE ENTERPRISE OF BUILDING A SPEECH

Preview. As you compile material for a speech, you can proceed most produc-
tively if you establish a method for gathering, recording, and organizing material. 
The manner in which you take notes can facilitate the discovery of ideas and aid in 
the process of constructing your speech.

From the moment you begin contemplating your topic, you begin formulating 
ideas for your speech on the basis of what you already know or believe. You begin 
envisioning the areas you will discuss, material you will include, your purpose and 
thesis, and how to introduce and conclude your speech. This is not busywork; you 
have begun the process of preparing the speech and should log these thoughts so 
that none escape.

As you investigate, you gather information and ideas from a variety of sources 
and arrive at new insights of your own. Your speech will consist of each of these 
elements arranged into a coherent form and made more understandable and ap-
pealing through good oral style. Your mind will operate on all these levels as you 
sift through material and record thoughts and information that ultimately may or 
may not make it into the final draft of your speech.

While researching your topic, record more than information. You also need 
to note the idea the information suggests and contemplate where it should appear 
in your speech. Jot down other thoughts that come to you—possible sources to 
consult, modifications needed for your thesis, the design of a presentational aid, 
and so forth.

This process of preparation is crucial. The quality of a speech is directly related 
to the quality of critical and creative thought that goes into its preparation.

The Creative Process

Creative thought cannot be 
rushed; an early start is essen-
tial. Once you have a topic in 
mind, you will notice anything 
that is relevant, and these vari-
ous stimuli will help you for-
mulate ideas for your speech.10

You will also have time for 
reflection—time to evaluate 
information, to test ideas, and 
to begin making sense of all 
you have found.11

If you are like most peo-
ple, you will have good days 
when everything seems to 

Take 
careful, 

thoughtful
notes to de-
velop insight 
and draft your 
speech.

6.2

Once you have 
determined the 
best sources, take 
notes methodi-
cally to save time 
and maximize 
productivity.
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make sense and fall into place and days when you struggle to get anywhere.12

When your thinking is “stuck,” you probably need a “time-out.”13 Once you are 
no longer fixated on the problem, your mind can operate quietly in the back-
ground, making associations and generating new ideas.14 An early start allows 
time for these breaks.

A break can be time well spent. When you return to the task, you may experi-
ence a rush of ideas and a new, improved understanding of the subject and your 
goals for the speech. You do not have to be “on task” for these ideas to emerge. 
As cognitive psychologists explain, “The classic example of coming up with great 
ideas while taking a shower may simply reflect the importance of releasing oneself 
from fixated retrieval processes.”15 When these inspirations appear, jot them down 
as soon as possible to prevent them from escaping. Your energy can then be di-
rected elsewhere, allowing your mind to continue working creatively.16

Along with quiet time, you may also benefit from some intensive thinking. For 
example, you might write down whatever pops into your head without stopping 
to analyze or critique it. Afterward, you will have something to review and evalu-
ate.17 You might try a particular brainstorming technique, such as mind mapping 
(see Figure 6.1) or concept mapping.18 Both of these formalized techniques advo-
cate the use of keywords and phrases and hand-drawn pictures to capture thoughts 
and discern relationships. Like other brainstorming strategies, these techniques have 
specific benefits:

j Allowing speedy recording for less-restricted flow of thought
j Promoting free association (rather than any restrictions a sentence may 

impose)
j Stimulating recall of related information, such as previous learning or 

experiences
j Generating new ideas and perspectives
j Promoting understanding of relationships
j Assisting organization via grouping/classifying
j Unleashing creativity, especially for visual learners

In addition to capturing thoughts on paper, try thinking aloud, perhaps with 
a friend. You may surprise yourself with the ideas that roll off your tongue,19 and 
you may also receive valuable feedback from your listener. As with other inspira-
tions, record these immediately!

Along with allowing time for your creative processes to work, you also 
need  time for incorporation. Incorporation involves deciding if and where 
specific information and ideas belong in the speech. You will make these 
evaluations as you search for materials and continue to fine-tune the focus of 
your speech.

Productive Note Taking: Drafting as You Investigate Your Topic

To take notes productively, you’ll want to keep track of where you got what infor-
mation as well as how it contributes to your speech. To maximize efficiency and 
avoid frustration, devise a format for recording source information and for taking 
notes, and stick to it.
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For Source Information The format should allow you to find, at a glance, what-
ever you are looking for—whether it is the page number for a quotation, the title 
of an article, or the publication date. Keeping good records allows you to cite your 
sources properly and to save time while taking notes.

j Utilize bibliography-creation tools. When using a library subscription da-
tabase, use its built-in citation feature to create a bibliography. Once you 
know you are going to use an item, take a few seconds to grab the already-
formatted bibliographic entry and paste it into a Works Cited page. A 
librarian can walk you through the process.

j Follow the assigned style guide. For nondatabase sources, record source infor-
mation correctly, using the style guide (MLA, APA, or The Chicago Manual 
of Style) your instructor has approved for your formal bibliography.

j Record source information completely. Avoid having to retrace your steps to 
acquire missing information.

j Assign each source a code. The code can be the author’s last name (or the last 
name of the first author listed). Coding each source saves you from having 
to repeat a full-blown bibliographic entry for each note you make from that 
source (see Figure 6.2). If you are typing your bibliography as you go, simply 
type the code you assign in bold at the front of each entry. You can delete the 
codes later when finalizing your formal bibliography.

For Taking Notes A variety of approaches, used alone or in combination, can 
serve you well.20 You may enter notes electronically with a computer (perhaps 
even using a program such as Microsoft OneNote), by hand on note cards or a 
pad, or in the margins of material you’ve printed or photocopied. In any case, 

Which countries are not well prepared?
What will happen to our economy?

Pandemic Unprepared countries will fare the worst

How will travel be affected?
How prepared are we, as a society?

What plans are in place? What resources are available?

Where will the sick go?

What should we do, individually, to prepare?

What should we do if we are one of the ill?

FIGURE 6.1

Mind mapping 
your thoughts can 
fuel creativity and 
assist organiza-
tion. As with any 
brainstorming 
activity, some 
items will be 
discarded as you 
make your way 
forward.
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you’ll want to be able to easily navigate your notes and rearrange them as needed. 
In addition, you’ll want to process material as you go, contemplating how it fits 
into your speech. Doing so will help spark your creativity.21

j Limit each entry. Restrict each entry to a single idea and the information on 
which that idea is based (see Figure 6.3). By confining each note to one idea 
and its basis, you will be able to arrange and rearrange entries and—as a 
result—easily organize your speech. Entries with more than one idea and bit 
of information would undermine your ability to arrange and organize.

If you are typing your notes, confine each entry to a third of a page to 
ensure that entries are properly focused—limited to examining a single idea. 
If you’re writing notes by hand, use 4 × 6 index cards or half sheets of paper. 
If you’re writing in the margins of a copy or printout, you’ll want to keep a 
running inventory of those ideas, placed perhaps into a working outline—a
rough sketch of your speech in progress (see Chapter 9).

j Coordinate notes with source entries to save time. As noted earlier in the 
chapter, the codes you have assigned each source will eliminate what would 
amount to busywork because they save you from writing comprehensive 
source information over and over again for each new note from a source. A 
glance at the code tells you where you got what. (See Figures 6.2 and 6.3 to 
see an example of a note entry coordinated with a source entry.)

j Format consistently. Whether you’re typing entries or writing by hand, use 
the same format. Record information in what would be the center of an index 
card, placing quotation marks around any material you record word for word 
from the source. Place the code you have assigned the source and the specific 
page number or numbers (if it is printed material) in parentheses in a bottom 
corner. Enter the idea suggested by the information as a heading in the upper-
right (or left) corner. For notes entered on a printout or photocopy, coordi-
nate entries with a working outline.

j Create a meaningful heading. The heading is more than a descriptor; it should 
relate the information to the goals of your speech. Rather than write something 
vague like “health care system,” for example, you might enter “numerous unin-
sured = bigger outbreak,” to capture the essence of the information. Obviously, 
you have some sense of why the information is valuable. Force yourself to write 
it down, even if you believe that it will be obvious later. Use a concise phrase to 
articulate the idea suggested by the information. You may often enter the infor-
mation before writing the idea because you may not have fully determined the 
meaning and the best wording. Before moving on, though, articulate the idea, 
even if it is only an approximation. You can revise it later. The point is that you 

Walsh, B. “How to Prepare for a

Pandemic.” Time, May 18, 2009, 30–33.

FIGURE 6.2

Sample Source 
Entry
Record source 
information care-
fully and com-
pletely to avoid 
backtracking later.
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will want to think about the meaning and relevance of all the information you 
encounter, especially in terms of how it contributes to your speech.

Think of how inefficient it would be to operate otherwise. Rather than 
mindlessly taking notes and letting them accumulate into a large collection 
that you will have to sort through later, make sense of material as you go. 
Group the entries into categories, noting the areas that emerge. The ideas 
entered in the headings of your notes may become subpoints in your speech, 
which you can go ahead and plug into a working outline.

j Clearly note your original thoughts. Record your own, original thoughts in 
similar fashion, so that you can easily find and use them. You might jot down 
an idea for the introduction, for instance, or the basis for a good, illustrative 
example or analogy.

As you group and arrange the entries in your notes, create a rough sketch—a 
working outline—of your speech. Watch it grow and evolve as you continue to sort 
through your notes and arrange them, reflecting on whether the material belongs in 
the speech, where it belongs, and its implication for your overall idea—the thesis. 
You can begin this process at any point during your research, perhaps tackling one 
area of the speech at a time. For example, you might write about a problem before 
researching possible solutions.

Once you have created a rough outline, you will be able to evaluate what you 
have produced—retaining the good, modifying what needs to be rewritten, deleting 
faulty or extraneous material, and conducting any additional research that may be 

[Idea]     Numerous uninsured = bigger outbreak

“But truly preparing the country for a pandemic means
tackling the basic flaws at the heart of the health care
system—starting with the some 50 million . . . who lack
any health insurance. They’re more likely to flood
hospitals for care during a pandemic, further taxing 
what will be an overburdened system. . . . ‘[Like] the
Typhoid Marys of the last century . . . they’ll be
spreading this disease in ways that are completely 
unpredictable.’” [Quoted material]

[Source]     Walsh, B., p. 33

FIGURE 6.3

Sample Note Entry (Coordinated with the Sample Source Entry)
Think about what you’re recording in terms of what it means and where it belongs in your speech.
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needed. This activity, called revision, is not an “autopsy”22; it does not merely occur 
after you have a complete first draft of your speech. Instead it occurs anytime you re-
assess what you have done, whether it is a word, a sentence, or a title. No set formula 
exists for when and how often revision should occur, but it must occur from time to 
time throughout the drafting process if you expect to produce a quality message.

The key to good preparation is working through multiple drafts—something 
professional speechwriters recognize and do. For example, Peggy Noonan—one 
of President Reagan’s speechwriters—would only begin to get comfortable with 
her progress “on about the fourth draft.”23 Noonan writes, “I’d see that I’d writ-
ten three or four sentences I liked, and that would relax me .. . [and I’d think] 
‘there’s something of worth here!’”24 Other presidential speechwriters report sim-
ilar experiences. Ray Price, one of President Nixon’s speechwriters, recalls that, 
on average, major presidential addresses went through “14 drafts.”25 President 
George W. Bush’s 2006 State of the Union Address reportedly went through about 
“two dozen drafts.”26

President Obama also recognizes the need for careful revision and multiple 
drafts. In 2004, he “spent months writing the convention speech that would cata-
pult him onto the national stage.”27 He continues to exercise such diligence; he 
prefers ample lead time for every speech—time to gather and refine his thoughts. 
According to Time, President Obama does some of his “best writing ... late at night 
when he’s all alone, scribbling on yellow legal pads. He then logs these thoughts 
into his laptop, editing as he goes along.”28 At other times, he thinks aloud, running 
his thoughts by his small team of advisers and writers. At some point, he involves 
them in the writing—exchanging a series of drafts but “exercising the final say.”29

Whether you are a professional or a novice, the process is the same. As you con-
template your speech, there is a constant flow between information and ideas as you 
check them against each other.30 Your investigation tests the tentative thesis you have 
constructed; you will refine your thesis (and main points) in light of what your investi-
gation reveals. You develop 
and revise your speech as 
you evaluate content and ar-
rangement, detect and repair 
weaknesses, recognize the 
need for more material, and 
try out the best phrasing for 
an idea. Preparing a speech, 
like any complex creative 
process, involves intense, 
multidimensional cognitive 
activity.31

Quintilian, an early 
teacher of speech, empha-
sized the importance of 
revision. Quintilian noted 
that “correction takes the 
form of addition, excision, 
and alteration” and that 

Revision is an 
important part 
of the writing 
process and can 
occur at any time.
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“erasure” is “as important a function of the pen as actual writing.”32 In other 
words, one has to learn to be critical of one’s own work. Critical thinking is essen-
tial for evaluating your own work, and it is also essential as you gather materials, 
a topic to which we now turn.

DEVELOPING INFORMATION LITERACY

Preview. Knowing how to find and evaluate relevant information has become 
increasingly important in our personal, professional, and public lives. Using infor-
mation responsibly is also essential to reasoned deliberation and sound collective 
decision making.

Among the most important skills we can learn as citizens in a democracy are those 
associated with locating and gathering reliable information. The same skills we use 
to research a speech topic will serve us well throughout college, in our careers, and 
in our role as informed, active citizens. These skills, termed information literacy, in-
volve developing the ability to “recognize when information is needed” and to “lo-
cate, evaluate, and use effectively the needed information.”33 These abilities have 
become increasingly important in the information age; we are bombarded with 
information in “unfiltered formats,” making it necessary that we ascertain its “au-
thenticity, validity, and reliability.”34 As the Association of College and Research 
Libraries has noted, “the uncertain quality and expanding quantity of information 
pose large challenges for society. The sheer abundance of information will not in 
itself create a more informed citizenry without a complementary cluster of abilities 
necessary to use the information effectively.”35

Let us examine more closely the skills that make up information literacy.

Finding Information

“Finding information” means knowing where to look for good information. A li-
brary provides access to reference materials, periodicals, and government docu-
ments and publications.

Reference Sources Reference sources with peer-reviewed entries by recognized 
authorities, such as Encyclopaedia Britannica, are more trusted than Wikipedia,
which allows anyone to author or alter an entry.36

Periodicals Periodicals also vary in type and quality. Cornell University Library 
provides an excellent overview, distinguishing between scholarly, substantive news, 
popular, and sensational periodicals.37

j Scholarly. This type of periodical reports original research or experimentation 
by scholars or researchers respected within a particular scholarly community. 
Authors carefully and properly document all sources (e.g., Public Opinion 
Quarterly, Rhetoric & Public Affairs).

j Substantive news. In this type of periodical, the author’s expertise varies, as 
does the degree to which sources are cited. Articles are written for an “educated 
audience” of “concerned citizens”38 (e.g., Newsweek, The Los Angeles Times).

Recognize 
the impor-

tance of infor-
mation literacy 
and know its 
components.
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j Popular. Articles in this type of periodical are written by staff members or 
freelance authors, providing “generally little depth” and “rarely, if ever,” citing 
sources. Their principal purpose is “to entertain the reader, to sell products...and/
or to promote a viewpoint”39 (e.g., People, Good Housekeeping).

j Sensational. Written with simple language and “flashy headlines,” this type of 
publication is “designed to astonish.” Its main purpose “seems to be to arouse 
curiosity and to cater to popular superstitions,” assuming “a certain gullibility 
in their audience”40 (e.g., The National Enquirer, The Star).

As you may surmise, scholarly sources are generally trustworthy, whereas sub-
stantive news sources vary in quality. Popular sources should be scrutinized espe-
cially carefully. As for the sensational, need we even say?

Government Documents and Publications These are highly trusted sources. 
Topics range from aquaculture to zero tillage. The publications present census 
data and other statistical information. States, counties, and some cities also create 
documents, as do foreign governments and international bodies. These items are 
now often available online. You’ll find the following sites well organized and well 
maintained.

j USA.gov (www.usa.gov). This site provides links to federal offices and agen-
cies as well as a number of federally funded entities. It also provides a link to 
each state or territory’s home page.

j State and local government on the Net (www.statelocalgov.net). As the name 
suggests, you will find links to each state or territory’s official pages as well as 
to county and city pages. If a town has a Web site, you will be able to find it 
here.

j C-SPAN (www.c-span.org). You have likely watched the Cable-Satellite Public 
Affairs Network at some point and know of its mission to provide unfiltered 
access to legislative activity and various civic meetings and events. Its Web site 
provides links to governmental and nongovernmental sites, including blogs.

Evaluating Information

“Evaluating” entails assessing the credibility of a source and the information it of-
fers so you will not be misled or mislead others. Penn State’s Libraries advise us to 
consider the following factors (which we have adapted).41

Currency Does the date of publication meet your needs? Examine a book’s copy-
right page, a periodical’s publication date, or the date a Web page was created and/
or updated.

Authority Is the author an expert? Printed works, especially journals and books, 
provide an author’s note that reveals the author’s expertise and also commonly lists 
other works the author has written. Also consult biographical reference sources, 
such as Contemporary Authors. For Web sites, determine who has posted the pages 
and what the person or group’s motivation may be. Also check to see whether the 
site lists experts or professional organizations that endorse the site.

www.usa.gov
www.statelocalgov.net
www.c-span.org
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Validity/Accuracy Is evidence provided for claims? Are sources cited? Is the in-
formation consistent with that provided by other sources? If the information is 
dated, is it still accurate?

Audience Who is the intended audience? Experts? The general public? Is the level 
of the content and wording appropriate for you and your needs?

Point of View (Bias) In light of what you know from other sources, is the infor-
mation balanced or one-sided? Does it promote a particular viewpoint or seem to 
have an agenda? Does it acknowledge other viewpoints and represent them fairly? 
If any sponsor or sponsors are indicated, would they favor a particular view? One 
sure sign of potential bias or an agenda is advertising. Does the source feature ads 
for products or services or for a particular social or political cause?

Properly Using Information

Information literacy also requires one to use information responsibly. Guidelines 
for proper use include the following:

j Integrate information from a variety of sources.
j Acknowledge any biases or agenda a source may have.
j Cite sources properly and accurately within a speech and in a bibliography.
j Quote or paraphrase accurately.
j Respect others’ intellectual property and adhere to all guidelines pertaining to 

copyrighted material and fair use.

Developing and exercising these abilities for finding, evaluating, and properly using 
information will serve you well. The same skills that employers find attractive will 
set you up for lifelong learning and active citizenship. You can begin developing 
these skills and reaping the rewards in your speech class.

SEARCHING THE INTERNET

Preview. Computer applications have simplified the storage and exchange of in-
formation. The World Wide Web has become easier to navigate, but the question-
able quality of much of what is posted online requires caution. Experts offer guid-
ance for determining the quality of information encountered.

Most of us take “the Web” for granted, but it is quite a phenomenon when you 
stop and think about it. Since it came on the scene around the early 1990s, the 
Internet has grown exponentially and beyond textual form to images, sound, and 
video.42 It has increasingly influenced the way we conduct business and make 
decisions—personal and political.

Locating Information

Easy-to-use browsing software (such as Safari and Internet Explorer) and highly 
refined search technologies allow us to find information on the Web with relative 
ease. Continued innovations will make searches even simpler.43

Find qual-
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To locate information, you can proceed in various ways:

keyword Search Choose any popular search engine (e.g., Google, Yahoo!, or 
Bing) and search by keyword(s), much as you do with a database. (Consult each 
engine’s directions for specific guidance.) Vary the keywords, proceeding through 
trial and error to determine which word or words yield the best results. For exam-
ple, launching Google with “smoking and children” will produce results that are 
too broad if you want to find out how exposure to tobacco smoke affects children 
differently from adults. “Smoking and children and health” will yield better results; 
the returns will be more precise and more manageable in number. You may also try 
an “advanced” search if the engine offers one.

An “advanced” search can be smart. It allows a search to be confined, for 
example, to a particular domain. A regular Google search for “fracking” (or hydro-
fracturing), for instance, primarily turns up items from advocacy groups who make 
a case for their side of the issue. In contrast, an advanced search that specifies .edu 
as the domain yields results where the topic is treated more comprehensively and 
documented more thoroughly. You could also compare your results with those of 
Google Scholar, which focuses on scholarly literature.

Be aware that each search engine uses different criteria for a search and will, as 
a result, generate a unique list. If you do not find what you want with one engine, 
try another one. Or try a metasearch engine—such as Dogpile or Mamma—which 
launches several engines for the search (see Table 6.1).

Subject Directory In some instances, you may find it more effective to explore 
by subject heading. Most search engine sites offer this alternative, providing short-
cuts to information sites for various common subjects. For example, Yahoo! News 
provides direct links to major media outlets. The News option is searchable, and it 
is also subdivided into categories such as science, technology, health, and politics. 
A subject directory can also help you establish a focus. If you are interested in 
alternative energy but are not sure what alternatives exist, a subject directory will 
provide an inventory and general information about each. You will also discover 
the key terms to use for a productive search.

Traveling Direct Most Web addresses (uniform resource locators, or URLs) are 
kept simple so users can recall an address or easily guess it. The Environmental 
Protection Agency’s site, for example, is at www.epa.gov. The Sierra Club, an 

TABLE 6.1

Popular Search Engines

altavista.com ask.com bing.com lycos.com
excite.com google.com yahoo.com scholar.google.com

Popular Metasearch Engines

dogpile.com metacrawler.com search.com mamma.com

www.epa.gov
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environmental group, is at www.sierraclub.org. To guess more accurately, be aware 
that the last three letters designate the organization’s kind of Internet membership. 
The most common domains are as follows:

j .com (commercial companies)
j .gov (government agencies)
j .edu (educational institutions)
j .org (nonprofit organizations)

When you find a good site (regardless of how you found it), save its URL so 
you can return directly to it and have the information you need to cite it in your 
formal bibliography. To determine whether a site is a good one requires careful 
scrutiny, a matter we will now take up.

Evaluating Internet Resources

The Internet can be described as an endless expanse of “unorganized fragments” 
that are added to daily by “a myriad of cranks, sages, and persons with time on 
their hands who launch their unfiltered messages into cyberspace.”44 Anyone who 
has spent any time on the Web recognizes the truth in these words and knows not 
to take everything found on the Web at face value. Five critical questions can help 
us evaluate information on the Web:

1. What is the source of this information? You would certainly dismiss a story 
from a supermarket tabloid that told you aliens had landed in Denver. Although 
we may readily spot a tabloid as a sensational source, the Web presents a chal-
lenge because we do not have as clear an understanding of the source. The 
extensions offer some insight. As we’ve noted, sites ending in .edu indicate an 
educational institution as sponsor, and .gov is government sponsored. Sites end-
ing in .org are usually sponsored by nonprofit organizations, many of them 
advocacy groups. Sites with .com usually are trying to market goods or services, 
although many reputable news sources (such as CBS and The Daily Beast) are in 
the .com domain. News from PBS and NPR resides in the .org domain.

For many sites, we have to look beneath the surface to determine au-
thorship. If a group sponsors the page, what do you know about it? Do not 
be fooled by the name. For example, in the summer of 2000, a group call-
ing itself Citizens for Better Medicare posted “information” on the Web. 
Their name suggested an admirable goal, but the Web page did not disclose 
that the group had been formed by the drug industry to lobby against the 
Clinton administration’s proposal to provide drug coverage for the elderly.45

Conducting an online search of the name of the group may help you deter-
mine who they are, or the browser’s View menu may have an option to iden-
tify an opened page’s sponsor.

2. What is the purpose of the page? Some Web pages are designed to give infor-
mation; others advocate certain policies or causes. It is not always easy to tell 
the difference because advocacy groups frequently try to give the impression 
that they are just giving you the facts. The purpose of the page is sometimes 
given as a mission statement or a “Who We Are” or “About Us” link. When 
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considering information provided by an advocacy group, remain aware of 
the source’s agenda and use that information accordingly—checking other 
sources to verify accuracy. Information on sites sponsored by companies 
should also be investigated. If advertisements appear on the site, you can sus-
pect that the content may be influenced.

3. How balanced and accurate is the content? Careful study of a Web page 
can illuminate bias. Are a variety of viewpoints acknowledged? Are the 
claims supported by good arguments and credible evidence? Are credible 
sources cited? What about the links to other pages—does this page send 
you to other sites that are credible? Is there any information presented that 
you know to be inaccurate or misleading? How do the information and 
claims hold up when considered against what you have learned from repu-
table sources?

In short, judge a Web site the same way you would evaluate any attempt 
to persuade you to do or believe anything. In the chapters that follow, we will 
be specific about what makes a sound argument, how to detect fallacies, and 
what kind of evidence is both effective and ethical. You will want to apply all
these tests to material you find on the Web. But for now, at least ask yourself 
if the content that is presented seems fair, if it is convincing to you, and why 
you find it so.

4. How current is the site? Check to see how recently the site was updated. 
Regular updating indicates that the site is still active. A page that has been left 
unchanged for a long time should be viewed with suspicion. If a site is main-
tained regularly, the information is more likely to be up-to-date, though one 
can never be certain what, specifically, has been updated.

5. When was the site created? The creation date lets you know the site has been 
around a while as opposed to having been newly erected. A longer history 
may suggest some integrity.

If you cannot answer most of these questions after close inspection of the site, 
that in itself should raise doubts in your mind about the site’s credibility. Be skepti-
cal of a source that does not identify itself or its purpose, that makes unsubstanti-
ated claims, or that is out of date.

The thing to remember is that the Internet is not a one-stop research source. 
Information should be cross-checked with other sources. By all means, use the 
Internet in your research, but do not use it thoughtlessly and do not use it ex-
clusively. Purdue University’s Online Writing Lab provides a good summary of 
the attitude you should take toward Internet research: “Internet sources can 
be very timely and very useful, but they should not be your sole source of 
information.”46

As authors, we certainly follow this advice. As the endnotes to our chapters re-
veal, we often have used the Web during our quest for information. We have spent 
most of our time, though, using library resources. Once you get a taste of what 
the library has to offer, chances are you, too, will see the wisdom of consulting its 
experts and using its vast array of easily navigated, high-quality materials, perhaps 
even beginning your search there.
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INVESTIGATING LIKE A PROFESSIONAL: USING

LIBRARY RESOURCES

Preview. Virtual and actual visits to a college or public library provide access to 
information sources you otherwise would not have. Librarians provide instruction 
and assistance to acquaint you with the best research tools and help you develop 
your skills in gathering and evaluating information.

Librarians can be very helpful to the student or citizen doing research for a speech. 
Professional librarians are schooled in the latest information and communication 
technologies, and they use this knowledge and skill daily. They are adept at locat-
ing and retrieving information and also work cooperatively with other librarians 
in the academic, public, and private sectors to classify and organize information so 
that it is well managed and easily retrieved. Government officials, business lead-
ers, academic researchers, and others rely on librarians for the information they 
need.47 So, too, can you, as a student or an ordinary citizen, benefit from the ex-
pertise of your local librarian.

A library’s staff of professionals can help you locate and retrieve current, reli-
able information about your topic. They can offer this assistance in person, of 
course, but you can also “talk” to librarians online. You probably will be best 
served by combining these two ways of interacting with librarians.

Given the abundance of information available on the Web, many people may 
think searching via Google or another popular search engine is the best way to 
locate and gather information for a speech or other assignment. In fact, Newsweek
reports that “71% of middle and high school students use the Internet as their 
number one research venue.”48 According to the Online Computer Library Center 
(OCLC), this trend continues into college.49 Certainly, a Web search can provide 
useful information (as discussed earlier in the chapter). But a library’s online re-
sources, once you master them, can produce superior and even quicker results.

Each library, of course, will vary in terms of its resources and services. Spend 
a few minutes perusing your library’s home page to see what is available. Even 
though libraries differ, certain resources will be pretty much constant.

Subscription Databases Your school’s library likely subscribes to several databases
(e.g., ProQuest Research Library, Wilson OmniFile, EBSCOhost Academic Search 
Complete)—immense, searchable collections of indexes, abstracts, and full-text 
materials. Your status as a student allows you access, and you will certainly want to 
harness their power. As the American Library Association notes, “database search-
ing has become a central tool in modern research.”50 The popularity of databases is 
understandable in light of the advantages they offer in terms of variety, timeliness, 
and efficiency.

j Variety. Databases index and include a variety of materials, allowing you to 
cast a wide net. Some index articles from newspapers and newsmagazines as 
well as scholarly journals, government documents, chapters in books, and 
broadcast news and commentary.

j Timeliness. Databases are updated frequently, indexing and providing access 
to materials recently produced. For example, EBSCOhost and LexisNexis 
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update their database collections continually, as do many other database 
companies that index and provide full-text articles from newspapers and 
other news sources.

j Efficiency. Databases are an efficient way to find relevant articles and other ma-
terials. An electronic database allows you to search a span of ten years or more, 
simultaneously, in multiple indexes, and you can combine two or more keywords 
to focus the search. Each database will differ in its search procedures. Consult its 
“help” feature for tips for searching so you can obtain the best results.

Catalogs A library offers a wide variety of resources, including periodicals, books, 
and films. The library’s online catalog simplifies finding materials, allowing users to 
search by subject, author, title, or keyword. The catalog will also indicate whether an 
item is available or on loan. Once you discover a relevant item, the catalog likely will 
allow you to search for similar items. For instance, you may be able to find books on 
the same subject as a book you have found by clicking on its call number. The cata-
log may also feature integrated shelving, allowing you to locate relevant items across 
media—books, films, government documents, reference books, and other holdings.

Access to Other Libraries’ Collections If your library has little available for a 
particular topic, it will still be able to help. Your library provides a gateway to 
other libraries’ catalogs, allowing you to search their collections and easily request 
an interlibrary loan (especially because many libraries now belong to a consortium 
of libraries with regular courier service among the members). Your library is also 
most likely a member of the OCLC, a group of more than 53,000 libraries from 
around the world that cooperatively produce and maintain WorldCat, a supercata-
log available online. WorldCat will help you discover what relevant items exist, 
sometimes providing an abstract or full text.

Assistance Searching the Internet A library may also provide links to trusted 
sites on the Web, such as ipl2 (formerly known as the Internet Public Library, a 
well-organized, well-maintained directory that indexes thousands of popular and 
important issues. At ipl2 (www.ipl.org/), experts evaluate Web content and provide 
links only to sites they deem reliable and trustworthy, saving you from having to 
wade through lots of questionable sites while searching for information.51 In ad-
dition to ipl2, librarians also recommend www.libraryspot.com, which provides 
links to expert-approved reference and library sites on a variety of subjects.

Assistance Evaluating Internet Resources Libraries often provide pointers for 
evaluating sources and content found on the World Wide Web (akin to what we 
provide in this chapter). For example, the Cornell University library provides ex-
cellent pointers for evaluating Web content and searching the Web.52

Reference Materials The library’s site likely provides online access to reference 
materials, such as almanacs, encyclopedias, yearbooks, and dictionaries.

Customized Assistance Libraries often provide online research guides (also called 
subject guides), customized for certain disciplines or classes. These, such as the one 
featured in Figure 6.4 (for public speaking), can greatly assist your research.

www.ipl.org/
www.libraryspot.com
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Personal Assistance Many libraries provide help by e-mail or messaging. They 
may also post the phone number for the reference desk—the area of the library 
staffed by librarians.

Visiting your library in person can also prove beneficial. You can more quickly 
develop your proficiency at locating and gathering quality information, and you 
will have access to some materials not available online. Get to know your library’s 
layout and resources. Take a guided tour if one is offered. Knowing what is avail-
able and where it is located will allow you to be more efficient and productive. You 
will spend less time asking questions and more time on research.

When you do have questions, though, librarians can help. They can help you select 
and use the appropriate index or database for your search for articles, editorials, and 
other publications or transcripts. Once they understand the type of information you 
need, they can recommend appropriate resources and help you learn how to use them.

Being at the library also allows you to search its collections thoroughly. Once 
you have found an item in the catalog that seems relevant, scout the stacks. For 

HIGHLIGHTING DATABASES AS A RESEARCH TOOL

Most academic and public libraries feature 
subscription databases—often your best and most 
efficient means of obtaining quality information. 
These pointers will assist you in your use of library 
databases:

1. Determine the best search term(s). Finding 
the right search terms made quite a difference 
when researching television’s effects on the 
cognitive development of very young children. 
While searching EBSCOhost’s Academic Search 
Complete, we entered “television” and “children,” 
which yielded more than 4,130 entries, with 
most not on target. When we conducted the 
search using “television” and “toddlers,” we 
got 25 entries, with nearly every one containing 
precisely the information we were seeking.

Trickier searches include those for which 
the search terms may not be as obvious. For 
example, if you wished to research the social 
benefits of youth involvement in team sports, 
you would probably have to experiment with 
various keywords. Once a promising title 
appears, launch the search again using the 
search terms under which the item was indexed, 
or—if available—choose the option to “find 
other, similar items.”

2. Determine the best database. Read the database 
description to see what material it indexes and 
search the ones most relevant [e.g., EBSCOhost’s 
Consumer Health Complete, if researching the 
issue of vaccines for the human papillomavirus 
(HPV)]. If the results are lacking in one database, 
search another. You can search multiple databases 
at the same time, though doing so may or may not 
prove productive. One risk is that you will have too 
many entries to wade through. It may prove more 
effective to launch one database at a time, until 
you find one or two that produce the best results.

3. Ask an expert. If you experience problems using 
a database, visit the library in person and ask 
a librarian to assist you. Librarians are usually 
found at the reference desk during regular 
business hours. They may also be able to assist 
you through text messaging or e-mail. Check to 
see what your library offers.

4. Select the best full-text option. If you have a 
choice between HTML and PDF, choose PDF. It 
will provide the most comprehensive printing—
including all tables and charts. HTML may also 
contain typographical errors and other mistakes. In 
addition, PDF will preserve the original pagination, 
allowing you to cite your sources more easily.



Gathering Information through Interviews 145

example, if you discover a book, scan the spines of neighboring books for titles 
that seem promising. Even if the book is on loan, you may wish to visit its location 
on the shelves to scout the area. You may also try a traditional method for locating 
relevant books—searching by Library of Congress (LC) subject headings. These 
foot searches can often turn up books that otherwise may be overlooked. A librar-
ian can teach you this method in a matter of minutes.

Your research may take you to more than one library. Some campuses, especially 
large universities, have specialized libraries for particular disciplines (e.g., journal-
ism) or special collections (e.g., the papers of a famous politician). Remember your 
local public library, too. It likely has many of the same databases and reference ma-
terials that academic libraries offer as well as librarians to assist you.

GATHERING INFORMATION THROUGH INTERVIEWS

Preview. Interviewing can provide valuable information for your speech. 
Determine whether people with expert knowledge or direct experience are avail-
able to help you. Prepare carefully by gathering the background information you 
need and generating good questions. Conduct the interview professionally and ef-
ficiently, and follow up appropriately.

Interviewing for information can yield numerous benefits. Interviews can furnish 
information and a perspective that otherwise could be lacking—especially for local 
concerns. In addition to providing valuable information, an interview can lead you to 

FIGURE 6.4

Research guides, 
such as this one 
at Southeast 
Missouri State 
University, can 
help you investi-
gate your topic.

Use effec-
tive inter-

viewing 
techniques 
to gather 
information.

6.6
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additional resources. The person you interview may provide or suggest other sources 
of information, perhaps handing you a pamphlet or referring you to an article or Web 
site. The interviewee may also be able to critique your ideas or your working bibliog-
raphy, commenting on the quality or credibility of the sources you have consulted and 
identifying essential sources that are missing. The person may also help you establish 
a focus for the speech—discussing, for example, an angle you had not considered.

A variety of people can provide valuable information and insights. Once you 
determine what you need to know, you can determine whom to consult. If you need 
to know about the history, latest developments, or technical issues related to your 
topic, you may want to interview an expert. Also consider laypeople who have di-
rect experience with your topic and can recount real-life experiences. They help put 
a human face on a problem or illustrate the connection to the local community. For 
many topics, you would benefit from interviewing experts and laypeople.

Megan knew her speech would benefit from both expert and lay opinions. 
After reading a Newsweek cover story, “The Meth Epidemic,” she decided to in-
vestigate the problem in her community and propose some solutions. Newsweek
reported methamphetamine to be a “highly addictive stimulant” that often went 
undetected until users were hooked.53 The report rang true for Megan; she had 
witnessed this firsthand. The husband of one of her best friends had become unpre-
dictable and undependable. The once self-assured young professional grew nervous 
and made less and less sense when he talked. He had lost weight, had no appetite, 
and paid scant attention to his wife or their two daughters. He refused his wife’s 
pleas to see a physician. It was only after his business folded and he defaulted on 
their home loan that she learned he had been using methamphetamine.

Megan wondered how we might detect meth use and what sort of intervention 
might be best. Her focus suggested assistance from experts, particularly a counselor 
who helped people overcome addictions and a professor from the criminal justice 
program on her campus (a member of a local drug task force) who could explain 
clues that signaled use of methamphetamine. Interviewing these local experts would 
give her speech greater meaning and authenticity than relying on media reports alone.

To derive the greatest benefit, you will want to prepare for an interview care-
fully, conduct it efficiently, and report it accurately.

Preparing the Interview

Determine What You Need to Know or Confirm What is missing from exist-
ing reports/coverage? What needs further confirmation? Generate a set of specific 
questions that get at your curiosities.

Determine Who Might Supply the Answers Experts? Laypeople? A combination?

Contact the Person to Schedule a Meeting Briefly explain how you believe he 
or she may be able to help you. If the person feels unable to assist, she or he may 
suggest someone who can.

Devise and Provide Questions Once you have scheduled a time to meet, you 
might request a fax number or e-mail address so you can provide a brief set 
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of questions in advance so the person can consider his or her responses before 
talking with you.

Fine-Tune Your Questions

j Keep questions simple and to the point, as well as few in number.
j Ask a combination of closed and open questions. Closed questions ask for a 

simple “yes” or “no” response, whereas open questions ask the interviewee to 
express and explain a belief or opinion.

j Let the person you are interviewing see that you’ve done your homework and 
are sincere and thoughtful in your approach to the topic.

j Feel free to ask tough questions, but do so respectfully and diplomatically.

Megan followed these guidelines when devising the following questions for the 
person she knew on the drug task force. (She would alter or change questions for 
other people she interviewed.)

1. According to Newsweek, meth users often go undetected by friends and fam-
ily. Is this true? Why?

2. What are some signs that someone is using meth?
3. Why do users find meth so attractive?
4. What should we do if we suspect a friend or family member is using meth?
5. What explains the high rate of recidivism for meth offenders reported in local 

news?
6. What measures may make a relapse less likely?

Megan did well crafting her questions. She encouraged elaboration by employ-
ing mostly open questions. She was also diplomatic. She did not ask the law en-
forcement official, “What explains your failure to rehabilitate meth users?” Instead, 
she posed the question more tactfully, using the term recidivism—a concept that 
law enforcement officials regularly discuss. The questions also revealed that Megan 
had done her homework. She 
did not ask basic, factual 
questions that she could have 
answered with other sources. 
Instead, she asked questions 
that showed she had pre-
pared and that called for the 
expertise of the person she 
interviewed.

Conducting the 
Interview

No matter how well you 
prepare in terms of initial 
research and formulating 
questions, the actual act of 
conducting the interview will 

Interviewing 
experts and 
laypersons can 
provide invaluable 
information and 
insights for your 
speech.
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be a crucial point in the information-gathering process. A few simple pointers will 
help produce good results.

Be Professional Dressing appropriately and arriving on time, for example, create 
a positive impression, as does thanking the person as you begin and establishing a 
cordial and respectful tone.

Quickly Get Down to Business Remind the person of the purpose of your project 
and how you believe she or he can help you (e.g., “I’m trying to discover why meth 
is so attractive to its users and how we might better address a problem Newsweek
calls an epidemic.”). The person can then understand how to assist.

Let the Person See What You Know and Don’t Know Mention some of the 
sources you have consulted and what they suggest (e.g., “Assistant U.S. Attorney 
Christopher Casey told Newsweek that meth has ‘seduced whole families and 
turned them into zombies.’54 Does this seem accurate?”).

Be Genuinely Involved Focus on their responses, providing nonverbal feed-
back such as nods or smiles, whatever is appropriate. Quick comments, such 
as “Hmm . . . interesting” or “Really?” can convey how you are processing 
the message. Taking notes also signals that you find the remarks valuable or 
noteworthy.

Employ a Good System for Keeping Notes Enter your questions on one side of 
a page, reserving the other side for the interviewee’s responses and for your reflec-
tions about those responses. Leave plenty of space between questions in case the 
person pursues an angle you had not considered. Be sure to obtain permission be-
fore using an electronic recording device.

Be Courteous Sometimes an interviewee may go off on a tangent. If this happens, 
politely steer the person back on topic when you get the opportunity.

Another tactic for keeping the interviewee on track and conducting the inter-
view more efficiently is to make open questions less open. For example, instead of 
asking “What are the chief motivators that prompt people to try meth?” you might 
ask, “What is one of the biggest reasons that people decide to try meth?

Be Respectful Allow the person to have his or her say, even when you dis-
agree with what is being said. You can question specific statements, but do so 
tactfully.

Be Accurate Accurately record statements made during the interview. Repeat key 
phrases you wish to quote, for verification, and likewise repeat paraphrased mate-
rial to check your accuracy. The interviewee will welcome follow-up questions that 
begin, “If I understand correctly, what you’re saying is .. .” These questions can also 
prompt helpful elaboration.

Also make sure you have the person’s name and title entered correctly—perhaps
request a business card. You will need the information for your bibliography.
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Achieve Good Closure Conclude on schedule—within the agreed-upon time. 
Convey your gratitude with a smile and by thanking the person for her or his time.

Rather than a face-to-face meeting, you may have to interview the person using 
some other means, such as telephone or e-mail (which we will discuss shortly). 
When interviewing by phone, follow the same general guidelines discussed earlier 
in the chapter, with these additional pointers.

Use a Three-Part Introduction A three-part introduction consists of the following:

j Indicate the person you are calling.
j Identify yourself and your affiliation.
j Briefly explain why you are calling. For example, you might say, “May I speak 

with Officer Dunleavy? This is Megan Juarez, a student at Oklahoma State, and 
I’m seeking information about the methamphetamine problem in our region.”

Be Considerate When the person with whom you wish to speak comes on the 
line, quickly thank the person by name and repeat your purpose for calling. As a 
courtesy, ask if there is a better time to call.

Be Brief People do not expect to be interviewed for an hour on the phone. Keep 
the number of questions reasonable so that the interview can be concluded within 
about ten minutes.

Be Well Prepared Follow a set of questions as you would during a face-to-face 
interview. The questions will keep you on track and ensure that you cover all you 
wish to cover.

Convey a Positive Impression with Your Voice Enunciate clearly. Speak fluently, 
avoiding vocalized pauses and verbal fillers. Also, be as attentive to your facial 
expressions as you would be if you were face-to-face; your manner will affect the 
tone of your voice.

Bring the Conversation to a Close Begin signaling when you are nearly done 
asking questions by saying something like, “I have only two more quick questions.” 
End by expressing your gratitude.

If You Must, Leave a Recorded Message If voice mail picks up, use the same 
three-part introduction you would with a secretary. Request that the person re-
turn your call. Provide your number, stating it clearly. As a courtesy, repeat your 
number. Indicate when you are available. Be sure your voice creates a positive im-
pression. Thank the person.

After the Interview

As soon as possible after the interview, review your notes to make sure you ac-
curately recorded the person’s statements. You will also be better able to fill in the 
details for anything that appears sketchy. Send a quick thank-you to the person in-
terviewed to show your gratitude and to help keep open the line of communication.
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GATHERING INFORMATION THROUGH E-MAIL AND 

ONLINE NETWORKING

Preview. E-mail can be an effective and efficient means to gather information, 
offering several noteworthy advantages. A few pointers increase the likelihood of 
getting good results. Online networks may also prove beneficial as we seek relevant 
information, insights, and opinions.

E-mail can assist your investigation in several ways. For one thing, you can send 
source citations and full-text materials to your e-mail account for safe storage and 
later use, taking full advantage of material already in electronic form. E-mail can 
also be a good way to request information. An expert on your subject may be too 
busy to meet you in person but happy to answer questions via e-mail. E-mail can 
also make long-distance inquiries feasible.

E-mail proved essential to Eva while she investigated her topic. Eva learned 
from a news report about a nearby city’s regulations for barking dogs that ad-
dressed the problem 24 hours a day. Owners faced fines that increased incremen-
tally with each disturbance. Eva’s hometown addressed the problem only between 
11 p.m. and 7 a.m. Eva thought her city’s policy ignored the rights of people who 
had to work at night and should be able to sleep, undisturbed, during the day. It also 
failed to consider the rights of the ill, such as an elderly man she knew who received 
hospice care in his home. A neighbor’s dogs barked continuously during the day, 
only a few yards from the bedroom where he tried to rest. The man’s wife asked the 
neighbor to do something so the man could rest, but the dogs continued to bark.

Eva felt something had to be done. She contacted the nearby city via a link on 
its Web site and requested details about its new ordinance for barking dogs. Within 
24 hours, the city e-mailed her a copy of the ordinance, which she appended to the 
written argument she had drafted for a revised disturbance ordinance. Eva was now 
ready to attend a city council meeting and request that her city adopt a similar policy.

E-mailing for information can pay off. Be mindful, though, that not all sites 
allow inquiries or are as prompt or helpful as the city Eva contacted. Continue 
your search for information elsewhere while awaiting a reply. Also, be sure that 
any request is not for information you can find with relative ease on that agency’s 
Web pages or elsewhere.

To obtain the best results from e-mail communications, follow these guidelines.

Keep Inquiries Short, Simple, and to the Point Because e-mail is used for conve-
nience, receivers do not want to be burdened by lengthy messages or inquiries that 
require elaborate responses.

Format for a Quick Read and Quick Response Keep paragraphs short, and leave 
a blank line between them. Keep sentences short and easy to process—and conver-
sational yet professional. Use a bulleted or numbered list when you are making a 
series of points or asking a series of questions.

Be Careful with the Subject Line Craft a subject line that clearly identifies you 
and your purpose and also reduces the risk of the message being deleted before it is 
opened (e.g., “citizen re: ordinance for dogs”).

Use 
e-mail and 

online network-
ing to gather 
information.

6.7
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Disclose Your Objective in the First Line of the Message Receivers do not want 
to guess what a message is about. Let them know immediately (e.g., “After seeing 
a report about your new ordinance for barking dogs, I hope to have my city adopt 
a similar policy.”).

Keep the Look Simple and Professional Leave out fancy fonts and colors, and—
as a general rule—avoid using emoticons (such as smiley faces).

Remember That What You See May Not Be What They Get Be mindful that 
formatting (e.g., italics, indentations) may appear differently on the recipient’s 
monitor.

Critique and Proofread Before Sending Check clarity, grammar, spelling, and 
punctuation. Mistakes can harm your credibility and have a negative impact on the 
response you will receive.

Never Say Anything in E-mail That You Would Not Say in Public E-mail is not 
private communication; it can be easily forwarded and shared (intentionally or 
otherwise) with others.

Like e-mail, online networks, when used with discretion, can yield useful in-
formation and insights into a topic. For example, naturalnews.com discusses the 
safety of our food supply, problems with pharmaceuticals and medical procedures, 
and a wide range of other topics related to one’s health and well-being. Many 
online networks also offer to send you “alerts” via e-mail, messaging, or Twitter. 
When seeking information from these networks, keep in mind that the information 
they provide often has not undergone the rigors of editorial review. You would do 
well to compare their coverage with sources that have undergone editorial review 
and are deemed reputable.

Belonging to an interest group on a social media site may also prove useful. 
For instance, a friend of ours serves on a city advisory board. A city official was 
to meet with the board to discuss what cyclists thought about the city’s new bike 
lanes. Our friend posted an inquiry to a Facebook group for triathletes, knowing 
that the 160-plus members of that group could provide input he could use at the 
meeting. Within a few days, he had two pages of material.

CITING SOURCES OF QUOTED AND PARAPHRASED

MATERIAL

Preview. Once you have gathered information from a variety of sources and 
have integrated it into your speech, you will want to be sure to reveal those sources 
to your audience. You may also need to assemble a comprehensive bibliography for 
your formal outline, formatting it correctly.

Although you probably have a great interest in your speech topic, you likely are 
not an expert. Even if you can be regarded as an expert, you still need to seek ad-
ditional information and opinions, just as most experts do.

Know how 
and when 

to cite sources 
in your speech.

6.8
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Guidelines for Incorporating Material

When you incorporate material into your speech, you may quote the source verba-
tim, or you may choose to paraphrase. In either instance, you will need to reveal 
the source during your presentation. As we discussed in Chapter 1, plagiarism is 
a serious matter. Be sure that material taken from another source is properly ac-
knowledged and that the audience understands when you are quoting or para-
phrasing material from an outside source.

Deciding whether to quote or paraphrase can be determined in light of a few 
simple guidelines. Quote information when one of the following applies:

j You want to bolster your own ethos by associating your ideas with that of a 
recognized authority.

j You are presenting information that is so startling or unusual that the audi-
ence will doubt its accuracy unless a respected source is cited.

j You support an unpopular position and wish to blunt its unpopularity by cit-
ing the opinion of a source whom the audience will respect.

j You cannot express the information any more clearly or any more eloquently 
than the original source.

Revealing sources during your presentation does more than safeguard against 
plagiarism; it fulfills one of your most important ethical obligations as a speaker. 
Ethical speakers openly acknowledge what others have contributed to their thinking.

Revealing sources is not only right, it is smart. As we will see in Chapters 7 and 
14, speakers who cite quality sources during a presentation will bolster their ethos, 
and their audience will more likely accept their message.55 As Professor William 
Norwood Brigance observed more than a half century ago, “One is known by the 
company he [or she] keeps; and when listeners find that you have been keeping 
company with eminent people of ideas and with expert collectors of information, 
they are impelled to accept you and your ideas.”56

In short, by citing reputable sources, you will meet your ethical responsibility 
and you will impress your audience with how well you did your homework. The 
audience will see that you were well prepared to speak.

Guidelines for Citing Sources during Your Presentation

When you cite sources during your presentation, you need not provide complete 
bibliographic information. Avoid interrupting the flow of the speech with unneces-
sary detail. You need not, for instance, specify the page numbers of an article or 
volume number of a journal. Simply provide enough information to convince the 
audience of the credibility of the source and allow them to see that the information 
is up to task. For example, you could say:

“Time magazine reported last month ...”

“In a 2005 interview on ABC’s 20/20, former secretary of state Colin Powell 
stated ...”

“The Federal Aviation Administration’s Web site currently specifies .. .”

“Dr. George Edwards, a distinguished professor of political science here at Texas 
A&M, told me in a recent interview...”
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In this last entry, notice how Dr. Edwards’s expertise is revealed. Not only is 
the audience provided with his title, but they are also informed of his area of ex-
pertise so they will know why he should be considered credible. If you continue 
to draw on a particular source, let your listener know. For instance, you might 
say, “Professor Edwards also told me ...” or “In that same interview, Powell made 
clear ...” or “Time also identified ...”

Establish that the information is current whenever the latest information is 
needed. When you’re providing historical information, the date of publication may 
not be as important. If, for instance, you are discussing renewed interest in locally 
produced foods, you might mention the victory gardens of the 1940s and rely on 
sources from that era or any time since.57 When discussing what we know now 
about the benefits of eating local foods, however, you would want to rely upon 
more recent ideas and data, such as that found in a major article on the subject in 
The New York Times Magazine in October 2008.58

Although source information in the speech can be abbreviated, you will need 
the full citation for every source you use. For one, your instructor will likely re-
quire complete bibliographic information in a list of sources at the end of your 
formal outline. You should also be able to provide complete source information to 
anyone who may ask about it after your presentation.

To ensure that you cite your sources orally during your presentation, cite them 
parenthetically in your speaking outline. If, for instance, you were making refer-
ence to Colin Powell in the manner described earlier in the chapter, you might place 
(Powell, 20/20) in your speaking outline. In addition to referencing your sources 
orally during a presentation, you should also identify the source on any PowerPoint 
slides or other visual aids when the content is taken from a source. For the formal 
outline that you submit to your instructor, format in-text citations (as well as the 
bibliography of references/works cited) according to whichever style guide your in-
structor has approved. (Note: For examples of Chicago Manual style, see the end-
notes after each chapter in this text.) For information about MLA or APA style, go 
to Purdue University’s Online Writing Lab (http://owl.english.purdue.edu/).

SUMMARY

A Productive start

6.1
  Establish a focus to guide your 
research.

j Being well informed will allow you to do well 
in your speeches, and it will also be vital in your 
career and in your role as a citizen. When you are 

well informed, you will be better able to do the 
following:

j Formulate well-founded ideas.
j Provide quality support for your ideas.
j Have confidence when you speak.
j Enhance your credibility.
j Meet your ethical responsibility.

Listen to the Audio Chapter Summary at MyCommunicationLab

Study and Review materials for this chapter are at MyCommunicationLab

http://owl.english.purdue.edu/
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j A working thesis can help focus your research, 
allowing you to discern whether information is 
relevant and which sources will likely prove most 
valuable.

The Creative Enterprise of Building 
a Speech

6.2
  Take careful, thoughtful notes to 
develop insight and draft your speech.

j Taking notes methodically will provide a good re-
cord of where you got what information and will 
also help you think about your speech and begin 
writing it.

Developing Information 
Literacy

6.3
  Recognize the importance of 
information literacy and know its 
components.

j Evaluating all that you encounter is part of using 
information responsibly and becoming a respon-
sible speaker.

j Using various resources can help you become well 
informed.

Searching the Internet

6.4
  Find quality information on the 
Internet more efficiently and 
productively.

j The World Wide Web, if used judiciously, can 
provide a wealth of information.

Investigating Like a Professional: 
Using Library Resources

6.5
  Utilize the library for obtaining 
materials and assistance.

j Your school’s library and many public libraries 
provide access to many informational resources 
and professional assistance.

Gathering Information through Interviews

6.6
  Use effective interviewing techniques 
to gather information.

j Interviews with professionals and laypeople alike 
can provide good information and insights.

Gathering Information through E-mail 
and Online Networking

6.7
  Use e-mail and online networking to 
gather information.

j Using various resources can help you become well 
informed.

j E-mail often can substitute for an interview as well 
as provide a means of efficiently managing infor-
mation that is available in electronic form.

Citing Sources of Quoted and 
Paraphrased Material

6.8
  Know how and when to cite sources in 
your speech.

j Citing sources responsibly not only is ethical but 
also can enhance credibility.
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QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW AND REFLECTION

A Productive Start

6.1
  Establish a focus to guide your 
research.

1. How will a working thesis statement help you for-
mulate ideas and find relevant material?

The Creative Enterprise of Building 
a Speech

6.2
  Take careful, thoughtful notes to 
develop insight and draft your 
speech.

2. Identify the various creative processes that are in-
volved in crafting a speech.

3. What are the important do’s and don’ts in record-
ing information?

4. Why is revision so important in speech preparation?

Developing Information Literacy

6.3
  Recognize the importance of 
information literacy and know its 
components.

5. What is information literacy? Why is it especially 
important today?

Searching the Internet

6.4
  Find quality information on the 
Internet more efficiently and 
productively.

6. How would you go about finding information 
using the Internet?

7. How would you evaluate the integrity of a Web 
site?

Investigating Like a Professional: 
Using Library Resources

6.5
  Utilize the library for obtaining 
materials and assistance.

8. Describe at least three important library resources 
and explain how they could be helpful to you in 
preparing a speech.

Gathering Information through Interviews

6.6
  Use effective interviewing techniques 
to gather information.

9. What is the role of interviewing in speech 
preparation?
a. How would you prepare for an interview?
b. What are the guidelines for conducting an 

interview?
c. How would you follow up an interview?

Gathering Information through E-mail 
and Online Networking

6.7
  Use e-mail and online networking to 
gather information.

10. How can e-mail be useful to you when preparing a 
speech?

Citing Sources of Quoted and 
Paraphrased Material

6.8
  Know how and when to cite 
sources in your speech.

11. Under what circumstances should you quote mate-
rial in your speech?

12. How should you cite sources as you deliver a 
speech, and why is it important to do so?

Study and Review the Flashcards at MyCommunicationLab
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Supporting Your Ideas

7
CHAPTER

OVERVIEW AND 
LEARNING OBJECTIVES

Supporting Ideas with Evidence

7.1
Identify and understand how 
to use the principal types of 
supporting evidence: facts, 
definitions, examples, statis-
tics, and testimony.

Supporting Ideas through 
Comparison and Contrast

7.2
Understand the ways in 
which comparisons and 
contrasts can support ideas.

Evaluating Supporting Material

7.3
Apply the criteria of accu-
racy, completeness, recency, 
source reliability, appropri-
ateness, and ethical integrity 
to evaluate the quality of 
supporting material.

Listen to the Audio Chapter at MyCommunicationLab
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In daily conversations, we often assert our views while providing little, if any, 
evidence. We may refer to an article we read or a Web site we visited. We may 
cite an occasional statistic. But we rarely feel the need to support our assertions 

or opinions with extensive evidence. By contrast, when we prepare to make some 
public statement about an important issue, the expectations and norms change. As 
speakers, we should back up our statements with evidence from reputable sources. 
And as listeners, we should expect speakers to substantiate their opinions with 
supporting material.

The need to use evidence to support ideas varies with the situation, the audi-
ence (and our relationship to them), and the complexity of the idea. If you and your 
listeners agree on a topic, for example, you will not need much supporting mate-
rial to make your ideas understandable and believable. Suppose, for example, that 
you are asking a group of listeners to vote for a political candidate who is running 
on a platform of educational reform. If your listeners already favor the reforms 
your candidate supports, then you may not need to use a great deal of supporting 
material to sway them. However, if you are asking for the support of a different 
group of listeners—a group that is worried about the cost and effectiveness of your 
candidate’s reform platform—then you have to come armed with statistics, com-
parisons, and other forms of supporting material. In short, the nature and amount 
of proof you need to convince one audience may not be enough for another.

Of course, not all supporting material is of equal quality. As listeners, what 
should we make of the supporting material used by speakers? Does it strengthen 
or undermine the speakers’ arguments? Does it enhance or hinder each one’s cred-
ibility? What critical standards should we use to assess the quality of supporting 
material used by speakers in the classroom or the community?

One speaker may point out, “Police report that the problem of theft is grow-
ing on our campus—with more than 20 robberies reported this year so far. That is 
nearly twice as many as last year—and the school year is far from over!” A speaker 
talking about the problem of domestic violence may share this statistic: “According 
to the Middle Way House Web site, one woman is beaten every 15 seconds in this 
country.”1 Still another speaker may try to make his statistics more meaningful 
with a comparison like this one: “According to Dr. Richard A. DeVaul at Texas 
A&M University’s College of Medicine, 100,000 people die annually in the United 
States from adverse drug reactions. This is the same as if a 727 airliner crashed 
every day, killing all aboard—approximately 274 individuals per day.”2 Yet an-
other speaker might oppose the proposed location of a new homeless shelter by as-
serting: “Shop owners fear that a shelter in this location will hurt their businesses.”

As listeners, what should we make of the supporting materials used by these 
speakers? Does each speaker support his or her arguments with sound evidence? 
How should we assess both the nature and quality of their supporting materi-
als? Whether you are considering using a particular piece of evidence in your own 
speech or you are evaluating the evidence presented by another speaker, it is impor-
tant that you develop a critical attitude toward supporting material and consider 
the quantity and quality, as well as the ethical implications, of those materials.

In this chapter, we will first discuss the various types of evidence, how you 
might incorporate them into your speeches, and the potential pitfalls to avoid 
when using them. We will next consider how comparison and contrast can be an 
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effective form of support when used appropriately. Finally, we will consider criteria 
for critically examining or evaluating all types of supporting material.

SUPPORTING IDEAS WITH EVIDENCE

Preview. Good evidence can make ideas and arguments more understandable 
and convincing. Good speakers use a variety of evidence, including facts, defini-
tions, examples, statistics, and testimony.

Suppose you hoped to convince your fellow students in your public speaking class 
of the following assertion: “The minority recruitment program here at our univer-
sity has been a complete failure.” On the basis of that assertion alone, your audience 
would not know what to believe. You have not described the program, compared 
its success rate to other programs, or offered any other evidence of its failures. To 
strengthen your argument, you need to support it with evidence. Evidence is the 
body of fact and opinion that you present in support of your claims.

The kinds of evidence you use will depend on the purpose and topic of your 
speech. Some speeches, such as technical reports, rely heavily on statistical evi-
dence, perhaps reinforced with charts or graphs. Other speeches may make more 
use of examples or the opinions of experts. Whatever kind of speech you deliver, 
it will be more interesting and convincing if you use a variety of good, credible 
evidence. And don’t forget to cite the sources of your evidence; it is important that 
your audience knows that your evidence came from credible sources (see the guide-
lines for citing sources in Chapter 6).

Facts

Nearly every speaker will use facts as evidence. Facts are data that can be verified 
by observation. As facts are repeatedly verified by experts and other observers, 
they come to be thought of as “established” facts. Generally we judge factual infor-
mation as simply true or false, correct or incorrect, verified or unverified. So, for 
example, a speaker may share the following facts:

j According to the U.S. Census Bureau, as of March 2012, the population of 
the United States is estimated at 313,181,790.

j In the state of Indiana, voter registration closes 30 days before the day of the 
election.

j The Thirteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution abolished slavery and invol-
untary servitude in the United States, except as punishment for certain crimes.

Each of these cases is likely to be considered by listeners as an established fact.
Speakers, however, often take facts and interpret them or try to color their mean-

ing. A student who tried unsuccessfully to vote in Indiana, for example, might label 
the fact that voter registration closes 30 days before the election “unfair” or “dis-
criminatory.” Using this kind of interpretive language does not change the fact; it 
suggests a larger argument about the policy that would need to be supported with 
other forms of evidence. How, for example, do the voting rules in Indiana compare 
with those in other states? Are particular groups of people, such as college students, 
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disadvantaged by this rule? How might a change in the rules affect voter turnout? 
What do voting experts say about the fairness or effects of the 30-day rule?

The language used to describe facts is often interpretive or even “loaded,” so 
it’s important that you critically evaluate how certain facts are labeled or described. 
It is an accepted fact, for example, that some alleged terrorists held at the U.S. de-
tention facility at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, were subjected to a procedure known 
as “waterboarding,” which involves trying to get information from prisoners by 
simulating the experience of drowning. Describing waterboarding as an “enhanced 
interrogation technique,” of course, casts it in a much more positive light than la-
beling it “torture.”

To make sure your facts are sound, validate them by consulting multiple, cred-
ible sources. If you find inconsistencies, keep searching. Pay particular attention to 
the credibility of your sources. You should accept as fact only the observations of 
those who are genuinely trustworthy. With contemporary topics, make sure your 
sources are up-to-date. What looks like a factual discrepancy at first glance may 
simply reflect differences in when the data were collected or reported.

Definitions

Sometimes speakers need to define a word or concept used in their speeches. It 
is important to ensure a common understanding of key concepts, especially if a 
word or term can be understood in different ways. In general, you should pro-
vide definitions for any terms that may be unfamiliar, especially technical terms. A 
speaker explaining various options to a group of soon-to-be-retired workers com-
mented that “after 10 years, your retirement funds are fully vested.” Aware that 
some in his audience might not know the meaning of “vested,” he went on to say, 
“That is, your retirement funds belong to you, and they cannot be taken away.” 
Similarly, you should define any acronyms that may be unfamiliar. Not everyone 
may know that CORE is short for the Congress of Racial Equality or that CAP 
stands for Community Action Program.

Definitions can be persuasive as well as informative. A persuasive definition
reflects your way of looking at a controversial subject. Others may define the 
same term or concept quite differently, but yours is the definition you want 
the audience to reflect on, and hopefully accept. Pulitzer Prize–winning author 
David Shipler uses this approach in defining poverty and the poor in his book 
The Working Poor. He writes, “‘Poverty’ is an unsatisfying term, for poverty is 
not a category that can be delineated by the government’s dollar limits or annual 
income. In real life, it is an unmarked area along a continuum, a broader region 
of hardship than society usually recognizes. More people than those officially 
designated as ‘poor’ are, in fact, weighed down with the troubles associated with 
poverty. Therefore, I use ‘poor’ not as a statistician would. I use it imprecisely as 
it should be used, to suggest the lowest stratum of economic attainment, with all 
of its accompanying problems.”3

Definitions, then, can be straightforward—meant only to clarify and provide 
uncontroversial information—or they can challenge the audience to think in new 
or creative ways. When new definitions are embraced, listeners may see problems 
in a different light or be inspired to think or act in different ways.
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Examples

One of the most difficult challenges you face as a public speaker is trying to make 
general principles or abstract notions interesting and meaningful to your audience. 
One way to do this is by using good examples. Examples provide concrete illustra-
tions and can interject life and meaning into the ideas you are communicating.

When carefully selected, examples can function as compelling evidence. In a 
speech on genocide, for example, you may cite statistics on the number of people 
killed, but the true horrors of genocide are communicated best through specific ex-
amples. That is what makes Elie Wiesel’s Night or The Diary of Anne Frank or Hotel 
Rwanda so powerful: their characters are people with whom we can identify; they 
provide concrete examples that make the statistics both more terrible and more real.

There are two principal kinds of examples that a speaker can use to support 
ideas: actual examples and hypothetical examples. Each kind may be brief or de-
veloped as a more extended narrative.

Actual Examples An actual example deals with a real case; it is something that 
actually happened. Even a brief example, if well chosen, can make your point 
more vivid and memorable. In a speech delivered at Yale University, for example, 
J. Edward Hill, president of the American Medical Association, noted that “at any 
one time, six in ten Americans are overweight and about one in three are consid-
ered obese.” After sharing this and related statistics suggesting that obesity had be-
come a significant problem in America, he offered this concrete example: “Perhaps 
more telling [than the statistics] is a newspaper item I read last week, about the 
Batesville Casket Company, which last year launched its ‘Dimensions’ line of su-
per-sized coffins. Think about that for a second.”4

Actual examples not only give your audience a more concrete understanding 
of some problem but also can help them imagine a solution—perhaps grasping, 
for the first time, the actual form that an abstract concept may take. In a speech 
at Georgetown University, President Clinton discussed responsible citizenship and 
the ways in which all Americans can work together to promote the good of all. He 
urged everyone to become involved and cited specific examples of organizations 
that work to improve their communities.

More of our citizens have got to say, “What should I do in my community?” You know, it’s 
not just enough to bemoan the rising crime rate or how kids are behaving and whatever—
that’s just not enough. It is not enough. Not when you have example after example from this 
LEAP Program, the “I Have a Dream” Program, to the world-famous Habitat for Humanity 
Program, to all these local initiatives, support corporations, that are now going around the 
country, revolutionizing slum housing and giving poor, working people decent places to live; 
to the work of the Catholic social missions in Washington, DC, and other places.5

Narratives as Actual Examples More extended examples may come from your 
research or your own experiences. The following excerpt from a student speech il-
lustrates the use of a narrative example based on the student’s personal experience.

Did your parents go to college? How about your brothers and sisters, or your cousins? Did 
you just assume that you would attend college from the time you were a child? I didn’t. No 
one in my family had attended college—not even for a year or two. No one in my family 
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even talked to me about the possibility of attending college. I think they just thought that 
I’d work on the farm like everyone else in the family. But when I was in high school, I had 
a wonderful English teacher who took an interest in my writing. She told me she thought I 
had some real ability. No one had ever talked to me like that before. She encouraged me to 
enter a writing contest during my junior year. When I actually won the contest, she started 
giving me college brochures and urging me to check out some Web sites. Before I knew it, 
I had applied to three colleges and been accepted by all of them with financial aid pack-
ages. Without the kindness, support, and encouragement of this one teacher, I might never 
have even applied to any college. It is even less likely that I would be about to graduate 
from one of the best colleges in the state this coming May.

This student went on to talk about the vital role that adults can play in men-
toring, encouraging, and serving as role models for youth. She invited her fellow 
classmates, nearly all graduating seniors, to become role models for other young 
people in their own communities.

Vivid, engaging examples are usually well received by listeners. During a 
Remembrance Day ceremony in the Rotunda of the Capitol in April 2009, Fred S. 
Zeidman, chairman of the United States Holocaust Memorial Council, used a vivid 
example to make the point that we can make a difference, even when the chal-
lenges we face seem overwhelming:

We can see the sheer scale of slaughter and surrender to our own feelings of futility. Or we 
can choose to see the Six Million ...as individual faces, and say: I might not be able to save 
them all. But it is within my power to save one. Or two, perhaps dozens, even hundreds. 
And what is within our power is also our responsibility. What we do matters.

Therein lies a story—a story of heroism of the truest sort. It began on an infamous ship 
called the St. Louis, whose Jewish passengers fled Nazi Germany 70 years ago in May 
1939, seeking safety in the United States by way of Cuba. Most of you know the shameful 
result: First Cuba, then our country, turned them away. The story might have ended there. 
Because people concluded they could not make a difference. That the forces involved were 
too powerful, the number of individuals too vast, the dangers too distant.

But two individuals, Lawrence Berenson and Morris Troper, who worked for the American 
Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, felt otherwise. They knew that returning these pas-
sengers to Hitler’s Germany would doom them. So they ...arranged for the passengers to 
be accepted in ...four safe European countries.

The following year, the continent was consumed by war, but the JDC clung to the belief 
that they could still make a difference for the passengers on the St. Louis. They tracked 
them one by one as they spread across Europe....Of course, they did not save them all. But 
they saved some. By the scale of the Holocaust, one might say they saved “few.” But the 
ethic these individuals lived by is the same ethic we celebrate today. What you do matters.

Zeidman’s account helped make his point that even ordinary people could make a 
difference.6

Hypothetical Examples On some occasions, you may choose to use hypothetical 
rather than real examples to illustrate your point. A hypothetical example is one 
that plausibly could be real, yet it is not an actual, true, or empirically verifiable 
account. Although it is “made up,” a hypothetical example should not be grossly ex-
aggerated or unimaginable; it must be at least realistically believable to be effective.
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In a speech to the European 
Aviation Association, James C. 
May, CEO of the Air Transport 
Association of America, used 
hypothetical examples to il-
lustrate the importance of air 
cargo. His examples did not 
refer to actual cases in which 
critical cargo arrived by air, 
but they did point to realistic 
possibilities:

There’s an excellent reason 
why the cargo carried by air 
is 89 times more valuable 
per unit of weight than cargo 
carried by truck or train. Air 
cargo fills all kinds of criti-

cal needs. If there were no cargo-carrying planes, most of the people waiting in hospitals 
for organs—hearts, kidneys, livers and lungs—would be out of luck, because live organs are 
normally delivered by commercial air. If there were no planes, you might think that there 
would be no interruption in the flow of oil, but even if oil moves by ship, it takes skilled 
workers to get it out of the ground. Think of how people in the oil field services industry 
would be affected if they were suddenly unable to get urgently needed tools and replace-
ment parts. And think of the just-in-time inventory systems made possible by worldwide 
supply chains. Do we want these productivity-enhancing supply chains to collapse?7

Narratives as Hypothetical Examples Some speakers may choose to use prov-
erbs, stories, or folktales to illustrate an idea or make a compelling point. When 
used in this way, narratives rely on the audience’s imagination or cultural symbols 
to convey a moral or life “lesson” instead of describing actual people or events. 
For instance, in a speech to the 96th Annual Convention of the NAACP, national 
board member Roslyn Brock shared an African folktale about a band of elephants 
to make a point about helping others:

As they were traveling across the terrain, they came upon a river. The big elephants did not 
have a problem stepping into the rough ...waters. However, there were some very small 
elephants in the group who were afraid to step in the water. Somebody in the middle of 
the river shouted to the front of the line to those who had crossed over and said, “Brother 
leaders, we have some folks still standing on the banks of the river who haven’t made it 
into the water to cross over.”

Viewing the situation, the larger elephants turned around, got back in the water and stood 
shoulder to shoulder, allowing their bodies to create a dam that parted the waters to allow 
those little elephants to cross over on dry ground.

The moral of the story is: once you make it and get to the other side, don’t forget ...to turn 
around ...and get back in the water and help someone else cross over.8

After stating the moral of the story, Brock concluded with a powerful call to ac-
tion, defining the NAACP as the “conscience of the nation” and urging the group 
to keep fighting for AIDS education, better urban schools, and prison reform.

In a Remem-
brance Day 
ceremony in the 
Rotunda of the 
U.S. Capitol, 
speakers used 
vivid narrative 
examples to draw 
out the lessons of 
the Holocaust.
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Because examples are related to our everyday experiences, they can be a pow-
erful tool for supporting your ideas. Still, some examples are better than others, 
and you need to choose your examples carefully.

Thinking Critically about Examples Several criteria should be used in assessing 
the quality of examples.

Perhaps the best test of an example is its typicality. If a speaker supports a 
claim with examples, we should ask whether those examples are representative 
of other examples, or whether they represent the normal course of events. If a 
speaker were to cite just one example of a homeless person arrested for shoplift-
ing, for instance, we should be skeptical of any sweeping claims about homeless 
people being responsible for the high costs of retail theft. Similarly, we would 
not conclude that all professors are reckless drivers because we heard about one 
professor who was arrested in a hit-and-run accident. Both the homeless shop-
lifter and the hit-and-run professor may be isolated examples; neither seems all 
that typical.

The importance of an example must also be considered. An example may 
rarely occur yet still warrant our attention. Several years ago, for example, a stu-
dent speaker criticized the Food and Drug Administration for failing to adequately 

On Ratifying the Law of the Sea 
Convention

Senator Richard Lugar

Richard Lugar, a long-time Senator from Indiana and 
former Chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee, offers several specific examples of 
negative consequences if the United States fails to 
ratify the Convention. 

I would like to take a few minutes to thank you 
for your advocacy on behalf of the United Nations 
Convention on the Law of the Sea. Ratification of 
this treaty is vital to U.S. leadership in ocean policy. 
It has the support of the President, his Cabinet, the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, the Navy, the Coast Guard, the 
U.S. Commission on Oceans Policy, every major ocean 
industry, and a broad coalition of environmental groups.

Virtually the entire world has ratified the Law of 
the Sea Convention, which now serves as the accepted 
international basis for ocean laws and practices. The 
United States faces intensifying environmental, national 
security and economic costs if we continue to absent 
ourselves from the Law of the Sea. If we fail to ratify 

this treaty, we are allowing decisions that will affect 
our Navy, our ship operators, our off-shore industries, 
and other maritime interests to be made without U.S. 
representation. Our ability to claim exclusive right to 
our vast extended continental shelf will be seriously 
impeded, as will our ability to cooperate with other 
nations on ocean conservation issues. We will also be 
forced to rely on other nations to oppose excessive 
claims to Arctic territory by Russia and perhaps 
others. We will be dismissing more than a decade of 
impassioned advocacy from fleet commanders who have 
told us that U.S. participation in the Treaty will help 
them operate on the oceans more effectively and with 
less risk to the men and women they command. And we 
will not even be able to participate in the amendment 
process to this treaty, which is far more likely to impose 
new requirements on our Navy and ocean interests if 
the U.S. is absent from negotiations.

Source: http://lugar.senate.gov/energy/press/speech/garden.cfm 
(accessed March 14, 2012).
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monitor our food supply. She recalled a specific example of a boy who had died 
from Escherichia coli–related illnesses after consuming some prewashed, bagged 
spinach—a product sold in grocery stores around the nation. In this case, the ex-
ample was not typical; thousands of other people had consumed this spinach with 
no ill effects. Yet given the seriousness of the threat, the one example got people’s 
attention, and the speaker was able to strengthen her argument by noting that 
more than 100 other people had become sick from the bagged spinach, Again, the 
typical consumer may not have gotten ill from the product, but there were enough 
examples of serious, even fatal food-poisoning to warrant concern.

Although examples often provide a “human interest” angle on our topic, they 
are most compelling when used in tandem with other forms of evidence, such as 
statistics.

Statistics

Speakers commonly use statistics as supporting material. As they attempt to show 
that a policy or program has had a real impact, for example, speakers may offer 
statistics to demonstrate how many people signed up for the program or were af-
fected by the policy. They may also use statistics to make predictions about the 
future. When the executive director of a soup kitchen tells listeners, “We served 
nearly 80,000 meals last year—an increase of 16 percent over the year before,” he 
means to impress them with the growing need for funds. Statistics provide a nu-
merical method of handling large numbers of cases. When used appropriately, they 
provide some of the most compelling information available to public speakers.

Understanding Statistical Support Statistics offer a way of showing how some 
things are related to others. They may tell us about the typicality of an occurrence 
and thus validate our examples. In a speech addressing the problem of prison re-
form, for instance, a speaker noted the example of a young man who had been in 
and out of jail 63 times over the course of his life! This actual example was coupled 
with statistical information demonstrating the general problem of repeat offenders, 
or recidivism, which statistically has been on the rise.9

Statistics also may be used to show cause-and-effect relationships or at least 
correlations between certain phenomena. One student, in a speech addressing the 
problem of ozone depletion, used statistical information to argue that the thinning 
of the ozone layer corresponds to significant increases in skin cancer and cataracts. 
And correlations between smoking and serious health risks are so strong as to be 
viewed generally as cause and effect.

Statistical information can be helpful in pointing out trends over time. For ex-
ample, we can better appreciate how quickly and significantly unemployment has 
increased if we can see the rise over the last few years. If you wanted to argue that 
crime is becoming a more serious problem in suburban and rural areas, you need 
to produce the figures for the crime rate.

Finally, statistics can highlight or reinforce an important point you wish to 
make. This may be done by using a presentational aid to depict visually the most 
important figures. But when delivered effectively by the speaker, excellent statistics 
can have considerable impact on their own. A speaker urging her fellow students 
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to vote, for example, demonstrated that, although people in their age brackets were 
getting better at turning out to vote, they still lagged behind older voters:

There a lot of issues that are of special importance to us. People of our age are concerned 
about college tuition loan programs, jobs for new graduates, whether military service will 
lead to career opportunities or likely result in multiple tours of duty in dangerous places. 
We have good reasons to pay attention to who gets elected to lead our country. It’s true 
we’ve made some progress in getting involved. According to the latest U.S. Census Bureau 
statistics, in the presidential election of 2000, 28.4 percent of us between the ages 18 to 
20 voted, and 35.4 percent between 21 and 24 went to the polls. By 2008, those numbers 
had gone up to 41 percent and 46.6 percent. That’s the good news. Here’s the bad news: 
voters of every other age bracket voted by larger percentages than we did. When it comes 
to Congressional elections things are even worse. The election of 2010 was important 
since it replaced the party in power with its opposition and changed the political situation 
dramatically. How did we do in that election? 16.4 percent of the youngest voters and 22 
percent of 21- to 24-year-olds cast their ballots. Compare this with 51.1 percent of voters 
between 45 and 64 and 58.9 percent of those 65 and over. Given statistics like this, whose 
voices do you think politicians will listen to?

Statistics, then, are one important way of making ideas more understandable 
and believable. They should, however, be used responsibly by the speaker and 
viewed critically by the listener. You should never assume that a statistic always 
“proves” something conclusively. It is part of the total structure of evidence and 
should be considered in light of other supporting material.

Using Averages Reliably Statistics can sometimes be misleading. Average, for 
example, is a notoriously vague measure, even though it seems to give an air of 
statistical weight when it is used. Many people just assume that the words mean
and average are synonymous, but they are not.

Averages can be computed in different ways, such as by adding up a list of 
figures and dividing by the number of figures (the mean), by choosing the figure 
that occurs most often (the mode), or by choosing the figure that is the midpoint 
between the two extreme figures (the median). These three methods of computing 
an average may lead to quite different conclusions. The mean is the arithmetic 
average, but it is not necessarily the best or the preferred average to quote. If there 
are extreme scores in the distribution of numbers, the mean will reflect a greatly 
distorted version of the real central tendency.

Consider this example. A city council was holding an open meeting for public 
comment on the budget. An item in the budget was the salary for a new city man-
ager. A survey of seven nearby communities with city managers showed a range 
of salaries paid. One member of the council thought that an average salary would 
be appropriate and suggested the post be budgeted at $60,280. Another member 
thought this too low because he calculated the average at $65,000. When the dis-
cussion was opened for comment, one member of the audience complained that 
both council members’ figures were much too high. The “real” average, he asserted 
was $50,000. Technically, all of them were right because “average” is such an am-
biguous term. Table 7.1 shows how each average was determined.

Considering the difference in the two salaries at either extreme, the median 
may be the most sensible “average” in this case. But what is important when using 
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an “average” figure is that the speaker and listener both understand how such an 
average was determined and what the implications of different “averages” may be.

Descriptive versus Inferential Statistics Still other issues should be considered 
when using statistics or listening to speakers using statistics. First, most statistics 
quoted in speeches are inferential rather than descriptive; that is, they deal with 
probabilities rather than with observable facts. In inferential statistics, one general-
izes from a small group or sample to some larger population. For example, polls 
taken during an election campaign draw inferences about which candidates are 
leading particular races based on the opinions of a representative sample of vot-
ers. The same is true of exit polls that are often reported as soon as the polls close. 
When the votes actually come in and are all counted, however, the fact that one 
candidate got 51 percent of the vote and the other got 49 percent is a descriptive
statistic—it describes how the entire population actually voted.

Many times, speakers turn to inferential statistics because it is inconvenient 
or impossible to obtain descriptive data. Using inferential statistics is acceptable, 
however, so long as you recognize that whenever you generalize from a sample to a 
larger population, there is always some margin of error. That margin may be quite 
small, perhaps three or four percentage points.

But the potential for error is always there, and it may be magnified by a poorly 
designed sample or badly worded survey questions. Sometimes these statistics 
prove to be completely meaningless. In the 2011 Iowa Straw Poll, for example, 
Republican hopeful Michele Bachmann won 28 percent of the vote, followed 
closely by Ron Paul. This poll, however, was only useful for propaganda purposes 
because the sample was in no way representative. In the long run, Bachmann came 
in last in the actual Iowa caucuses and soon dropped out of the race. Ron Paul 
never came in first in any subsequent primary election. Whether an inferential sta-
tistic is sound depends not only on the size and representativeness of the sample 
but also on the techniques of measurement and other factors.

If you wanted to know how students at your college felt about a particular issue, 
you would need to gather the opinions of a cross section of the entire college, in-
cluding first-year and senior students, women and men, different ethnic and racial 
groups, and students representing different majors. In addition, if there were 10,000 
students on your campus, you would need a sample size in the hundreds, not just the 

TABLE 7.1

Differences among Averages

Individual salaries $ 74,000; 70,000; 67,000; 65,000; 
50,000; 50,000; 46,000

Total of all salaries: $ 422,000
Mean as “average” (total divided by 7) $ 60,280
Median as “average” (the salary in the middle) $ 65,000
Mode as “average” (occurs most frequently) $ 50,000
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opinions of five or ten of your friends. That is why most inferential statistics are col-
lected as part of formal surveys or large-scale research projects. Inferential statistics 
can be a powerful form of evidence, but it is critical that your statistics come from 
reputable sources using sound sampling and measurement techniques.

If you just wanted to survey your own public speaking class, of course, you could 
easily get a representative sample or even give a questionnaire to the entire class. In 
Chapter 4, we explained how you might design such a survey. If everyone in your 
class responded to your audience survey, you would obtain a descriptive statistic.

Thinking Critically about Statistics Sometimes speakers use statistics in ways 
that are confusing to listeners. The figures may be accurate, but interpretations of 
statistics can differ radically.

Statistics by themselves don’t always “prove” anything. In the spring of 2012, 
for example, various indicators pointed to an improvement in the economy. The 
Democrats pointed to these statistics as “proof” that the president’s recovery pro-
grams were working, while Republicans charged that they demonstrated that eco-
nomic growth was too slow, “proving” that the president’s programs had failed. In 
both cases, the statistics themselves didn’t necessarily “prove” a point; they were 
interpreted as supporting each party’s position.

Like other forms of evidence, statistics should be used only when they provide 
needed support. No speech should be “padded” with statistics simply because they 

HIGHLIGHTING EXAMPLES AND STATISTICS

Combining statistics with a striking example, Ralph 
W. Basham, commissioner of the U.S. Customs and 
Border Protection Agency, delivered a powerful 
speech to a symposium on human trafficking in 
Washington, DC, on September 9, 2008.

[Human] trafficking generates billions of dollars 
in profit each year and is one of the world’s fastest 
growing criminal activities. The State Department 
estimates that between 600,000 and 800,000 people 
are trafficked across borders each year. As many as 
17,000 right here in the United States. The majority 
are female. Most still children. Most—70 percent—
trafficked for sexual purposes. Men, women, and 
children from Eastern Europe, Latin America, Asia, 
and Africa, too, are trafficked for forced prostitution, 
forced labor, and domestic servitude.

Consider Irina’s story: Irina is a 16-year-old 
Russian high school student. She accepted a family 
friend’s offer of $500 to take a quick trip to the 
Middle East to bring back merchandise to sell. Irina 

received a passport, a tourist visa, and a plane ticket. 
When she had her documentation, the story changed. 
Irina was told she would be a waitress in a local café 
for $1,000 a month. Her parents were told that if she 
didn’t go, they would owe huge sums of money for the 
arrangements that had already been made. When she 
arrived, Irina found that she would not be a waitress, 
but a prostitute.

Her passport was taken away. She was threatened. 
Her life became a series of hotel rooms, madams, and 
clients. She tried to escape, but the madam claimed 
she had stolen money and the police sent her back. 
She was resold to another madam...and saddled with 
a huge debt for her misbehavior. The good news for 
Irina is that she was able to escape with the help of 
the Russian Embassy.

But not all are so lucky ...

Source: From W. Ralph Basham, “Keynote Remarks from 
CBP Commissioner W. Ralph Basham.” Published 2008 by 
CBP.gov.
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sound impressive. Moreover, too many statistics can overwhelm listeners. When 
you do use statistics, you may want to present some visual representation or sum-
mary of the statistics to help the audience comprehend them.

Every attempt should be made to present the statistics clearly and meaning-
fully. One student speaker, for example, dramatized the need for improved sanita-
tion at a global level when he said, “In human costs internationally, one child dies 
every 8 seconds from waterborne disease! ...[T]he human and economic costs are 
staggering.”10

It is often helpful to translate a statistic into more specific or more personal 
terms. Instead of saying that a new school will cost $7 million, you may point out 
that each taxpayer should expect a property tax increase of about $100 per year 
over a ten-year period. In this way, the audience can understand what the proposal 
would mean to them personally.

Finally, statistics change rapidly. Although all evidence should be as recent as pos-
sible, nothing is more useless than outdated statistics. Always gather statistical infor-
mation from the most current sources available and cite those sources in your speech.

In short, statistics must be approached cautiously. Both the speaker and the lis-
tener should carefully evaluate the place of statistics in the total pattern of evidence.

Testimony

Another way to support your ideas is to offer testimonial evidence. Whereas sta-
tistical evidence seems more “factual” or “objective,” testimony consists of the 
opinions, interpretations, or judgments of other people. There are three kinds of 
testimonial evidence: personal testimony, lay testimony, and expert testimony.

Personal Testimony Regardless of the kind of speech you are making, you are 
likely to offer your personal testimony from time to time. For many topics and in 
many speaking situations, this is entirely appropriate. We have pointed out in pre-
vious chapters that a speaker’s ethos or personal appeal can have a significant im-
pact on listeners. However, you should avoid overreliance on your own testimony 
to the exclusion of other kinds of support. Equally important, you need to ask 
yourself a fundamental question: To what extent am I perceived by my audience as 
being a credible source of information on this subject?

If you have high credibility with your listeners, then your personal views may 
be an extremely convincing source of support. If, for example, you were a campus 
police officer, you would be a credible source of testimony on the topic of campus 
safety. Similarly, a nonprofit leader may speak credibly about funding sources for 
new programs, or a college student may testify personally to the benefits of par-
ticipating in student organizations. In one classroom speech, a student used her 
personal experiences to emphasize the need for volunteers to help rebuild towns 
devastated by an outbreak of tornadoes:

This past March, I had the opportunity to travel to Southern Indiana, along with a group 
of other students from around the Midwest, to help rebuild homes and buildings that 
were destroyed or badly damaged by tornadoes. I’m sure you’re familiar with our school’s 
“Learning through Service” program, which takes place during Spring Break. For 8 days, 
I worked together with about two dozen students to help rebuild homes, schools, and 

Watch the Video
“Get Involved with Big
Brothers/Big Sisters” at
MyCommunicationLab
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hospitals. We stayed in trailers or nearby churches and spent a lot of time getting to know 
the residents of Washington County who had been displaced by the storms. Many worked 
side by side with us—whether on their own homes, the homes of strangers or neighbors, or 
on public buildings that would benefit the common good.

Although I’ve taken a lot of great courses during my three years of college, this was, by 
far, my most meaningful learning experience. I learned some basic skills—how to rebuild 
foundations, how to install siding, and even how to put on a roof that is unlikely to easily 
blow away. But far beyond that, I learned about community and caring and the wonderful 
resilience of the human spirit.

Personal testimony is not something you will use in all of your speeches. As a 
college student, you may not have direct experience or expertise on many topics 
that interest you. You may be interested in alternative energy sources, for example, 
but that does not make you an expert on the subject. In most cases, then, you will 
need to go beyond your own experiences and expertise and gather other kinds of 
testimonial evidence.

Lay Testimony Another kind of opinion evidence is lay testimony. Like personal 
testimony, lay testimony is based on firsthand experience—except in this instance, 
the experience is not your own. Nor is it the experience of an expert. Rather, lay 
testimony comes from ordinary women and men whose personal experiences make 
their testimony compelling.

Let us say, for example, that you wanted to encourage your classmates to be-
come involved in the kind of “Learning through Service” program described ear-
lier. While conducting your research, you may have discovered excellent statistics 
on the popularity of these kinds of programs. You may have learned that students 
who participate in these programs tend to be better students and that, on gradu-
ation, they are more likely to become engaged citizens in their communities. But 
beyond sharing such facts and statistics, you want to convey to your listeners the 
sorts of personal experiences they may have and how those experiences may im-
pact their thoughts and feelings. In other words, you want to humanize the topic. 
If you have not participated in such a program yourself, you will need to find lay 
testimony from other students who have direct experience with such programs.

How effective is lay testimony? Like other forms of evidence, it depends on 
how carefully you choose that testimony. Standing alone, lay testimony may be 
insufficient as evidence. But when used in tandem with other strong supporting 
material, it can be quite effective. In speaking about the economic recession, for ex-
ample, you may quote expert testimony from the chairman of the Federal Reserve, 
but you also may want to quote lay testimony from unemployed workers strug-
gling to pay their bills. Your sources of lay testimony may not have special educa-
tion or training that qualifies them to speak, but they should have direct, firsthand 
experience that gives them a unique perspective on your topic.

Expert Testimony One way to make your own speeches more persuasive is 
to borrow, in effect, the ethos of experts. Expert testimony is among the most 
frequently used types of evidence, particularly in speeches about complicated or 
highly technical issues. In such cases, we rely on those whom we regard as experts, 
or those who have some special education, training, or work-related experience 
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with the subject. In a speech on the Obama administration’s economic stimulus 
program, for example, you may quote expert testimony from the chairman of the 
Federal Reserve, Ben Bernanke, who asserted in a speech to the Economic Club of 
New York that “Americans can be confident that every resource is being brought 
to bear to address the current crisis: historical understanding, technical expertise, 
economic analysis, financial insight, and political leadership.” Or you may choose 
to quote the part of his speech in which he said, “We now have the tools we need to 
respond with the necessary force to meet these challenges. Although much work re-
mains and more difficulties surely lie ahead, I remain confident that the American 
economy, with its great intrinsic vitality and aided by the measures now available, 
will emerge from this period with renewed vigor.”11

In using expert testimony, you will need to decide whether you want to quote 
the exact words the expert used or whether it’s enough to simply paraphrase his or 
her ideas. If you plan to use the expert’s exact words, you may want to ensure ac-
curacy by writing them out on a note card that you will read while delivering your 
speech. You will also want to quote the expert’s exact words when those words 
seem especially compelling, eloquent, or memorable. If you wanted to encourage 
your listeners to get involved in their community, for example, you might want 
to use a famous quotation from cultural anthropologist Margaret Mead: “Never 
doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed people can change the world. 
Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.”

On other occasions, you may prefer to convey the basic sense of an expert’s 
argument or capture his or her ideas in your own words. In this case, you will 
name the expert and perhaps say something about his or her credentials, but you 
will only be paraphrasing the main ideas of the testimony. If you were addressing 
the issue of generational poverty, for example, you might paraphrase the words of 
an education expert by saying, “Long-time educator Ruby Payne has written two 
books that address the issue of generational poverty. In Bridges Out of Poverty,
she argues that the poor lack access to basic resources such as financial resources, 
emotional and spiritual resources, and basic support systems. She points out that 
most of us focus only on the financial aspect, but it is much more complicated 
than that.” You could then go on to offer concrete examples of these resources and 
explain how lacking such resources can keep people trapped in poverty. In para-
phrasing, of course, it is important to fairly and accurately represent the source’s 
views—never exaggerating or distorting.

Good expert testimony is often one of the best ways to demonstrate that you 
have done your research and know what you’re talking about. However, like all 
forms of evidence, expert testimony must be carefully chosen and critically evaluated.

Thinking Critically about Expert Testimony Both the ethical speaker and the 
critical listener need to evaluate expert testimony carefully. By raising questions 
about the source and the nature of testimony, we can determine whether it is wor-
thy of belief.

First, we need to ask whether our audience considers the source a reputable ex-
pert. Are your sources even known to your listeners? If not, you may need to iden-
tify them—and say something about their credentials—during the speech itself. 
Thus, you may introduce testimony from an expert on Social Security by saying, 
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“Professor Martin Wilson, a distinguished Harvard economist, has argued that 
Social Security is one generation away from complete failure.” On other occasions, 
your audience may recognize the name of your source but not know much about 
the person’s credentials, expertise, or experience with your topic. It never hurts to 
establish the ethos or credibility of your sources by saying something about why 
their testimony should be believed.

Sometimes speakers provide only vague references to their sources, saying, 
“Political analysts have noted that ...” or “One member of the New York City police 
department said that ...” In such cases, listeners have a right to be skeptical. “Political 
analysts” could mean respected political science professors or paid political “spin 
doctors.” The police officer may be the chief of police or some rookie cop. Critical 
listeners are unlikely to be impressed or persuaded by such ambiguous references.

Another important question that we should ask about testimony is: How timely 
is it? People’s views may change over time; even experts sometimes change their 
minds as the situation changes. Many members of both political parties, for example, 
initially supported authorizing President George W. Bush to use military force in 
Iraq following the 9/11 terrorist attacks. Over time, however, the costs of the war 
skyrocketed, international support waned, and the number of casualties grew—and 
many who at first supported the war changed their minds. Obviously, it is important 
to understand when and under what circumstances the testimony was given.

When using testimony, you should never misrepresent the context in which it 
was given. Unfortunately, this happens in political contests too often. In the GOP 
race for the 2012 presidential nomination, for example, Mitt Romney said, in the 
course of a speech, “I like to fire people.” Using that phrase was a political blunder 
pounced on by his opponents. But to be fair to the governor, the context made it 
clear that he was referring to dropping an insurance company that did not serve its 
customers well. Taken out of context, the phrase was used to paint Romney as cold-
hearted and mean. Whenever possible, we should take our testimony from those 
who have nothing to gain from their statements. One would expect the president of 
a pharmaceutical company to oppose policies that would hurt the industry’s prof-
its. Similarly, NASA officials could be expected to support increased government 
spending on space exploration. Although these people may be authorities in their 
fields, quoting them may not help your cause because they may be viewed as biased.

Finally, it is important to ask whether a source of testimony has relevant cre-
dentials. Unfortunately, we have been conditioned by advertising to accept testi-
mony from celebrities with little or no real knowledge about the products they 
endorse. We also have become accustomed to movie actors, athletes, and famous 
singers or musicians endorsing candidates for office or particular political causes. 
That is their right, of course, but that does not mean we should consider them 
experts. A famous tennis player may be a good source of testimony on the rules or 
the history of the game, but that does not mean that he or she knows more than 
you do about politics or social welfare policies. Although entertainers and sports 
figures have every right to their opinions, their celebrity does not qualify them as 
experts on social, political, or economic issues.

Prestige Testimony as Evidence On the other hand, it may sometimes be 
acceptable, even desirable, to quote a celebrity with high visibility. They may 
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not be “experts,” but prestige 
testimony can provide sup-
port for our argument if the 
source of that testimony is 
perceived as smart, dedi-
cated, well-educated, or  in-
spirational. Angelina Jolie, 
for example, has served as 
a Goodwill Ambassador to 
the United Nations Com-
missioner for Refugees, 
using her high public pro-
file to focus more attention 
on the plight of refugees 
throughout the world. The 
Church World Service, in 
presenting her with a hu-
manitarian award, cited her 
as one whose “work on be-

half of refugees has made her a role model of individual humanitarian action, an 
inspiration to people around the world, especially the young. She gives a voice to 
the often forgotten refugees and displaced persons whose lives have been torn by 
persecution and war. Her active concern brings the promise of hope.”12 Another 
example is CBS News former anchor Katie Couric, who used the death of her 
own husband from colon cancer as inspiration for a personal crusade to promote 
screening for the disease.

Whenever we use testimony, we have an ethical obligation to assure our 
listeners that we are quoting or paraphrasing accurately, that we are not taking 
the testimony out of context, and that the source of the testimony has the ex-
pertise or experience to speak authoritatively on the subject. Listeners are not 
always in a position to judge whether the testimony in a speech is sound, but 
the critical listener can look for signs that it is relevant, timely, and attributed 
to a credible source.

SUPPORTING IDEAS THROUGH COMPARISON

AND CONTRAST

Preview. One of the principal ways we learn is by comparison and contrast. We 
compare the unknown to the known. We look for similarities and differences be-
tween a new experience and an old one. We try to see ways in which new problems 
are similar to old problems that we have figured out how to solve.

Comparison and contrast are not evidence in the strictest sense of the word; 
technically, they are a form of reasoning focusing on similarities and differences. 
Used with various forms of evidence, however, comparison and contrast can pro-
vide strong support for our ideas and enhance the clarity or persuasiveness of our 
speeches.

Testimony by 
those whose expe-
rience and creden-
tials qualify them 
as experts can be 
especially effec-
tive in address-
ing important 
and complicated 
issues.

Under-
stand the 

ways in which 
comparisons 
and contrasts 
can support 
ideas.

7.2

Watch the Video
“Fear of Public Speaking” at
MyCommunicationLab
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Techniques of Comparison and Contrast

One of the most frequently used ways to make ideas more understandable or be-
lievable is by comparing or contrasting the old with the new, the known with the 
unknown, the familiar with the unfamiliar. New programs are better understood if 
we consider how they resemble or differ from the programs already in effect. New 
ideas may seem less “radical” if we show how they compare to ideas we’ve already 
had. If our audience is already familiar with a comparable policy, they may be less 
fearful or more comfortable with a new policy if we can show that it’s not all that 
different. In short, it helps people to understand something new or different if we 
can compare it to something old and familiar. Comparison and contrast can make 
people more at ease with the idea of change.

Comparisons are often used by speakers who want to make a difficult or ab-
stract concept more concrete and understandable to listeners. For example, we 
have all experienced traffic control firsthand. It is relatively easy to understand 
how a police officer at a sporting event controls the flow of traffic. She allows cer-
tain cars to make left-hand turns while oncoming traffic is halted. She might then 
let traffic proceed both ways or allow those in the right lane to merge right and so 
forth. In some ways, the management of traffic is like certain functions performed 
by the brain. By comparing information flow in the brain to traffic management, 
a speaker might help an audience visualize this much more complicated process.

One of the most striking uses of comparison to simplify a complicated idea 
occurred in the 1992 presidential campaign. Ross Perot, an independent candidate 
for president, hoped to refute Bill Clinton’s assertion that his success as Governor 
of Arkansas proved that he would make a great president. Perot countered this 
with the observation that such a claim was like comparing the successful manage-
ment of a mom-and-pop grocery store with managing Walmart.13

These comparisons take abstract ideas—how the brain functions, how difficult 
it is to run a country as big and as varied as the United States—and make them 
more understandable by identifying them with concrete, observable things with 
which we are familiar.

Whereas comparison focuses on similarities, contrast highlights differences. 
This can be a compelling form of support when you advocate an alternative to some 
idea or policy that generally is thought to have failed. Or you may use contrast to 
distinguish your own credentials or ideas from those of a competitor. During polit-
ical campaigns, for example, candidates frequently contrast themselves with their 
rivals for office. Note how the Republican candidates for the presidential nomina-
tion in 2012 contrasted their views on an important issue for Michigan voters on 
the eve of the primary in that state.

Thinking Critically about Comparison and Contrast

Although listeners may find comparison and contrast helpful and persuasive, the 
basis of comparison should be carefully considered.

Speakers and listeners should ask the same question: Are the people, events, 
places, or objects being compared actually comparable in essential ways? Some 
may be similar in obvious or superficial ways, but comparison on such bases could 
be misleading. Those who urge an American-style democracy for Iraq are accused 
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of setting up a false comparison because the histories, cultures, and values of the 
two countries are so different. On the other hand, proponents of the war in Iraq 
reject comparisons to the “quagmire” of the Vietnam war because the geopolitical 
contexts of the two wars are not at all comparable. So care must be exercised in 
using comparisons. Speakers and listeners should try to satisfy themselves that the 
things being compared are really similar in ways that are essential to the argument.

Sometimes speakers use a colorful analogy as a way of dramatizing a compari-
son or contrast they hope to emphasize. In addressing health care reform, the CEO 
of AARP, William Novelli, advanced the following bold comparison:

We might compare fixing our health-care system to wrestling an octopus: Two arms are 
hugging you, two arms are trying to strangle you, and God knows what the other four arms 
are doing. Every time you think you’re making headway, another arm reaches out and 
grabs you and pulls you back.

This octopus that is the American health-care system seems at times to have us by the 
arms, legs, and throat ...and the pocketbook. One reason that it seems to be an octopus 
rather than a Clydesdale, steadily pulling the wagon along, is that the system is not really a 
system at all, as many of you know so well.

As we try to grapple with one part of the octopus—say the affordability of prescription 
drugs—we find another tentacle threatening us, then another and another....The lack of 
health insurance, the need for more geriatric training in medical schools, the problems with 
long-term care. This octopus has more than eight arms.14

The critical listener would likely conclude that this comparison works well, 
so long as the octopus analogy does not unfairly exaggerate the seriousness of 
the challenge. If judged as fair and reasonable, the listener would also probably 
see Novelli’s comparison as reinforcing the complexity of the challenge Americans 
face—making it memorable and compelling.

FOCUS ON CIVIC ENGAGEMENT | Candidates’ Contrasting Views

Candidates in the 2012 Republican primary often faced 
issues on which they basically agreed, but sought to 
distinguish their views from those of their rivals. In 
a debate in Michigan, for example, all the candidates 
were on record as opposing the General Motors and 
Chrysler rescue by the government but sought to 
contrast their view with opposing candidates.

Rick Santorum depicted his position as consistent 
because he had also opposed support for financial 
institutions, while Mitt Romney supported the Wall 
Street bailout while opposing propping up the auto 
companies.

Romney argued that it would have been 
irresponsible to let banks collapse as Santorum 

would have done and that his idea of letting the 
companies go into a structured bankruptcy would 
still have saved the auto industry but would not have 
called for government funds to be used.

For his part, Ron Paul distanced himself from 
other candidates by simply declaring that all bailouts 
were bad and the government shouldn’t ever bail out 
anyone.

Source: The Detroit Free Press, “GOP Candidates Debate 
Government Loans to Auto Companies,” www.freep.com/
article/20120222/NEWS15/120222074/GOP-candidates-
debate-government-loans-auto-companies (accessed March 
18, 2012).

www.freep.com/article/20120222/NEWS15/120222074/GOP-candidates-debate-government-loans-auto-companies
www.freep.com/article/20120222/NEWS15/120222074/GOP-candidates-debate-government-loans-auto-companies
www.freep.com/article/20120222/NEWS15/120222074/GOP-candidates-debate-government-loans-auto-companies
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EVALUATING SUPPORTING MATERIAL

Preview. There are several criteria to use when evaluating the quality of your 
supporting material: accuracy, completeness, recency, source reliability, and appro-
priateness for your audience. There are also ethical considerations in testing your 
evidence. All evidence, regardless of type, should be carefully scrutinized.

Not all evidence is of equal quality. Simply collecting a great deal of information 
on a subject is not enough. As you read, talk with individuals, and ponder the 
information you have unearthed, you have the intellectual and ethical responsibil-
ity to carefully judge what should be included in your speech and what should be 
omitted. In discussing each form of supporting material earlier in the chapter, we 
explained that each type must be examined critically for its validity, appropriate-
ness, and ethical responsibility. Now we’ll consider some tests that may be applied 
to all forms of support.

Accuracy

Naturally, you want to use evidence that is true and accurate. Accurate informa-
tion is redundant and verifiable. You should be able to examine several indepen-
dent sources and discover essentially the same factual or statistical information. 
For instance, various sources should all pretty much agree on the number of 
teenage pregnancies in America each year, the amount of money spent on the space 
program, or the number of crimes committed in major U.S. cities. When serious 
inconsistencies occur, you should question the accuracy of your sources and con-
tinue your research until you feel confident that you have found the most accurate 
information available. One student, for example, gave a speech on the results of 
the war in Iraq. At one point, he asserted that an important accomplishment of 

Apply the 
criteria 

of accuracy, 
completeness, 
recency, source 
reliability, ap-
propriateness, 
and ethical in-
tegrity to evalu-
ate the quality 
of supporting 
material.

7.3

Beware of Wikipedia

Wikipedia is a free online encyclopedia that started in 
2001. Its content is written collaboratively by users 
around the globe.

j The site is called wiki, meaning that anyone with 
Web access can add to, correct, or amend it by 
clicking on an edit function.

j The site has millions of visitors every month, making 
it one of the most popular sites on the Internet.

j Because of the nature of the site, a sobering 
possibility for misinformation and vandalism exists.

j Already, political operatives have covertly 
rewritten—or defaced—candidates’ biographical 

entries to make their boss look good, or to make 
the opponent look ridiculous. Altering senators’ 
ages, entering highly personal information, and 
posting damaging “jokes” are just a few of the 
problematic practices that have surfaced.

j Experts in communication technology believe that 
the sheer size of Wikipedia and the huge number 
of entries make it impossible to monitor or police 
it in any effective way.

Source: “Wikipedia: An Online Encyclopedia Being Used for 
Political Tricks,” Bloomington (IN) Herald-Times, April 30, 
2006, D3.

HIGHLIGHTING SOURCE 
ACCURACY
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the war was the elimination of Iraq’s nuclear weapons. There were allegations that 
Iraq was developing nuclear weapons, and the student substantiated his contention 
with quotes and statistics from early on in the conflict. His inadequate research led 
him to make this completely inaccurate statement.

Completeness

You should also test your information for completeness. Although you cannot 
know all there is to know on a subject, the more thorough, complete, and well-
rounded your knowledge on your topic, the better your speech will be.

Completeness and accuracy are clearly related. As you check for accuracy, you 
will consult numerous sources, making your evidence more and more complete. 
The student referred to in the Highlighting Source Accuracy feature made inac-
curate statements because of incomplete research, failing to consult a wide variety 
of sources. Having complete information will also help you respond to questions 
after your speech.

Recency

Generally, you should strive to obtain the most recent information possible. If you 
are speaking about economic trends, consumer spending, the unemployment rate, 
or the financial stability of banks and insurance companies, you obviously will 
want to be armed with the most recent information available. Consider our earlier 
example of the student speaking on voting patterns of young people. Had she ar-
gued that young people were apathetic and cited the 2000 statistic that indicated 
only 28.4 percent of 18- to 20-year-olds voted, she would have presented a mis-
leading picture of how her peers voted in more recent elections. The recency of 
your information may not be so important when you are discussing other topics, 
such as a notorious historical character or an event that took place many years 
ago. As a general rule, however, it’s a good idea to look for the most recent evi-
dence available; the more recent your evidence, the better.

Advances in technology have made it easier than ever to find the most up-to-
date information on almost any topic. And because your listeners also have access 
to computer databases and other sources of up-to-date information, it is more im-
portant than ever that you, as a speaker, have the most recent information available.

Source Reliability

It is also important to assess the reliability of your sources of information. We have 
already addressed this concern, but we want to stress here that if you find an im-
pressive piece of testimony or a compelling statistic, you must ask yourself about 
the credibility of the magazine, newspaper, Web site, or other source in which the 
information appears.

Whenever you test the reliability of a source, you should ask: Is this source 
known to have some bias on the subject? Are they promoting a particular point-
of-view out of prejudice or self-interest? On energy conservation, for example, 

Watch the Video
“Wikipedia as a Primary
Source of Information” at
MyCommunicationLab
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evidence drawn from the petroleum industry is likely to reflect their interest in 
promoting more drilling. This may be a defensible position, but don’t rely on any 
one source that has a stake in the outcome of a debate. In general, if you have any 
reason to doubt a source’s objectivity, trustworthiness, or competence, it is best to 
look elsewhere for information.

Audience Appropriateness

Regardless of the quality of your evidence, it should not be used if it may be considered 
somehow inappropriate for a particular audience or situation. A human interest story 
or a personal narrative may be perfectly appropriate in a sermon or an after-dinner 
speech, but it may seem out of place in a technical report. Similarly, humorous anec-
dotes may be expected in a speech about a famous entertainer but be considered taste-
less when addressing a serious topic such as AIDS or child abuse. The type of speech 
you are giving, your topic, and your audience’s characteristics and values should all be 
considered as you reflect on the appropriateness of your supporting materials.

Ethical Considerations

In a sense, all the tests of evidence we have discussed raise ethical considerations. If 
you use evidence that you know to be inaccurate, incomplete, biased, or offensive to 
your audience, you have violated the ethical trust of your listeners. You have shown 
them that you do not have their best interests at heart. Sometimes speakers simply 
lose track of their ethical responsibilities. They want, more than anything, to get the 
audience to respond—to vote a particular way, to contribute to some cause, or to 
commit to some action. They want these things so badly that they use evidence in 
ways that they know to be unethical—perhaps quoting expert testimony out of con-
text, distorting statistics, or citing examples that they know are not typical.

Although anyone can make mistakes, you have an ethical obligation to scru-
tinize your own evidence carefully and to guard against the temptation to “get 
the job done” even if the audience is misled in the process. Civic responsibility 
demands a commitment to ethical public speaking.

Supporting Ideas with Evidence

7.1
  Identify and understand how to use the 
principal types of supporting evidence: 
facts, definitions, examples, statistics, 
and testimony.

j Even if your ideas have merit, they need to be 
developed and supported if they are to be under-
standable and believable to your listeners. Using 
good evidence is critical.

j Depending on the topic, you will want to use sev-
eral different types of evidence in your speech:
j Facts that are accurate and verifiable
j Definitions that are either informative or persuasive
j Actual or hypothetical examples that are typi-

cal, relevant, and important
j Statistics that accurately show how things are 

related and what trends have occurred over 
time

j Testimony that is timely and authoritative

SUMMARY

Listen to the Audio Chapter Summary at MyCommunicationLab

Study and Review materials for this chapter are at MyCommunicationLab
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Supporting Ideas through Comparison 
and Contrast

7.2
  Understand the ways in which 
comparisons and contrasts can support 
ideas.

j Comparisons and contrasts relate the 
unfamiliar to the familiar or simplify difficult 
concepts.

j People, events, places, or objects being 
compared must actually be comparable in 
essential ways.

Evaluating Supporting Material

7.3
  Apply the criteria of accuracy, 
completeness, recency, source reliability, 
appropriateness, and ethical integrity to 
evaluate the quality of supporting material.

j Regardless of the specific kind of supporting ma-
terial you use, you will want to do the following:

j Carefully consider its accuracy, completeness, 
and recency.

j Make sure it is appropriate to the audience and 
the situation and meets high ethical standards.

Supporting Ideas with Evidence

7.1
  Identify and understand how to use 
the principal types of supporting 
evidence: facts, definitions, examples, 
statistics, and testimony.

1. Why should public speakers use supporting material?
2. What are the major kinds of evidence that speak-

ers might use? Briefly define each.
3. How will you determine whether factual informa-

tion is of high quality?
4. Explain the difference between offering an infor-

mative definition and a persuasive one. Offer an 
example of each.

5. Compare and contrast the actual example with the 
hypothetical example. Which do you think is gen-
erally better to use in speech making? Why?

6. Describe how narratives can be especially effective 
as examples. Think of one narrative you might use 
with a speech topic of interest to you.

7. Contrast the three different kinds of averages—
mean, median, and mode. Under what circum-
stances might the mode or median be preferable to 
the mean as a measure of the true average?

8. Whenever you use statistical support in a speech, 
what criteria will you use to assess its effectiveness?

9. Under what circumstances might you choose to 
use personal testimony or lay testimony? How will 
you make sure you do so effectively?

10. If you were going to use expert testimony in a 
speech, what criteria would you use in choosing 
this kind of evidence?

11. Under what circumstances would you say prestige 
testimony is legitimate? When is it misleading or 
irrelevant?

Supporting Ideas through Comparison 
and Contrast

7.2
  Understand the ways in which 
comparisons and contrasts can 
support ideas.

12. How might comparisons or contrasts be compel-
ling as supporting material?

13. Give an example of a comparison you have used 
when trying to explain something to a friend.

14. Give an example of a contrast you might use in 
favoring one position over another.

Evaluating Supporting Material

7.3
  Apply the criteria of accuracy, 
completeness, recency, source 
reliability, appropriateness, and ethical 
integrity to evaluate the quality of 
supporting material.

15. What are some basic tests for evidence? Why are 
they important?

16. How do you determine whether or not you are 
making ethical decisions when choosing support-
ing material?

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW AND REFLECTION

Study and Review the Flashcards at MyCommunicationLab



Everyone has a story to tell, usually a horror story, about themselves or someone they know. 
About an outrageous medical bill. About not being able to afford health care. About being 
afraid of financial ruin due to illness or injury. I see it every day when I work in the ER at 
Bloomington Hospital, where I have worked the past 23 years.

Recently it was a young fellow who had torn his ACL, a knee ligament that doesn’t heal 
without surgery when it’s completely torn. Every time he steps wrong on his leg, the knee 
swells up and hurts for a week or two. The surgery would cost $15,000. He lost his job that 
had insurance and his new job doesn’t offer any coverage. There’s no way he can afford the 
surgery. He wants to have his life back, to be able to play softball, to be able to work, to be free 
of fear. He looked at me and asked, “What can I do, Doc? Do I have to keep re-injuring it until 
I’m completely crippled, go on welfare, and then finally get it fixed?” I had no answer for him. 
Maybe he can figure a way out of his predicament, and maybe he can’t. We have no answer in 
our current system.

You have seen the miserable statistics by now: 46 million people in this country, 860,000 in 
Indiana, and 15,000 just in Monroe County have no health insurance. The Institute of Medicine, 
part of the National Institutes of Health, estimates that 18,000 people a year die simply 
because they lack health insurance. That’s a September 11th catastrophe every two months, 
but we don’t see it.

People without insurance live sicker and die younger. And it’s a myth that there is a safety 
net. In the ER, I work in the safety net. The reason they call it a “net” is because it is full of 
holes.

Even if you have insurance, it may not be good enough to protect you. If you have Medicaid, 
it can be hard to find a doctor who will take you. More and more folks find themselves 
underinsured, with skimpy policies and very high deductibles. To make it worse, insurance 
companies have a way of canceling policies once you get sick or injured. The cost of insurance is 
rising much faster than wages or inflation. Small businesses find it harder and harder to cover 
their employees. The whole system is collapsing.

Here in Monroe County we have seen the community come together around a new 
entity to serve the uninsured, the Volunteers in Medicine Clinic, which will expand upon 
our current Community Health Access Program Clinic. We are making a significant effort 
to address the problems of the uninsured at the local level. We have formed a partnership 
between the hospital, physicians, and the community, with the support of government, 

DR. STONE BEGINS BY ES-
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Dr. Rob Stone is a strong advocate for universal health care. A dedicated activist, Dr. Stone meets with legislators, 
addresses rallies, and speaks frequently at local and state groups interested in the issue in order to promote the 
single-payer or “Medicare-for-all” plan. Dr. Stone routinely conducts extensive question-and-answer sessions 
following his speeches and encourages listeners to get more information at his organization’s Web site. The 
following is a basic version of the many talks he gives, including a presentation at the First United Methodist 
Church, Bloomington, Indiana, on April 16, 2009.

WHY WE NEED UNIVERSAL HEALTH INSURANCE

Robert Stone, M.D., Director, Hoosiers for a Commonsense Health Plan, State 
Coordinator, Indiana Chapter, Physicians for a National Health Program
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IF THE SOLUTIONS ARE

CONTESTED. IN ADDITION, 
DR. STONE TYPICALLY

ENLARGES ON THIS POINT
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AND STATISTICS WHEN AP-
PROPRIATE IN THE Q&A.
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business, and individuals that has proven potent and exhilarating. This is something that we 
can and will accomplish.

But we understand at the same time that there are larger, systemic problems we need to 
consider.

Hoosiers for a Commonsense Health Plan is an Indiana group of health care workers and 
other interested people working for universal health insurance in the state and at the national 
level. We urge citizens to get involved, educate themselves, and spread the word. It will take a 
grassroots effort and a lot of work. In Canada, their national system started in the province of 
Saskatchewan and then spread to the entire country. We want to push the Indiana legislature 
to solve this problem, and our congressional representatives in Washington as well.

There are so many problems we face that could be solved if we just had enough money. 
This isn’t one of them. We are already spending enough money on health care. In fact, in the 
U.S. we spend twice as much per capita as the other wealthy democracies, all of which cover 
everyone in their populations, and they have better heath statistics than we have, better life 
expectancy, better infant mortality, and so on. Our problem is that we spend too much money on 
overhead, inefficiency, and profit. Thirty-one percent of our health care dollars go to overhead, 
mostly to the private insurance companies. Have you heard how profitable WellPoint/Anthem 
in Indianapolis is? They have been reporting record earnings this year, and last year their 
CEO made $25 million. Many studies have shown that if we ran our system as efficiently as 
Medicare, we would have enough money to cover everyone and have money left over. Compare 
Medicare with for-profit WellPoint/Anthem. Medicare spends about 3.1 percent of the money it 
collects on overhead, while WellPoint spends closer to 19 percent. It’s not even close.

There are those who reject a single-payer system by labeling it “socialized medicine.” But 
it is not. A single-payer system is one where the government collects and distributes the money, 
but care is delivered in the private marketplace. Medicare is the classic single-payer system. It 
was “made in America” and will celebrate its 44th birthday July 30. The sticking point is not 
that Medicare-for-all is “socialized medicine,” but that it would essentially do away with the 
for-profit insurance as we know it. Congress recently heard from Wendell Potter, former head of 
corporate communications at Cigna.

He said: “I know from personal experience that members of Congress and the public have 
good reason to question the honesty and trustworthiness of the insurance industry. Insurers make 
promises they have no intention of keeping; they flout regulations designed to protect consumers; 
and they make it nearly impossible to understand—or even to obtain—information we need.”

Single-payer Medicare-for-all is the common-sense solution for our broken health care 
system. Call it Medicare Part E—E is for Everyone. Health care for all is an idea whose time 
has come. It is not a Democratic issue or a Republican issue. It is an idea to unite us, not divide 
us. This is the real national security issue. Go to our Web page, HCHP.info. Contact us, get 
involved, make your voice heard, make a difference!

Source: Reprinted by permission from Robert Stone, “Why We Need Universal Health Insurance” speech. 
Copyright © 2009 by Robert Stone.
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Organizing Your Speech

8
CHAPTER

OVERVIEW AND LEARNING OBJECTIVES

The Elements of Sound Organization

8.1
Explain how the quality of your ideas 
influences the strength of your speech’s 
organization.

How Patterns of Organization Connect 
Ideas

8.2
Describe basic organizational patterns 
you might use as you arrange your ideas 
strategically.

Guidelines for Organizing Your Speech

8.3
List and explain underlying principles 
of sound organization you will follow, 

regardless of the specific pattern you 
choose.

Transitions as Connectives

8.4
Describe different transitional devices 
you might use in creating a coherent 
presentation.

Introducing Your Speech

8.5
Identify the key components of a speech’s 
introduction.

Concluding Your Speech

8.6
List different ways of concluding a speech 
effectively.

Listen to the Audio Chapter at MyCommunicationLab
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Some speakers carefully select and focus their topics, have a clear purpose and 
thesis, seek out good supporting materials, and still fail to deliver a good 
speech. Part of their failure may be due to how they have organized their 

materials. This chapter is devoted to helping you understand how to organize your 
ideas in a way that will help you achieve your purpose.

THE ELEMENTS OF SOUND ORGANIZATION

Preview. Nearly everyone recognizes that a speech must have strong content 
and be delivered effectively. Yet what impact, if any, does the organization of 
those ideas and supporting materials have on the listeners’ response? Research 
and experience have shown that sound organization can have a significant effect 
on the audience’s willingness and ability to listen and their impressions of the 
speaker’s credibility.

Effective speakers organize their speeches carefully. They think about what to in-
clude and what to leave out. They do not introduce irrelevant or redundant in-
formation. The best speakers understand how much background to cover, which 
issues to address, and how best to allocate their limited time.

Good organization is important for many reasons. Well-organized speakers 
appear to be competent, focused, and knowledgeable. As a result, listeners perceive 
them as more credible.1 A clearly organized presentation also promotes learning 
and retention.2 Delivering a well-organized presentation is one of the best ways for 
you to show respect for your listeners. When you take the time and effort to orga-
nize your comments clearly and coherently, you show that you care about making 
yourself understood. No listener should have to struggle to understand a presenta-
tion that is disorganized or incoherent.3

The quality of your organization depends on the clarity and simplicity of your 
ideas, as well as their appropriateness to the particular situation and audience. A 
well-organized speech is clear, straightforward, and easily comprehended by your 
listeners.

Clarity of Ideas

To be clear, an idea must first be complete. Consider, for example, Amy, who wants 
to speak on reforming the way appropriations for pet projects (known as earmarks)
are inserted into legislation by members of Congress. In drafting an outline, she first 
clarified her specific purpose and thesis statement. These were clearly articulated and 
reflected the guidelines for such statements in Chapter 5. The draft read like this:

Specific purpose: I want my audience to agree that the process through which 
earmarking projects are selected significantly influences the nature and out-
comes of those initiatives.
Thesis statement: Earmarking can lead to positive outcomes when sound 
selection procedures are used.
Main Ideas

I. Earmark examples
II. Criticism of earmarks

Explain 
how the 

quality of your 
ideas influences 
the strength of 
your speech’s 
organization.

8.1
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III. How earmarks waste money
IV. Benefits of earmarks
V. Transparency and accountability

Although Amy’s specific purpose and thesis statement were clear, her main 
points were not. None of her ideas were in the form of a complete sentence; each was 
undeveloped and unclear. As a result, the main points were not easily distinguished 
and some even overlapped. The first idea was not a main idea at all, but rather one 
type of supporting material—examples—that she might use throughout the speech. 
Amy’s second point was too vague; her third point referred to one of several of the 
criticisms one might make of earmarks. Amy wanted to describe the potential risks 
and controversies of earmarking. At the same time, she sought to acknowledge that 
earmarks sometimes produce good results, providing funding for badly needed local 
projects. Ultimately, her goal was to advocate vigilance in the earmark vetting pro-
cess to control the abuses sometimes associated with the practice.

Thus, Amy ultimately decided on a problem-solution pattern of organization, 
identifying pros and cons, and then spelling out the specifics of a sound process for 
examining and choosing earmarks. Her new outline reflected this pattern:

I. The process and practice of adding earmarks to legislation in the U.S. 
Congress have long been controversial.
A. Some argue that earmarks waste taxpayer dollars, with many going to 

support trivial projects.
B. Others believe that legislators promote earmarks because of personal 

or political gain.4

C. Some have called for a permanent ban on the practice of earmarking.
D. Earmarks can lead to political corruption.

II. In spite of these concerns, earmarking can lead to a number of positive 
outcomes.
A. Projects financed through earmarking have revitalized communities, 

saved lives, and improved local economies.5

B. Earmarks are chosen by elected representatives—who presumably are 
close to their communities and know their legitimate needs and concerns.

C. The process of choosing projects to earmark can lead to bipartisan 
collaboration.

III. The key is creating a rigorous vetting process for earmarks.
A. Keep debates about earmarking open to public scrutiny and 

accountability.
B. Maintain current rules that require a written statement by the spon-

soring legislator(s) certifying that neither they nor their spouses have 
a financial interest in the proposed project.

C. Maintain vigilance and, if necessary, require additional disclosure or 
documentation as earmarking projects are debated and chosen.

Amy’s plan for the speech was now clear, with straightforward main ideas 
stated in complete sentences. Her subordinate ideas were also clear and coherent, 
and all that remained was for her to fill in the details with examples, testimony, 
and other forms of evidence.
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Simplicity of Ideas

Audiences must be able to understand your ideas if they are to respond positively. In 
addition to clarity, the simplicity of your main ideas is important. You want to state 
your ideas fully and accurately, yet in terms simple enough that your listeners can 
understand immediately and recall your main ideas pretty much word for word.

To achieve this ideal, ask yourself whether you have stated your ideas in the 
most basic ways possible. Avoid combining two or three ideas in one main point. 
Strive for a balance among your main points, so that you allocate approximately 
the same amount of time to each.

Some speakers try to include too much information or even a whole series of 
ideas within one main point. Meleia, for example, proposed the following speech:

Specific purpose: I want my audience to become more actively involved in 
politics.
Thesis statement: Political involvement leads to positive results.

She stated her first main idea like this:

I. People who take an interest in politics can have a practical impact, help 
restore idealism to the process, and learn valuable personal skills.

This main point tries to do too much. It is not a single idea. Instead, it is really 
two and perhaps even three interrelated ideas. Meleia needs to sort out the ideas 
and focus separately on each. A revised version of this outline might look like this:

I. There are practical benefits to society when more citizens participate in 
politics.

II. The political system itself also benefits from more citizen participation.
III. Individuals who participate in the political process gain valuable personal 

skills.

If Meleia can convince her audience that important benefits can be gained 
from participating in politics, then she will have achieved her purpose. To accom-
plish this, of course, she will have to take the next step and develop each of her 
ideas with supporting materials. She will need to enumerate the benefits that come 
from political participation, show that they are indeed beneficial, and make them 
real and compelling for her audience.

Simplicity, then, goes hand in hand with clarity as a basic characteristic of a 
well-stated main point. What seems simple and clear to one audience, however, 
may not seem that way to a different audience, so it is also important that you 
consider the situation and audience as you prepare your speech.

Suitability to the Situation

As we emphasized in Chapter 5, a speech is designed for a specific audience. A 
speech is also influenced by the occasion that prompts it and the setting in which it 
occurs. Thus, your ideas must not only be clear and simple but also appropriate for 
the particular audience and context.

The level of complexity of any idea will be significantly influenced by the audi-
ence’s relationship to the topic. If, for example, you wanted to address the threat 
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posed by the growing federal deficit, you might choose to introduce ideas that are 
highly technical, sophisticated, and complex if you were addressing a group of econ-
omists at a professional conference. If, on the other hand, you were speaking to your 
classmates, you would probably want to offer more basic information about the 
deficit, including background information and definitions of key terms. How techni-
cal or complex your discussion should be, then, depends on what the audience brings 
to the speech in terms of their background, experience, and expectations.

HOW PATTERNS OF ORGANIZATION CONNECT IDEAS

Preview. To make a set of ideas reasonable and coherent for your audience, you need 
to put the ideas together so that they relate to one another in some logical fashion. To 
do this, you will use such basic patterns of organization as chronological or sequential, 
spatial, categorical, climactic, cause-and-effect, problem-solution, and narrative.

When you have developed a good idea or series of ideas, you then face the job of ar-
ranging them in some order. It is important to recognize that most speeches can be 
organized in a variety of different ways. Your task is to choose the most appropriate 
organizational pattern for the particular topic and situation in which you are speaking.

There are several organizational patterns from which to choose, many of 
which we will explore further in later chapters. Here, however, we introduce sev-
eral of the most commonly used organizational patterns.

Chronological or Sequential Order

One commonly used pattern of arrangement is chronological order. You begin with a 
specific point in time and then move forward or backward, depending on the nature 
of the subject. Chronological order may be useful with a variety of topics, most nota-
bly those that deal with a process or a historical event. Thus, the development of the 
labor movement in the United States, the events that led up to the dissolution of the 
Soviet Union, or the evolution of the Tea Party as a national political force might all 
be appropriate subjects for chronological arrangement.

Here is how one student, providing an historical account of Nazi Germany, 
arranged his ideas in a chronological pattern:

Specific purpose: I want my audience to understand how the Nazis came to 
power in Germany.
Thesis statement: Nazism grew out of social and political unrest.

I. In 1919, the Treaty of Versailles created several serious problems for 
Germany.

II. Financial crises encouraged the National Socialists to attempt an unsuc-
cessful coup in Bavaria in 1923.

III. By 1930, the National Socialist Party had emerged as a major political 
party.

IV. The violent election campaign of 1933 brought the Nazi Party to power.

Similar to the chronological pattern is the sequential pattern, which you would 
use if you wanted your audience to understand some step-by-step procedure or 

Describe 
basic

organizational 
patterns you 
might use as 
you arrange 
your ideas 
strategically.

8.2

Explore the Concept
“Organization” at
MyCommunicationLab



186 CHAPTER 8 Organizing Your Speech

process. For instance, if you wanted listeners to understand the process involved 
in applying for government-subsidized housing, you could begin with the first step 
that the applicant takes and follow the process in order, step by step. You could 
similarly use a sequential pattern to help listeners understand how the Asian long-
horned beetle attacks and destroys trees, how terrorists make dirty bombs, or the 
steps involved in adopting a child.

Spatial Order

A second common pattern is spatial arrangement. With this pattern, you use space as 
your ordering principle. A speech explaining the architectural plans for a new library, 
a presentation describing major tourist attractions of a big city (as one travels from 
north to south), or a speech describing the most progressive, reform-oriented prisons 
in the United States may all be appropriate candidates for spatial organization.

The following is an example of how one student arranged ideas in a spatial
pattern determined by geography as he addressed the need for emergency pre-
paredness in the United States.

Specific purpose: I want my audience to recognize the serious natural disas-
ters that increasingly threaten all of our geographical regions.
Thesis statement: Natural disasters pose a growing threat throughout the 
United States.

I. Hurricanes threaten our coasts.
II. Wildfires threaten our woodlands.

III. Tornadoes threaten our Midwestern regions.
IV. Floods threaten low-lying areas along streams and lakes.

The student then went on to offer specific examples of each of these natural 
disasters, as well as illustrating how each has increased in frequency.

Categorical Order

Ideas can also be arranged in a pattern that emphasizes distinct topics—a 
categorical pattern. When you arrange your ideas categorically, you address types, 
forms, qualities, or aspects of the speech subject. For example, if you were giving 
a speech on the benefits of higher education, you could develop ideas related to 
the intellectual, social, or economic advantages of education. Similarly, you might 
discuss teen pregnancy in terms of those most at risk or prison reform in terms of 
different models that have been tried.

In the example that follows, the executive director of a small nonprofit agency 
arranged his ideas categorically as he described the agency’s major funding sources 
to his board of directors:

Specific purpose: I want my audience to understand the main revenue sources 
that have supported our agency over the past five years.
Thesis statement: Individual donors have provided the vast majority of the 
financial support that has enabled our agency to exist and thrive.

I. Over the past five years, individual donations have accounted for 
65 percent of our total revenue.

Watch the Video
“Roommates” at
MyCommunicationLab
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II. Faith communities have provided slightly less than 15 percent.
III. Grants from foundations and government agencies have averaged 

18 percent.
IV. Businesses have provided only about 2–3 percent.

Under each category, the director developed his remarks by elaborating on the 
demographics of the individual donors category (e.g., their age, occupation, gender, 
etc.). He gave specific examples of faith communities most involved with support-
ing the agency and then commented on the funding cycles, restrictions, and stability 
of each granting agency with an eye toward future funding. He concluded by ex-
ploring possible reasons for underfunding by the business community. This pattern 
and the other patterns described so far are especially well suited for organizing 
informative speeches.

Climactic Order

Another way of arranging ideas is to use a climactic pattern, or a sequence that goes 
from simple to difficult, from least important to most important, or from emotionally 
neutral to emotionally intense. When the climactic order reflects audience needs and 
priorities, it can be an especially effective way to arrange ideas if the goal is to gain 
audience agreement or action. As you assess your ideas or arguments, you would then 
arrange them to build up to your strongest argument or most compelling idea.

Like a playwright, a speaker may wish to build on the listeners’ interests 
and concerns until a climactic moment is reached. If, for example, you were ad-
dressing an audience with a strong concern for ethics, you might talk about a 
solution to a community problem in terms of its affordability and its benefits to 
the community, concluding with the moral imperative to act. The following is an 
example of ideas patterned climactically, from least to most important, with ris-
ing emotional intensity:

Specific purpose: I want my audience to agree that the United States needs a 
central food inspection agency.
Thesis statement: The United States should create a central food inspection 
agency.

I. Oversight by a central agency would yield economic advantages.
II. Oversight by a central agency would curb food-borne illnesses.

III. Oversight by a central agency would save lives.

The climactic pattern is most often used in persuasive speeches. By using this pat-
tern, the speaker hopes that audiences will remember and be moved by the last 
thing they hear.

Causal Order

Ideas can be arranged in an order that leads from cause to effect or from effect 
to cause. This causal pattern is useful for speakers who want an audience to un-
derstand how an idea or event has unfolded or for speakers who want to suggest 
changes in a chain of relationships that will bring more desirable outcomes. If, for 
example, you wanted your audience to understand why type 2 diabetes is on the 
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rise, you could arrange your 
ideas so that they would show 
the relationship between the 
disease and the contributing 
factors (unhealthy diet, lack 
of exercise). You could also 
use cause-and-effect order 
to discuss such topics as the 
causes of ozone depletion, 
the effects of gang activities 
on communities, or the eco-
nomic factors that typically 
lead to a recession.

The following is an ex-
ample of ideas arranged in 
a causal pattern. Here the 
president of a neighborhood 

association argued that the lack of traffic lights and signs produced harmful results 
and urged the city council to take action.

Specific purpose: I want council members to agree that a better system of 
traffic lights and signs is needed in this community.
Thesis statement: The present system of traffic control is inconvenient and 
dangerous.

I. Effect: Pedestrians, young and old alike, have been struck and killed at 
unguarded crossings.

II. Effect: At the main mall entrance, several accidents have resulted when 
oncoming traffic has failed to stop for the red light.

III. Effect: Traffic jams causing long delays occur every weekday during rush 
hours.

IV. Cause: The real culprit contributing to this safety hazard is poor traffic 
control procedures.

When using causal arrangement, keep in mind that a chronological relation-
ship does not necessarily equal a causal relationship. One event following another 
may represent chance as easily as cause. In addition, whenever you look at a given 
effect to seek its causes, you must guard against oversimplification. Identifying a 
single cause for a complex problem is usually unrealistic. Finally, sometimes cause-
and-effect order is incorporated into a problem-solution pattern. Within the struc-
ture of a problem-solution speech, you will analyze the problem (effect) in terms 
of contributing causes, and then go on to propose solutions. The speaker who 
advances solutions is clearly speaking persuasively, but informative speakers may 
also occasionally use a causal pattern (see Chapter 13).

Problem-Solution Patterns

The problem-solution pattern is most common in persuasive or political speeches. 
In such a speech, you might identify an important problem, then propose a solution 
that you hope the audience will endorse. You might use this approach in proposing 
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solutions to such problems as credit card fraud, the rise in eating disorders among 
college students, or the unregulated selling of drugs over the Internet.

Reflective Thinking Sequence The traditional problem-solution pattern is based 
on educational philosopher John Dewey’s Reflective Thinking Sequence6 and typi-
cally addresses these questions:

1. How shall we define and limit the problem?
2. What are the causes and extent of the problem?
3. What are the effects of the problem? Who has been hurt?
4. What are the criteria by which solutions should be judged?
5. What are the possible solutions and the relative strengths and weaknesses of 

each?
6. What is the best solution?
7. How can we put it into effect?

Depending on the problem and the audience’s prior knowledge, you might spend 
more or less time discussing the nature of the problem and its contributing causes. In 
situations where the audience is well versed on the problem, you might only briefly 
describe it and spend most of your speaking time exploring viable solutions.

The following is an example of ideas from a student speech that employs a 
problem-solution pattern:

Specific purpose: I want my audience to join in the effort to stop deforestation.
Thesis statement: Deforestation must be stopped before its adverse effects 
make the world unfit for future generations.

I. Problem (causes): Deforestation has accelerated in recent years for a vari-
ety of reasons.
A. One cause of deforestation is agriculture, which clears forests for 

farming.
B. Another cause is cattle ranching, which needs land for grazing.
C. In developing countries, people still cut down large numbers of trees 

for shelter and firewood.
D. In general, overpopulation drives new development that threatens our 

remaining forests.
II. Problem (effects): The effects of deforestation are often devastating.

A. With more than 50 percent of the world’s plants and animals liv-
ing in 7 percent of the world’s forests, most of them are headed for 
extinction—thus significantly decreasing biodiversity.

B. Deforestation also leads to serious erosion and flooding.
C. Some experts argue that perhaps the most serious effect of deforesta-

tion is global warming.
III. Criteria for solutions: The solutions may be weighed against such criteria 

as feasibility, affordability, and fairness.
IV. Possible solutions: We can take a number of actions to help end 

deforestation.
A. We can support reforestation legislation, which would prohibit clear-

cutting in designated areas and allow trees to grow back naturally.
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B. We can tackle population control—by educating developing countries 
concerning birth control and acting responsibly in building our own 
families.

C. We can inform others about the problem while setting a good exam-
ple by not wasting paper and other forest products.

V. Best course of action: In this case, all three solutions are interrelated, and 
all should be pursued. Some actions are personal and immediate; others 
are more long-range and deal with developing new policies and educa-
tional outreach.

The Motivated Sequence as a Special Problem-Solution Pattern One specific 
approach to organizing a problem-solution speech is the motivated sequence.7 This 
pattern is organized around five steps:

1. Arouse: Capture the audience’s attention and focus on the problem.
2. Dissatisfy: Make listeners understand that this is a serious problem that needs 

their attention and action.
3. Gratify: Reveal the solution to the problem, and assure listeners that it is 

within their power to remedy the situation.
4. Visualize: Show listeners exactly how much they can improve the situation.
5. Move: Appeal to the audience to take a specific action.

The motivated sequence is best suited to topics with emotional as well as logi-
cal appeal. It may work best in a speech on the need for safe housing for domestic 
abuse victims, or on reducing the practice of euthanizing shelter animals, or on cre-
ating after-school programs for at-risk teens. The motivated sequence allows you 
to engage the audience’s emotions and urge them to act. It addresses the problem 
and the solution, but it concludes with an appeal designed to motivate the audi-
ence to act. Above all, it aims to convince the audience that they have the power
to act, and it helps them visualize how they can address the problem in specific 
ways. Visualizing the outcomes as you conclude the speech can be especially mov-
ing. Your own passion and commitment, an awareness of the audience’s needs and 
values, and a thorough understanding of the details of your solution are central to 
the effective use of this problem-solution pattern.

Narrative Patterns

Because of cultural background or personal preference, some speakers may prefer 
to use less direct and more organic patterns of organization.8 For instance, a speech 
may be organized around telling one or more stories, using a narrative pattern.
Rhetorical scholar Walter Fisher points out that the most compelling narratives are 
coherent, rather than scattered or fragmented.9 The speaker may begin by introduc-
ing a theme, such as the idea that the best government leaders are highly ethical. 
Then, the speaker would share various stories to illustrate and reinforce the speech’s 
thesis. Or, he or she might pay tribute to a single person by sharing an extended nar-
rative of the person’s life. The speech is a continuous narrative with various internal 
stories drawn out and emphasized. Each would relate to an overarching theme, 
perhaps by demonstrating how the person being honored lived a courageous life. 
Narratives should also possess what Fisher calls fidelity—that is, they must “ring 
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On November 2, 2006, Amanda Cunningham spoke 
at a Habitat for Humanity fund-raising breakfast. 
In her moving speech, she shares the story of her 
parents’ courage and determination and reveals how 
they qualified to become Habitat homeowners. Using 
a narrative pattern, this speech also functions as a 
tribute to Amanda’s parents and offers testimonial 
evidence of the impact of Habitat for Humanity on 
the lives of real people.

My name is Amanda Cunningham. I am a student 
at Ivy Tech. My parents, Mark and Kim Cunningham, 
and I are a Habitat for Humanity partner family. Let 
me tell you a little bit about us. My parents were high 
school sweethearts and have been married for 24 
years now. My dad was laid off from Otis Elevator 
in 1991 and decided to accept a job offer in Florida 
to support our family. At the age of 29, two years 
after moving to Florida, my dad was diagnosed with a 
rare type of cancer in his sinus cavity. The news from 
the doctors was not good; they gave my dad a small 
chance of survival.

After months and months of radiation treatments, 
the tumor had decreased in size. My brother and 
I were so young that we do not remember our dad 
being anything but sick. I remember him coming home 
from his radiation treatments being so tired that he 
would just fall asleep on the sofa. I watched him have 
seizures and feed himself through a tube in his nose.

My dad got very sick, but my mom stood beside 
him, never once giving up. Mom was not only trying 
to keep her and Dad’s spirits up, but she was also 
trying to raise two small children and work her job. 
She ended up working long hours, seven days a week. 
My dad went through treatments for cancer the entire 
time we were in Florida. After six years there, we 
decided to move home to Indiana. We did not know 
whether the cancer was gone or not.

My dad is now 43 years old. The cancer has been 
in remission for 14 years, and he has completed 
college. The years of treatments have left him cancer-
free, but his health is not perfect. The effects from 

the radiation treatments have been significant. Dad is 
now speech, hearing and visually impaired, and is fed 
through a tube in his stomach. His immune system is 
not as strong as all of ours, and we are not ever sure 
if or when he will end up sick and in the hospital.

My parents are the strongest people I will ever 
know. Their strength is not only an inspiration to 
my brother and me, but has also given us a solid 
foundation for our lives. There are heroes left in this 
world, and I count my parents among them. Giving up 
has never been an option for our family. Whenever a 
door closed on my parents, they continued to search 
for one that was open.

The trailer we live in is cold. It has no insulation 
and drafty windows and doors. The roof leaks and we 
have to be careful where we walk because the floor 
is giving way. It has been our home for the last seven 
years, and we have been looking for any opportunity 
to get into a better situation.

That opportunity was provided by Habitat 
for Humanity. Our family has never been looking 
for a handout, but rather a hand up. Habitat for 
Humanity offered us more than the opportunity for 
a place to live. It offered us an opportunity to help 
ourselves. Finally, my parents will have a home to 
call their own. You cannot imagine how it feels to 
know that my parents are going to have a home 
again. I speak for everyone in my family when I say 
that Habitat for Humanity of Monroe County is a 
blessing.

As blessings go, the best of blessings are those that 
bless others as well. We know as a family that being 
part of Habitat for Humanity is being part of a bigger 
family that offers hope for more families that need a 
window of opportunity like us. We can’t wait to start 
building our home with Habitat this spring!

Now, I would like to introduce you to my parents: 
Mark and Kim Cunningham.

Source: Reprinted by permission from Amanda Cunningham, 
“Habitat: Our Window.” Copyright © 2006 by Amanda 
Cunningham.

Amanda Shares Her Family’s Journey Using 
a Narrative Pattern

FOCUS ON CIVIC
ENGAGEMENT
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true” with the stories that listeners know to be true in their own lives.10 For exam-
ple, a speaker might explore the meaning of courage by sharing a series of stories of 
courageous acts. While those acts might be admirable and unusual, they must also 
seem plausible to the audience if they are to “ring true.”

If the speaker wants to build in a sense of drama or climax within a narrative 
pattern, he or she may choose to use a spiraling narrative. For instance, the speaker 
might give a speech of tribute by sharing stories that build in intensity. A person’s 
simple acts of courage might be shared first, moving to more unusual acts, and 
perhaps culminating with uncommon acts of valor. Again, each would be united by 
the general theme. When delivered effectively, narrative patterns can contribute to 
a powerful, engaging presentation.

This list of organizational patterns is not exhaustive, but it does include the 
principal ways in which you can arrange your ideas. Some patterns of organization 
work best with informative speeches, whereas others work better with persuasive 
speeches. And some topics lend themselves to a chronological or a spatial pattern 
of organization better than others. In the final analysis, however, it is important to 
recognize that there is never just one “correct” way to organize a given speech. As 
you prepare your speech, you may experiment with various ways of arranging your 
ideas until you come upon the organizational pattern that seems to work best.

GUIDELINES FOR ORGANIZING YOUR SPEECH

Preview. Regardless of the particular pattern of organization you choose, you 
will want to keep in mind some basic guidelines. It is important to view the choice 
of an organizational pattern as a strategic decision. At the same time, you will want 
to consider issues of balance, the number of main ideas to include in your speech, 
and where to place your strongest, most compelling ideas and information.

Given the wide variety of organizational patterns from which you can choose, you 
should keep a few general principles in mind. Select your organizational pattern 
carefully.

Making the Pattern a Strategic Choice

The way you present your ideas and information should be strategic, designed to 
enhance the chance that you will elicit the audience response you are seeking. If 
you are talking to an audience about a problem that is quite complicated or one 
with which they have little knowledge or experience, you will want to devote a 
good portion of your speech to educating your listeners. A good organizational 
strategy in this case may be a traditional problem-solution pattern—one in which 
you devote substantial time to defining and exploring the problem and its causes 
and effects before moving on to propose possible solutions.

Developing Main Ideas with a Concern for Symmetry

Second, give some thought to symmetry or balance. If the idea you are addressing is 
one of your speech’s main points, then you will want to explore it thoroughly and 
offer a well-developed, substantive treatment. Sometimes you may be discussing an 
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idea that is particularly controversial or complex, so you may need to devote a bit 
more time to it. In general, however, you should advance the main ideas of your 
speech in a balanced way, giving each one the emphasis it deserves so that your 
listeners will understand, recall, and hopefully be moved by what you are saying.

Determining the Number of Main Ideas

Sometimes speakers have questions about how many main ideas they can convey in 
a single speech. In doing research on an engaging topic, the speaker may be tempted 
to cover a long list of key points. But including too many main ideas may result in the 
inadequate development of each. To some extent, the time allowed for the speech will 
influence how many main ideas can be fully developed. If you are delivering a six- to 
eight-minute speech (as is common in the classroom), you may be hard-pressed to 
cover more than two or three main points adequately. A twenty-minute presentation 
(perhaps in a community setting) may allow you to advance a larger number of main 
ideas (usually no more than five). But there are two constraints to keep in mind. First, 
many listeners cannot absorb a large number of main ideas during a single presenta-
tion. In addition, a well-formulated specific purpose statement should limit and focus 
the speech. You can test each idea you are considering by asking whether it advances 
your speech’s specific purpose. If it does not, you will want to eliminate it.

Choosing the Placement of Main Ideas

Finally, be aware of primacy and recency effects. Although researchers do not agree 
on whether arguments are more memorable and persuasive if they are placed first 
(primacy) or last (recency), they do agree that those two positions are the most 
powerful—and that information or arguments embedded in the middle of a mes-
sage are less likely to be as memorable or have as much impact on listeners.11 In 
most instances, then, you will want to lead with and conclude with information 
and ideas that are especially crucial to the case you are making.

TRANSITIONS AS CONNECTIVES

Preview. Transitions add clarity and smoothness to a speech. Without strong 
transitions, even a well-organized speech may strike listeners as confusing or disor-
ganized. When crafted well, transitions can contribute significantly to the impact of 
the speaker’s overall message.

As a responsible speaker, you need to help the audience see the relationships among 
your ideas. Once you have drafted your speech, you must consider how you will 
progress from one idea to another so that listeners can see the connections.

A transition is a bridge that connects one idea to another. Listeners cannot be 
expected to pay complete attention to the speaker, nor can they be expected to un-
derstand the sequence of ideas and information as clearly as the speaker does. You 
must alert your listeners to a new idea about to be introduced and help them see 
how it relates to your overall message.

As structural elements, transitions are small but mighty. They are, perhaps, 
the most unappreciated and underused components of effective speech making. 
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A transition links one major idea with another in a speech, showing their relation-
ship to each other. However, a transition does more than show how an idea fits 
into a speech. It also reinforces an idea that a speaker wishes to share. Transitions 
often provide a quick glance back at the idea just discussed and then a quick look 
forward to the next main idea. A transition, then, may function as a miniature 
review and preview of ideas, reinforcing key ideas in the speech.12 For example, a 
speaker identifying factors that have contributed to the rise in rates of type 2 dia-
betes may make the following two points:

I. Poor dietary choices have contributed to the rise of type 2 diabetes.
II. Sedentary lifestyles have contributed to the rise of type 2 diabetes.

A transition that bridges the two, simultaneously reinforcing the ideas, could be as 
follows:
Not only does a poor diet make developing type 2 diabetes more likely, so does a 
lack of exercise.

Sometimes, in longer, more intricately developed speeches, this reviewing and 
previewing should be done more extensively. When this is the case, the speaker can 
rely on an internal preview or an internal summary, both of which are extended 
transitions.

Internal Previews

When moving from one idea to the next, you can give your audience a brief 
internal preview of the point you are about to make to help focus listeners’ at-
tention on what’s to come. For example, suppose a speaker has just discussed this 
point: “Pollution of air and water in this community has direct consequences for 
your health.” The next main idea he plans to take up is the following: “Pollution 
effects can drastically alter the standard of living in this country.” To transition into 
this second point, he might combine a simple restatement of the first idea with an 
internal preview in this way:

Pollution, then, can cost you (and those you love) your health. But its effects are even 
more far-reaching. If pollution isn’t controlled now, drastic steps will have to be taken that 
will impact the way we live every day. Let us consider now the ways in which our standard 
of living is at risk because of pollution.

You may benefit from using an internal preview when you want to set the stage 
for a particular portion of your speech, perhaps by explaining why you will focus on 
the programs you have chosen. Suppose, for example, you have been addressing the 
problems with public education in the United States, with a particular focus on young 
children from low-income families. Now, you want to explore programs in your com-
munity that represent “best practices” in after-school programming for these children. 
To transition into this portion of your speech, you might say the following:

Our community is filled with many interesting after-school programs for children. But 
three in particular have recently won awards for their excellence and creativity: the Boys 
and Girls Club After-Hours Program, the Girls, Inc. Leadership Program, and the Mother 
Hubbard’s Cupboard Growing Food for Healthy Bodies Program. In the time that remains, 
I would like to focus on each of these programs and explore how they have truly enriched 
the lives of our children.

Explore the Concept
“Connecting to
Key Ideas” at
MyCommunicationLab
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Internal Summaries

Sometimes, getting from one idea to another has to be more elaborate because the 
material is complex. In these cases, you may use an internal summary, briefly going 
over the information covered so far before moving on to the next point. A speaker 
who is advocating for green burials as an alternative to traditional funerals, for 
example, used an internal summary in her transition:

As you can see, green burials are a growing trend in many parts of the United States, with 
certified green cemeteries in over forty states. We’ve seen how green burials help protect 
the environment and ecology by reducing the use of toxic chemicals, nonbiodegradable ma-
terials, and fossil fuels. We’ve seen pictures of peaceful green burial sites that are typically 
planted with natural grasses and wildflowers that require little or no maintenance. Now 
let’s look at two other advantages of green burials: affordability and family members’ feel-
ings of involvement as they participate in laying their loved ones to rest.13

This kind of transition—a short summary of what has been said—helps keep 
the audience mentally on track. It also reinforces key ideas.

Sometimes internal summaries can be brief phrases embedded in new ideas. 
This is how one speaker used transitions to develop her first main idea in a speech 
on poverty and dental health:

I. Poor people with impaired dental health confront a variety of problems.
A. Their general health can be at risk (including heart disease).
B. Not only can poor dental health lead to other serious health consequences,

it also adversely influences the individual’s ability to get a job.
C. In addition to basic health and employment problems, those with poor 

dental health often find it challenging to establish meaningful relation-
ships with others in their daily lives.

These sample transitions illustrate how words and phrases can help listeners 
process information and ideas as they are advanced by the speaker.

Signposts

In some instances, you may merely want to provide verbal markers to alert your 
audience to the fact that you are moving from one idea to another by enumer-
ating each point or by signaling the next point to be made. If so, you can rely 
on what are known as signposts. You may, for example, tell your listeners that 
you have three good reasons for asking them to sign up for the Big Brothers/
Big Sisters program. You may simply say: “The second reason for you to sign up 
now is that the need is so urgent in our community.” As you move into the third 
reason, you may go on to say: “A final reason for volunteering is that you will 
derive great satisfaction from knowing you have really made a difference in a 
child’s life.”

Other signposts include words such as next, another, and finally. Here are 
some examples:

“The next good reason is .. .”
“Another reason you should sign up is .. .”
“Finally, you should join now because ...”

Watch the Video
“The Process of
Developing a Speech:
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Rhetorical Questions

A speaker can also use rhetorical questions to highlight movement and assist flow, with 
the added benefit of encouraging listeners’ involvement. Rhetorical questions stimulate 
thought and interest without seeking an oral response. Suppose a speaker has been 
discussing the need for a Volunteers in Medicine clinic in her community. She has de-
scribed the medical services currently available in the area. As she moves on to address 
the issue of those who fall through the cracks of the present system, she asks, But what 
happens if you have no health insurance? Who will take care of you when you are sick?

These rhetorical questions should engage listeners’ emotions and make them 
eager to hear what the speaker has to say. They should also encourage movement 
in the minds of the audience, allowing the speaker to focus their attention on the 
community’s real need for a VIM clinic.

Taken together, these transitional devices help listeners make the right connec-
tions and follow the progression of ideas in your speech. In addition, transitions 
reinforce ideas and encourage listener involvement.

So far in the chapter, we have discussed organizational principles and ap-
proaches that largely apply to the way you will arrange the main ideas in the body 
of your speech. Now we turn our attention to how you will begin your speech. 
The effectiveness of your speech’s introduction will likely influence the audience’s 
frame of mind as you move into the presentation of your main ideas.

INTRODUCING YOUR SPEECH

Preview. Although speech introductions may be structured in different ways, the 
most effective introductions establish common ground with the audience, capture 
and hold the listeners’ attention, stress the relevance of your topic, establish your 
credibility as a speaker, clarify your purpose, and provide a preview of your ideas.

No matter which organizational pattern you follow, you will need to introduce 
your speech in an effective way. It is not enough to say, “Today I am going to talk 
with you about why the community needs a free health clinic.” Hardly any listener 
will be riveted by that. Instead, the introduction needs to be structured so that au-
dience members want to listen to your speech, view you as a credible source, and 
have some idea of your speech’s purpose and main ideas.

Establish Common Ground

Many speakers seek to establish common ground with listeners as they begin to 
speak. Audiences tend to listen to speakers with whom they share common experi-
ences, problems, or goals. For example, when giving a speech on student loans in a 
class with several other working students, Yuko began her speech this way:

When I get to this class at 8:00 A.M., I have had four hours’ sleep. I work full-time as a 
waitress at Nick’s and do not get home until about 2:00 A.M. Like many of you, I need to 
work to support myself while going to school. Some of you have full-time jobs and some 
are part-timers. Some of you also have families to care for as well as working and going to 
school. And I know that at least one of you is also a single parent. For us, getting an edu-
cation and making ends meet is not easy.
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In speaking contexts outside the classroom, the speaker may also want to 
emphasize similarities between himself or herself and the audience. Perhaps the 
speaker is perceived as someone whose life experiences have differed significantly 
from those of the audience. In this case, establishing common ground with lis-
teners creates a sense of “we-ness” that invites the audience to listen. In 1993, 
President Bill Clinton addressed the convention of the Church of God in Christ 
in Memphis, Tennessee, speaking from the pulpit where Martin Luther King had 
given his last sermon. This white president used the occasion to connect with the 
African-American community by stressing their common goals.

By the grace of God and your help, last year I was elected President of this great country. 
I never dreamed that I would ever have a chance to come to this hallowed place where 
Martin Luther King gave his last sermon. I ask you to think today about the purpose for 
which I ran and the purpose for which so many of you worked to put me in this great of-
fice. I have worked hard to keep faith with our common efforts: to restore the economy, 
to reverse the politics of helping only those at the top of our totem pole and not the hard-
working middle class or the poor; to bring our people together across racial and regional 
and political lines, to make a strength out of our diversity instead of letting it tear us 
apart; to reward work and family and community and try to move us forward into the 21st 
century. I have tried to keep faith.14

Establishing common ground (together with other devices described in upcoming 
sections) may also engage the audience’s attention and make them want to hear more.

Capture and Maintain the Listeners’ Attention

When you first get up to speak, listeners usually give you their full attention. But 
that attention may be fleeting. Let us consider several approaches to maintaining 
the audience’s attention and how some speakers have used them.

Tell a Story An interesting story—whether it is emotional, humorous, puzzling, or 
intriguing—commands attention. The story can be real or hypothetical. It can be a 
personal story that reveals something of your own experience, or it can be something 
you have read. Speaking to a group of teachers, Carmen Mariano, an assistant super-
intendent in the Massachusetts public school system, began with this narrative:

Ernest Hemingway tells the story of a Spanish man who has a bitter argument one morn-
ing with his young son, Paco. When he arrived home later that day, the man discovered that 
Paco’s room was empty—he had run away from home.

Overcome with remorse, the man realized that his son was more important to him than 
anything else. He went to a well-known grocery store in the center of town and posted 
a large sign that read, “Paco, come home. I love you. Meet me here tomorrow morning. 
Signed, your father.”

The next morning, the man went to the store. There, he found his son and seven other young 
boys who had also run away from home. They were all answering the call for love, hoping it 
was their dad inviting them home.15

Mariano used this opening to lead into the point that teaching children who 
come from tension-filled homes where they do not feel loved or wanted is a great 
challenge for teachers in the public school system.

Watch the Video
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Use Rhetorical Questions Earlier in the chapter, we discussed how rhetorical ques-
tions may assist movement in a speech and encourage involvement. Similarly, in an 
introduction, rhetorical questions can prompt listeners to think about an issue or 
idea without seeking an immediate response.

Lin began his speech by raising questions that challenged listeners to consider 
how they might deal with ethical dilemmas:

This is an honors public speaking class, and, as honors students, we’re all used to getting 
good grades. Grades are very important to us and we can be very competitive. Well, you 
might not kill for an A—but, what would you do for an A? Would you consider peeking at 
the answers to someone’s exam if you had the chance to do so and were sure you wouldn’t 
get caught? Would you tell a professor that he or she made a mistake in grading an exam 
if it meant that your grade was lowered? Would you let a friend write a short paper for you 
and turn it in as your own? Can you think of any time when you’ve done something that 
you wouldn’t like anyone else to know about to get a good grade? If we’re perfectly hon-
est with ourselves, we know that these questions are not so easy to answer in a “socially 
acceptable” way. Maybe you’ve never cheated or plagiarized or lied to a friend—but, have 
you ever been tempted?

Lin’s audience will likely find their thinking stimulated by these rhetorical 
questions that relate directly to their lives as students.

Begin with a Memorable Quotation No doubt someone has said or written 
something that captures the thesis of your speech. The idea has been expressed 
so well, perhaps by a person whom the audience respects and admires, that you 
know it will get the listeners’ interest and attention right away. An esteemed 
scholar, scientist, or political figure can be quoted. Or you can use the words 
of a popular entertainer, author, athlete, singer, or other well-known and highly 
respected figure.

As a concerned citizen, David wanted to persuade his audience to volunteer 
with a new community initiative called New Leaf, New Life. The program sought 
to make the local jail a more humane and educational environment and to provide 
mentors for prisoners who were about to be released. David began his speech by 
quoting the famous nineteenth-century union organizer and Socialist Party presi-
dential candidate Eugene V. Debs:

Eugene V. Debs devoted most of his life to seeking justice for the most vulnerable members 
of society. Debs once said, “While there is a lower class, I am in it; while there is a criminal 
element, I am of it; and while there is a soul in prison, I am not free.”16

By quoting Debs, the speaker hoped to move his listeners to seek social justice by 
participating in what he described as a life-altering program.

Use Humor Some speakers like to begin a speech with a humorous story, but 
you need to approach humor with caution. No matter how funny a story may be, 
it must also be relevant to the point you want to make. Just telling a few jokes is 
not a good way to begin a speech, and a joke that falls flat is embarrassing. Humor 
should never be disrespectful or aimed at ridiculing someone or something, so you 
need to be careful. In the following introduction, Richard Lamm, representing the 
University of Denver’s Center for Public Policy and Contemporary Issues, began 
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his speech to the World Future Society by telling the story of a priest who ended 
up sitting next to a drunk while riding the subway. The man was disheveled and 
smelled strongly of liquor. At the same time, he was deeply engrossed in reading a 
newspaper. Lamm continues:

After a few minutes, the man turned to the priest and asked. “Excuse me, Father, what 
causes arthritis?”

[Without hesitation] the priest said roughly, “Loose living, drink, dissipation, contempt for 
your fellow man and being with cheap and wicked women!”

“That’s amazing,” said the drunk [as he] returned to his newspaper.

A while later, the priest, feeling a bit guilty, turned to the man and asked nicely, “How long 
have you had arthritis?”

“Oh,” said the man, “I don’t have arthritis. I was just reading that the pope did.”

The parable, of course, is a lesson on assumptions.17

Of course, these techniques are not mutually exclusive; you can use several at 
once. You may, for example, tell an interesting story that also establishes common 
ground and arouses curiosity. And you will want to deliver the introduction ef-
fectively. For example, pausing after telling a compelling story, posing an engaging 
rhetorical question, or sharing a memorable quotation may help listeners ponder 
what you are about to say. The key factor is capturing and holding the audience’s 
attention and interest.

Stress Relevance

Either consciously or unconsciously, your listeners will ask themselves why they 
should care about your topic. Even when we find something interesting, we soon 
begin to wonder whether it has any relevance to us or any real impact on the lives 
of those we care about. In the introduction, you should take the time to estab-
lish the significance of your topic, answering for your audience such questions as, 
“What does this have to do with me?” or “How will this course of action make for 
a better world?”

Sarah, a student speaker, wanted to get her audience to take an active role 
in the university’s new fund-raiser, the Dance Marathon. In her introduction, she 
emphasized how her classmates could make a real difference in the lives of chil-
dren while participating in a wonderful, truly engaging event. She pointed out that 
dance marathons had been held on campuses around the country, such as Penn 
State and Indiana University, for quite a few years. This year, however, was to be 
Southeast Missouri State’s first year to host such an event. Here is how she empha-
sized the importance of her topic:

Why would anyone force themselves to dance for 48 hours? The student who chaired 
the Dance Marathon steering committee at Indiana University put it this way: “Dance 
Marathon is about learning what is a priority in life....A true priority in someone’s life 
should be giving back to others who need your help.” As a dancer, you too can discover 
the incredible experience of knowing you helped save children’s lives. One dancer summed 
up his experience like this: “I love this. My feet hurt, but the feeling in my heart won’t go 
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away.” When you participate 
in the Dance Marathon, you 
are raising money for the 
Children’s Miracle Network. 
Money from our marathon 
will be split between St. 
Louis Children’s Research 
Hospital and Cardinal Glennon 
Children’s Miracle Center in 
St. Louis. I have known several 
children who have been pa-
tients at these hospitals, and I 
know you have too.18

No one listening to these 
introductory remarks could 
fail to see the importance of 
this cause and how it could 
positively impact their lives as 
well as the lives of countless 
children.

Establish Your Credibility

The audience should know of any special relationship you have with the topic 
that would enhance your ethos. Of course, credibility is an ongoing issue 
throughout any speech, but the introduction represents an especially critical 
time for establishing your credentials. For seasoned professionals, this pro-
cess may be less daunting. We expect doctors to know about medicine, at-
torneys to know about law, and accountants to be able to answer questions 
about our taxes. For student speakers, however, establishing ethos can be more 
challenging.

Yet student speakers can establish their ethos in compelling ways. Let us look 
at how one student did it. In her speech urging students to volunteer for a summer 
work project, Kristin began by relating her own experience:

Last year I took a different kind of summer vacation. I did not go to the beach to try 
to get a fabulous tan. I did not go to a lake and learn to water-ski. I did not go to a 
big city to visit museums and see shows. I went to a hot, dry desert. There was no air 
conditioning anywhere. After a night spent sleeping in a sleeping bag on a bare floor, 
I got up, had breakfast, got into an old truck with about a dozen other kids and took 
off over a dusty road to a house that badly needed repair. In the hot sun I helped plug 
cracks in the wall, learned how to mix and apply plaster, and stripped and painted 
peeling boards.

I did this for nothing. Well, that isn’t right. I did not get paid money, but I did get some-
thing a lot more valuable. Working as a volunteer in a remote town in an Indian reserva-
tion, I learned so many things about a different culture. I made close friends among the 
people I worked with. I helped to make a real difference in real people’s lives. I came back 
from this experience a different—and richer—person than I was when I went. I am going 
to tell you today how you can enrich your life, too.

Well known 
for his coura-
geous actions 
during the civil 
rights movement, 
Congressman 
John Lewis 
possesses strong 
credibility on 
issues of social 
justice and human 
rights.
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Having established her credibility, this speaker is well positioned to use her 
personal experience to convince her listeners that they should get involved as well.

If you lack the kind of direct topic-related experience illustrated in the preceding 
example, you can still establish your credibility as a student speaker by telling your 
audience that you have had a long-standing interest in your topic and have become 
motivated to do further research to learn even more about it. You may briefly ex-
plain what sparked your interest and then go on to show listeners that you really are
knowledgeable, widely read, and able to respond to challenging questions.

Clarify Your Purpose/Advance Your Thesis

A key function of the introduction is to advance your speech’s thesis—stating, in a 
single declarative statement, the central idea of your speech. By articulating your the-
sis as part of the introduction, you help the audience discern your central theme, 
overarching point, or principal argument. No speaker wants to move into the body of 
the speech with the audience still wondering, “What’s the point? Where is this going?”

One speaker, Joel, decided to give a persuasive speech about the U.S. prison 
system.19 In his introduction, he pointed out that the U.S. prison population has 
increased dramatically over the past 35 years. He noted that one out of every 200 
U.S. residents is incarcerated, resulting in steeply rising prison costs.20 He then 
advanced his thesis: The government needs to reform the U.S. prison system. He 
went on to argue for lighter sentences, a reduction in mandatory sentencing, and 
an increased emphasis on rehabilitation.

Often, the thesis statement is soon followed by a preview of the speaker’s main 
ideas.

Preview Your Main Points

Before moving into the body of your speech, you should provide a preview. The preview 
introduces your main ideas, offering a road map so that listeners can more easily follow 
your speech. In previewing, you are also signaling what you feel is most important—
those things you want the audience to remember and reflect on long after you have fin-
ished speaking. By providing a preview, you increase the likelihood they will.21 If, after 
giving your preview, you follow through with your plan, you will have further enhanced 
your credibility by demonstrating your careful organization and preparation.

Consider, for example, the speech given by a student speaker, Erin, whose thesis 
was as follows: Students should explore exciting alternatives to traditional college 
majors before making a final choice. The speaker began by reminding her audience 
that more than two-thirds of college students change majors before settling on a 
final plan of study—some switching three or more times. She pointed out “Many 
of us think we have to choose a major in a traditional area, such as accounting, 
English, computer science, or education. But that’s not necessarily the case.” She 
then went on to preview the ideas she would develop:

There are three exciting programs at our university that offer creative alternatives to the tra-
ditional college major, and these may be of interest to you if you have not yet found your niche 
here at I.U. First is LAMP, the Liberal Arts and Management Program, which combines a 
strong liberal arts education with specialized business skills and knowledge. Second is PACE, 
the Political and Civic Engagement program which helps you develop skills for participating 
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in political and civic life. Finally, there is the Individualized Major program, where you literally 
design your own major from scratch—choosing from courses all over the university.22

Having forecast what she planned to do in the speech, the speaker’s challenge 
was to deliver on the promise by developing each point she mentioned in the preview.

Final Tips about Introductions

Remember the power of first impressions. Part of your first impression as a speaker 
will be based on the way you introduce your speech. Following are some tips to 
keep in mind:

j Craft your introduction with care. Most speakers wait until after they have 
outlined the body of the speech to develop the introduction. For instance, 
they may experiment with several different attention-getting devices before 
they settle on the one they feel is most compelling.

j The length of the introduction will vary with the needs of the speaking situ-
ation. Some formal events require the speaker to offer an introduction that 
refers to the events at hand and acknowledges or thanks several significant 
persons related to the event. Usually, however, introductions should be brief.
We have all heard speakers who ramble on for some time, and then say, after 
ten minutes or so, “What I’d like to talk about today is .. .” This can prompt 
the frustrated listener to tune out.

j Each introduction should be tailored to the situation. If the person introduc-
ing you fully establishes your credibility, for example, you may have little 
need of augmenting what has already been said. If the audience is already 
keenly aware of the significance of the problem you are addressing, you will 
not need to offer an elaborate justification. Instead, you may simply say, “We 
are all aware of the urgency of the problem that has brought us here tonight.” 
In short, each introduction should be crafted not according to a formula but 
based on the demands of the topic, the listeners, and the situation.

j If you develop your introduction carefully and deliver it effectively, you will 
set the stage for the audience to attend to the main ideas that you will de-
velop throughout the rest of your speech. A strong introduction makes the 
audience want to hear more.

Bringing your speech to an effective conclusion is also important. Sometimes 
speakers primarily think about how to arrange and present their main ideas, with-
out paying attention to what they will say at the end of their speech. Yet the con-
clusion is the last thing the audience hears. If it is memorable and compelling, the 
conclusion can truly enhance the overall impact of the speech.

CONCLUDING YOUR SPEECH

Preview. Carefully planning your speech’s conclusion is an essential part of pre-
paring to speak. By summarizing your main ideas, challenging your audience, ap-
pealing to your audience, visualizing the future, using good quotations, or referring 
to the introduction—or by using a combination of these techniques—you can craft 
an effective ending for your speech.

List 
different 

ways of 
concluding 
a speech 
effectively.

8.6

Watch the Video
“Jason Warren
Discusses Tips for an
Effective Conclusion” at
MyCommunicationLab
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Many speakers do not really conclude their speeches—they simply stop talking. 
Others may stumble through their concluding remarks, reducing the effective-
ness of the presentation. Sometimes speakers say something like, “Well, I guess 
that’s about it. Any questions?” The conclusion is very important. If you con-
struct it properly, you will bring your speech to a strategic close and create a 
final positive impact.

As you approach the speech’s conclusion, you will want to signal to the audi-
ence that you are, in fact, concluding. One of the major vehicles for signaling the 
conclusion is a summary of your main points.

Summarize Your Ideas

Summaries are especially important when the speech is complex or long. The 
summary reinforces your ideas and reminds the audience of your most important 
points. When combined with the preview in your introduction and the develop-
ment of each main idea in the body of your speech (including the transitions that 
connect them), the summary provides a final chance to reiterate key ideas and help 
the audience remember them.

Summaries are often used in conjunction with another concluding device. In the 
summary that follows, Patti, a long-time volunteer with a local nonprofit agency, 
the Shalom Community Center, offers a summary and extended quotation as she 
concludes her speech:

I hope I have been able to help you better understand what critical services the Shalom 
Community Center provides for people experiencing extreme poverty and homelessness 
in our community. Shalom offers the basics: food for the hungry—serving breakfast and 
lunch every weekday, shelter during the day where guests can take a shower, do their 
laundry, store their belongings, and receive their mail, and opportunities for day-by-day 
problem-solving and empowerment.

As part of their mission statement, Shalom lists their basic values on their Web site. I 
think they really capture the essence of Shalom:

1. Hospitality—We extend community beyond the margins to include those unserved by 
society. We invite all people into our safe and welcoming space.

2. Dignity—We value the worth and dignity of every person, treating all with compassion 
and respect. We honor the lives, concerns, and stories of people who have been 
marginalized by society and expect our staff, volunteers and guests to do the same.

3. Empowerment—We strive to increase the economic and social strength of people in 
need. We help people develop confidence in their own capacities. We support people in 
making choices that improve the quality of their lives.

4. Hope—We believe in the possibility each person possesses to create a sustainable, 
healthy, and happy life. We work to nurture that hope in all people.23

Shalom is a special place. I hope you will join me at the next Shalom open house and 
Community Conversation on May 10. You will be able to take a tour, meet Shalom’s new 
executive director, chat with volunteers and guests, and learn how you can become involved 
in serving the most vulnerable citizens of our community.

The speaker then distributed a flyer that offered details about the Community 
Conversation (including time and place) and provided agency contact information.

Watch the Video
“The Process of
Developing a Speech:
Conclusions: Using a Summary”
at MyCommunicationLab
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Challenge Your Audience

Most of the time, summaries 
do not stand alone. Often 
they  are—or should be—
accompanied by some other 
interesting concluding de-
vice. One device that can 
be effective is a challenge to 
the audience to act on what 
you have said. This was the 
strategy used by then-sen-
ator Barack Obama in his 
keynote speech  to the 2004 
Democratic Convention:

Hope—Hope in the face of dif-
ficulty. Hope in the face of un-
certainty. The audacity of hope!

In the end, that is God’s greatest gift to us, the bedrock of this nation. A belief in things 
not seen. A belief that there are better days ahead.

I believe that we can give our middle class relief and provide working families with a road 
to opportunity.

I believe we can provide jobs to the jobless, homes to the homeless, and reclaim young 
people in cities across America from violence and despair.

I believe that we have a righteous wind at our backs and that as we stand on the cross-
roads of history, we can make the right choices, and meet the challenges that face us.

America! Tonight, if you feel the same energy that I do, if you feel the same urgency that 
I do, if you feel the same passion that I do, if you feel the same hopefulness that I do—if 
we do what we must do, then I have no doubt that all across the country, from Florida 
to Oregon, from Washington to Maine, the people will rise up in November ...and this 
country will reclaim its promise, and out of this long political darkness a brighter day 
will come.24

Appeal to Your Audience

In your conclusion, you can make a final attempt to move your audience to act or 
believe more strongly about your proposition. Speaking to an audience of represen-
tatives of companies honored as Parents magazine’s “Best Companies for Working 
Families,” Richard Lamm concluded his speech with this appeal:

I close with a metaphor on the need for cooperation and community....The metaphor is an 
Amazon legend which tells of a priest who was speaking with God about heaven and hell.

“I will show you hell,” said God.

They went into a room that had a delicious beef stew on the table, around which sat people 
chained to their benches and who looked desperately famished. They held spoons with 
long handles that reached into the pot, but were too long to put the stew back into their 
mouths. Their suffering was terrible.

Speakers who feel 
strongly about 
their topic will 
make every effort 
to challenge their 
listeners to act.
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“Now, I will show you heaven,” said God.

They then went into an identical room with the savory stew on the table, around which sat 
people with identical spoons and handles, but they were well nourished and joyous.

The priest was baffled until God said, “Quite simply, you see, these people have learned to 
feed each other.”25

Lamm’s appeal is for the audience to recognize their responsibility for taking 
care of everyone who is part of the organizational family.

Visualize the Future

In a speech in which you advocate important changes, visualizing the results of 
those changes is an especially appropriate and powerful way to conclude. This de-
vice (which is built into the motivated sequence) allows you to picture or imagine 
the projected results of your ideas in an appealing way. In a speech delivered to a 
large group of students at Liberty Baptist University, the late Senator Edward M. 
Kennedy concluded his speech by offering this compelling vision of America:

I hope for an America where neither “fundamentalist” nor “humanist” will be a dirty 
word, but a fair description of the different ways in which people of goodwill look at life 
and into their own souls.

I hope for an America where no president, no public official, no individual will ever be 
deemed a greater or lesser American because of religious doubts—or religious beliefs.

I hope for an America where the power of faith will always burn brightly, but where no 
modern Inquisition of any kind will ever light the fires of fear, coercion, or angry 
division.

I hope for an America where we can all contend freely and vigorously, but where we will 
treasure and guard those standards of civility which alone make this nation safe for both 
democracy and diversity.26

Kennedy then goes on to invite his listeners, many whose views differed sharply 
from the speaker’s in terms of politics and religion, “to live peaceably with men 
and women everywhere.”

End with a Quotation

Ending your speech with a good quotation can help reinforce your thesis and re-
state the major points you made. Poetry, plays, songs, speeches, and literary works 
can all supply effective quotations. Quotations should be pertinent, compelling, 
and brief. In his speech to the nation on October 1, 1979, President Jimmy Carter 
concluded with a striking quotation:

The struggle for peace—the long, hard struggle to bring weapons of mass 
destruction under the control of human reason and human law—is the central drama of 
our age.

At another time of challenge in our nation’s history, President Abraham Lincoln told the 
American people: “We shall nobly save, or meanly lose, the last best hope of earth.”

We acted wisely then, and preserved the nation. Let us act wisely now, and preserve the 
world.27
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Refer to the Introduction

You can achieve a sense of symmetry and reinforce your major theme by coming 
back to the introduction in the conclusion of your speech. This commonly hap-
pens when a speaker uses both a preview and a summary, but you can find more 
interesting ways to do this, often by using one of the techniques we have already 
discussed in the chapter. For example, you may return to a story, quotation, or rhe-
torical question that you used in the opening.

Consider the following example from a speech given by Robert C. Purcell, 
executive director of General Motors Advanced Technology Vehicles, at the 1998 
MBA Recognition Ceremony at the Kelly School of Business, Indiana University. 
He had introduced his speech with a riveting story from May 1961, in which a 
group of black and white students, riding on a bus together, were attacked by 
an angry white mob. One young black seminary student, John Lewis, was nearly 
killed. His life was saved only because a white Alabama public safety officer, Floyd 
Mann, chased off the crowd by firing shots into the air. Purcell concluded his 
speech like this:

There’s a postscript to the story I shared with you when I began today. Not long ago, John 
Lewis, the young seminary student, returned to Alabama, to the site of that historic attack 
37 years ago, for the dedication of a civil rights memorial....By that time, Lewis had a 
long and distinguished career.

As we waited for the ceremony to begin, an older gentleman, who seemed vaguely familiar, 
came over to him.

“You’re John Lewis, aren’t you?” the man said. “I remember you from the Freedom 
Rides.”

It was Floyd Mann—the same Floyd Mann who had waded into that mob with his revolver, 
more than 35 years before.

Lewis was overcome with emotion. “You saved my life,” he said. And then he embraced 
Floyd Mann. Not sure as he did so, if even then, black men and white men hugged each 
other in contemporary Alabama.

But Mann hugged him back, and John Lewis began to cry.

And as the two men released each other, Floyd Mann looked at Lewis and said, “You 
know...I’m right proud of your career.”

And if there is one hope that I hold for each of you today—it is that 10 or 20 or 30 years 
from now, when you look back on your careers, you’ll be just as proud.28

Many speakers use a combination of techniques. Patti combined a sum-
mary with an extended quotation. Barack Obama offered a challenge while also 
visualizing the future. Robert Purcell brought closure to his speech through an 
extended story that referred to his introduction. These combined approaches 
are fairly typical and often work more effectively than any one technique used 
alone.



Summary 207

Final Tips about Conclusions

Just as the introduction of your speech contributes to the audience’s first impres-
sion of you, the conclusion represents your last chance to reach out to listeners and 
reinforce your speech’s purpose. Guidelines to help you include the following:

j The conclusion should be brief; this is no place to introduce new information 
or to tack on something you forgot to say earlier.

j Speakers sometimes have trouble ending their speeches. A speaker may say, 
“Let me leave you with this thought,” and then ramble on for several more 
minutes. Or the speaker may pepper his or her remarks with signposts such 
as finally or in conclusion—but not stop talking. Soon, listeners will be-
come frustrated or bored. Even a good speech (and a good speaker) can lose 
ground if the conclusion is poorly crafted and delivered.

j You can signal to the audience that you are concluding by your content and 
your delivery. Offering a summary clearly communicates that you are approach-
ing the end of your speech, as do signposts such as finally or in closing. You 
may also move physically closer to the audience and connect with them directly 
through eye contact and vocal expressiveness as you offer a concluding quota-
tion, help them visualize the future, or call them to action. Your conclusion is 
your last opportunity to connect with your audience, and it should never be lost.

The Elements of Sound 
Organization

8.1
  Explain how the quality of 
your ideas influences the strength 
of your speech’s organization.

j Effective speakers strive to organize their ideas 
carefully and strategically.
j Well-organized speakers are usually viewed as 

competent and knowledgeable.
j They are also viewed as being invested in their 

topic and respectful of the audience.
j The better organized the speaker, the more 

likely the audience will learn from the speech 
and be influenced by it.

j The foundation of a well-organized speech is a set 
of main ideas that are clearly formulated.
j Design ideas with a specific purpose in mind, 

making sure that they are clear, simple, and ap-
propriate to the situation.

How Patterns Connect Ideas

8.2
  Describe basic organizational patterns 
you might use as you arrange your 
ideas strategically.

j Ideas should be organized in a coherent and rea-
sonable fashion. The principal patterns of organi-
zation follow:
j Chronological or sequential (arranged in a time 

or step-by-step order)
j Categorical (a pattern that emphasizes distinct 

topics)
j Climactic (arranged according to importance, 

size, or degree of simplicity)
j Causal (moving from causes to effects or from 

effects to causes)
j Problem-solution (a logical progression that 

moves from perceived difficulties to an exami-
nation of alternatives to a best solution)

j Narrative (based on a story-telling model)

SUMMARY

Listen to the Audio Chapter Summary at MyCommunicationLab

Study and Review materials for this chapter are at MyCommunicationLab
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Guidelines for Organizing Your Speech

8.3
  List and explain underlying principles 
of organization you will follow, 
regardless of the specific pattern you 
choose.

j Every speech should be organized with underlying 
principles in mind.
j Ideas and information should be presented stra-

tegically, always guided by the specific purpose 
of the speech.

j Each idea should be well developed, with a con-
cern for balance and symmetry.

j Main ideas should relate directly to your spe-
cific purpose and should be limited in number.

j The most important information and ideas 
should be presented first or last.

Transitions as Connectives

8.4
  Describe different transitional devices 
you might use in creating a coherent 
presentation.

j A transition is a connective that provides a bridge 
as you move from one idea to another. Transitions 
include the following:
j Internal previews
j Internal summaries
j Signposts
j Rhetorical questions

Introducing Your Speech

8.5   Identify key components of a speech’s 
introduction.

j Once you have chosen the basic organizational 
pattern and worked on good transitions, you 
are ready to think about how to introduce your 
speech. In most situations, your introduction 
should do the following:

j Establish common ground with the audience.
j Capture and hold the audience’s attention.
j Show them why your topic is relevant to them.
j Establish your credibility.
j Advance the speech’s purpose.
j Preview your main ideas.

Concluding Your Speech

8.6   Describe different ways of concluding 
a speech effectively.

j Crafting an effective conclusion is also important. 
The conclusion is your last opportunity to connect 
with your audience and realize your specific pur-
pose. Conclusions allow you to do the following:
j Summarize your main ideas.
j Challenge your audience.
j Appeal to listeners.
j Visualize the future.
j Offer a memorable quotation.
j Create balance and closure by referring to the 

introduction.

The Elements of Sound Organization

8.1
  Explain how the quality of your 
ideas influences the strength of your 
speech’s organization.

1. Why is good organization important?
2. In what ways does the purpose of your speech in-

fluence the main ideas?
3. What makes an idea a good one? Examine the 

main ideas you advanced in your last speech. How 
do they measure up in light of these criteria?

How Patterns of Organization 
Connect Ideas

8.2
  Describe basic organizational patterns 
you might use as you arrange your 
ideas strategically.

4. What are the principal patterns of organization?
5. Why would you choose one pattern over 

another?

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW AND REFLECTION
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Guidelines for Organizing Your 
Speech

8.3
  List and explain underlying principles 
of sound organization you will follow, 
regardless of the specific pattern you 
choose.

6. How might each of the following concepts be im-
portant to you as you go about organizing your 
next speech?
a. Strategic organization
b. Balance/symmetry
c. The number of main ideas to include
d. Primacy and recency effects

Transitions as Connectives

8.4
  Describe different transitional devices 
you might use in creating a coherent 
presentation.

7. What is the function of transitions?
8. What are the different kinds of transitions that 

you might use as you move through your speech? 
Briefly define each, and describe whatever advan-
tages each may offer.

Introducing Your Speech

8.5
  Identify the key components of a 
speech’s introduction.

9. What are the major components of the speech in-
troduction? Why is each important?

10. Give some examples of how you might capture the 
listeners’ attention in your introduction.

11. As you look toward your next speech, what pre-
liminary ideas do you have for good ways to intro-
duce your topic?

Concluding Your Speech

8.6
  List different ways of concluding a 
speech effectively.

12. What should you accomplish in the conclusion to 
your speech?

13. What are some devices you might use to con-
clude your speech in an effective and compelling 
way?

14. Thinking of your next speech topic, begin to focus 
on what kind of device might work effectively in 
your conclusion. Offer an example of one quota-
tion or other device that you might use.

Study and Review the Flashcards at MyCommunicationLab
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Outlining Your Speech

9
CHAPTER

OVERVIEW AND LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES

Types of Outlines

9.1
Describe the different types 
of outlines and the purposes 
served by each.

Basic Principles of Outlining

9.2
Explain and apply basic 
principles of outlining.

Listen to the Audio Chapter at MyCommunicationLab
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It is easy to view outlining as an academic exercise—something that is required 
by the instructor but serves no useful purpose. Yet by outlining, you can correct 
many mistakes in organizational strategy and the use of supporting material 

before you deliver your speech. Outlines can help you sort through ideas to deter-
mine which ones work well together. Outlines can also help you determine whether 
you need to conduct additional research. And outlines can enhance the effective-
ness of your delivery.

The outline is something you will develop continuously as you prepare your 
speech. Most speakers construct a rough outline early, representing their initial 
thinking and ideas. Later, as they read widely and begin to choose some strategy of 
organization, the outline grows, changes, and is refined. The outline, then, evolves
as your ideas emerge and you gather new information. Sometimes it is rearranged; 
often it is expanded to include more detail or support. The final formal outline will 
reflect all that has gone into the preparation of your speech.

TYPES OF OUTLINES

Preview. An outline emerges from careful preparation. Working outlines include 
your first thoughts and evolving ideas; formal, full-sentence outlines contain fully 
developed ideas and support; and keyword outlines serve as notes for speakers.

Although we have spoken of the outline, the reality is that you will use several dif-
ferent kinds of outlines as you prepare to speak. Although no two people prepare 
a speech in exactly the same way, outlining is always an invaluable tool. Through 
outlining, you can record your early thoughts, experiment with different organi-
zational strategies, consider whether evidence “fits” by observing the relationship 
between ideas and supporting material, and improve the delivery of your speech.

Working Outlines

First, there is the working outline. This is the outline you develop as you brain-
storm ideas, investigate your chosen topic, and reflect on your emerging views. You 
may change the working outline many times, inserting new information and revis-
ing and rearranging main ideas and supporting points. By examining your working 
outline, you can see if you have given each main idea the appropriate emphasis. 
You can also note whether you have developed your arguments with sufficient 
supporting material. You may choose to jot down your working outline(s) in long-
hand, or, if you prefer, enter your thoughts on your computer.

As you go through the process of developing and revising the working outline, 
you will use your thesis and specific purpose statements to determine which ideas 
and supporting material belong in your speech. When, for example, you examine 
some expert testimony or a statistic you think you might use, ask yourself, “How 
does this supporting material help me realize my specific purpose?” And ask: “To 
what extent and in what ways does it relate directly to my thesis?” If the answers 
to these questions are not clear to you, then the wisest route is to keep reading and 
looking for relevant support.

Describe 
the

different types 
of outlines and 
the purposes 
served by each.

9.1
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In short, the working outline is a kind of diagnostic tool that helps you see 
where you’ve been and where you are going and keeps you focused on your thesis 
and purpose. You will sketch out several versions of your working outline as you 
continue to read, learn, and think critically about your topic. Don’t rush the pro-
cess. If you devote time, effort, and critical thinking to your working outlines, they 
will naturally “flow” into the formal outline—the final product of your efforts.

Formal Outlines

When you have completed your research and are moving toward the delivery 
of your speech, your instructor may ask you to prepare a formal outline. This 
full-sentence representation of your speech will also include the bibliography of 
sources you consulted while preparing your speech. The formal outline displays 
your ideas and arguments as they are fully developed, complete with supporting 
material. It serves as a tangible symbol of the time, effort, and thought you have 
put into your speech.

The formal outline is also a final test for you—a last chance to look carefully 
and critically at the speech you plan to present. Do your main ideas relate directly 
to your thesis and specific purpose statement? Is the supporting material sufficient 
and compelling? Is anything missing or underdeveloped? When you are convinced 
that you have given your best efforts to creating the formal outline—the blueprint 
for your speech—you are ready to submit it to your instructor.

When your instructor examines your formal outline, he or she can assess 
whether you have done the following:

j Chosen an effective organizational strategy
j Achieved proper structure with coordinated thesis, main points, and 

transitions
j Consulted sufficient sources
j Developed your main ideas thoroughly

Sometimes instructors will offer feedback on your formal outline and give you 
the opportunity to revise it. Or, you and a classmate may be asked to exchange 
outlines and offer constructive feedback to one another. You can always alter and 
strengthen your speech right up until the time you must submit the outline in final 
form and deliver your speech. The more you are able to use the outline to evaluate 
your own work and incorporate feedback from others, the more you will see your 
organization improve.

We provide two sample formal outlines later in the chapter. One appears in the 
Focus on Civic Engagement feature on pages 217–219, and the other appears at 
the end of the chapter.

Keyword Outlines

You will typically use a keyword outline when you deliver your speech. A key-
word outline is an abbreviated version of your formal outline, designed to remind 
you of the ideas you want to convey. You still may want to write out a few things 
completely, such as important transitions, key statistics, or exact quotations—to 
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make sure you quote your sources accurately. When well constructed, a keyword 
outline enables you to deliver your speech effectively in an extemporaneous style.

Some speakers make the mistake of carefully preparing a formal outline and 
then throwing together a keyword outline at the last minute. They fail to allow 
sufficient time for practicing with their keyword outline. Practicing with your 
keyword outline is the key to a relaxed, conversational style of delivery. Practicing 
with your keyword outline also allows you to revise and refine your speaking 
notes until you feel confident about delivering the speech. Many speakers trans-
fer their keyword outline to note cards for easier handling during delivery. A 
good example of a keyword outline appears in the Focus on Civic Engagement
feature on pages 217–219.

BASIC PRINCIPLES OF OUTLINING

Preview. A basic system of rules governs outlining. These principles identify the 
key components to be included in each formal outline and the use of consistent 
labeling through a system of universal symbols. They mandate focusing on one 
idea at a time in the speech’s body and coherently developing ideas with supporting 
material. The keyword outline has guidelines of its own, such as using words spar-
ingly, writing out key portions, and producing legible notes.

Although nearly all of us have drafted an outline at some point in our lives, many 
remain confused about the proper way to develop a formal, full-sentence outline. 
Following the few simple principles discussed in the following sections will help.

Guidelines for Developing the Formal Outline

The principles that follow are not trivial. Rather, each one is aimed at getting you 
to think clearly about how your ideas are related, to examine the nature and ex-
tent of your supporting material, and to make sure that your ideas are coherently 
developed.

Include the Key Elements The sample outlines that appear in the Focus on Civic 
Engagement feature (pages 217–219) and at the end of the chapter (pages 224–227) 
offer illustrations of outlines broken into distinct parts. Most formal outlines should 
include the following components, with each clearly labeled:

j Speech title. If you are preparing a classroom speech, your instructor may 
or may not be interested in having you list a title at the top of your outline. 
Outside the classroom, speakers are often asked to give the program planner 
a speech title. This title should be placed at the top of your formal outline.

j Specific purpose and thesis statement. Both the specific purpose and the thesis 
statement should be listed at the top of the outline. Articulating your central 
idea and specific purpose at the beginning allows anyone who reads your 
outline to discern whether your thesis is supported and your specific purpose 
advanced by the way you have organized and developed your speech. You 
will also want to include and label your thesis statement as part of your in-
troduction, perhaps highlighting it with italics or bold print.

Explain 
and apply 

basic principles 
of outlining.
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j Introduction, body, and conclusion. These major elements should be labeled and 
included in the outline. As we noted in Chapter 8, introductions and conclusions 
need to be carefully planned in advance. By clearly labeling them on the outline, 
you will be sure that they are present and well developed. It is also helpful to label 
the specific components of each, such as the attention-getting device, credibility, 
justification, thesis, and so forth. (Your instructor may insist that you do so.)

j Transitions. Transitions hold the speech together and show the progression of 
ideas, as well as their relationship to one another. They help listeners follow 
the speech and see how the ideas advanced form a coherent whole. Entering 
and labeling transitions on your formal outline will ensure that you have in-
cluded them and given them the attention they deserve. You may also want to 
italicize them, so that they stand out from the rest of the text.

j Bibliography. Normally, a list of sources or works consulted is required at the 
end of a formal outline. Various forms of bibliographic citations are available 
for you to use. Your instructor may suggest that you use a specific guide, such 
as the Chicago Manual of Style or the style manuals of the Modern Language 
Association (MLA) or the American Psychological Association (APA). 
Bibliographic formats change over time. Once you have selected the format you 
plan to use, you will want to follow it consistently. For assistance with locating 
different bibliographic formats, visit the Web, where you will find links to the 
most current formats available. The formal outline presented on pages 217–219 
in the Focus on Civic Engagement feature includes a sample bibliography that 
follows the Chicago Manual of Style, whereas the formal outline that appears 
at the end of the chapter illustrates the MLA bibliographic format.

Use a Consistent System Use a consistent system of symbols and indentations. 
Learning a system will help you fix in your mind the relationships between ideas 
and supporting material that the outline represents and is important in organizing 
your speech into a coherent structure. These symbols also designate the various 
components of your speech for your instructor or others you might ask for feed-
back on your speech. Figure 9.1 illustrates how the system looks when outlining 
the body of the speech. As with most speeches, some ideas are more fully developed 
than others, reflecting the speaker’s assumptions about the relative importance of 
each idea and the extent to which each needs to be explained or illustrated.

Focus on a Single Idea in Each Main Point Each main point in the body 
of your outline should contain only one idea. Here is an example of a poorly 
worded main idea:

I. Becoming media literate is important because so much information is communi-
cated through the news; yet we have many excuses for not watching the news.

This example contains several different ideas in a single statement. Here is an 
improved version, focusing on one idea at a time:

I. Many of us avoid watching the news.
A. Viewership of TV news has declined dramatically.
B. Young people, in particular, have “tuned out.”

Explore the Concept
“Practicing with the
Microsoft Outlining Tool” at
MyCommunicationLab
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FIGURE 9.1

Outline Form for the Body of the Speech

I. MAIN IDEA
A. First main subpoint

1. Support for this subpoint
a. First piece of specific information
b. Second piece of specific information

2. Additional support for this subpoint
B. Second main subpoint

1. First supporting statement
2. Second supporting statement

a. Specific information
b. More specific information

(1) Very detailed support
(2) More detailed support

c. More specific information
C. Third main subpoint

1. First supporting statement
2. Second supporting statement

Transition
II. SECOND MAIN IDEA

A. First main subpoint
1. First supporting statement
2. Second supporting statement

B. Second main subpoint
1. Support for this subpoint

a. First piece of specific information
b. Second piece of specific information

2. Second supporting statement

Transition
III. THIRD MAIN IDEA
And so forth ...

II. People give a number of reasons for avoiding the news.
A. Many people feel that the news is too negative.
B. Others argue that there’s simply too much information to take in—and 

they feel overwhelmed by it.
C. Still others are cynical—believing that much of the news has been “man-

aged” or “manipulated” in some way.

Notice the clarity and simplicity that results as we focus on a single idea in each 
part of the outline. This simplification will assist you as you draft your speech, and it 
will also assist your listeners, helping them to better process and retain your message.

Coherently Develop Ideas and Supporting Material Your outline should accu-
rately reflect relationships between ideas and supporting material. The main ideas 
are listed with roman numerals, the subpoints that support those ideas with capital 
letters, the material that develops the subpoints with Arabic numbers, the support for 
these with lowercase letters, and the most specific supporting materials with num-
bers in parentheses. See Figure 9.1 for a skeletal illustration of proper outlining form.

The outline thus becomes a visual representation of the supporting relation-
ships between ideas and evidence. By examining your outline carefully, you should 
be able to discern whether the supporting material actually develops, supports, or 
elaborates your main ideas. Consider the following example, which fails to coher-
ently represent the relationship among ideas:

I. Negativity and cynicism stand in our way of becoming media literate.
A. There is a difference between an “informed” citizen and an “informa-

tional” citizen.

Explore the Concept
“Testing for Relevance of
Supporting Ideas” at
MyCommunicationLab
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B. Media gatekeepers make it challenging for anyone to become media literate.
C. Much of the information we must process from the media is cognitive, 

based on facts.
D. There are several steps we can take to improve our media literacy.

Any one of these ideas might be explored on its own. But they clearly do not 
fit together, nor do the subpoints all advance the main point (that negativity and 
skepticism stand in the way of media literacy). Subpoint A offers a definition of 
an informed citizen, whereas subpoint B explores one of the challenges to media 
literacy. Subpoint C introduces a model of media literacy, and the final subpoint 
proposes actions to improve media literacy.

Here is a better approach to this outline:

I. Becoming media literate requires us to develop our ability to think critically.
A. According to scholar James Potter, we must be able to evaluate facts—

separating false information from that which is valid and reliable—using 
our cognitive ability.

B. Potter argues that we must also understand the emotional impact that visual 
images and moving language can have on our ability to think critically.

C. Finally, Potter insists that we must strive to separate “art from 
artificiality”—becoming more capable of dealing with the aesthetic
dimension of information.1

II. Media scholar Carla Brooks Johnston outlines several specific steps we can 
take to enhance our media literacy.
A. First, we can develop an awareness of how media may be influencing us.
B. Next, we must exercise our “critical reading/viewing” skills.
C. We must also reflect on the political, social, economic, and cultural con-

text in which information is presented.
D. Finally, we can engage in media advocacy by demanding that the media 

meet higher standards.2

In this outline, as you can see, the subordinate points illuminate the main 
ideas. Thus, each of the main ideas is coherently developed. In a complete for-
mal outline, of course, each of these subpoints might be further developed 
through concise explanations, examples, expert testimony, and other sorts of 
supporting material.

The formal outlines that appear in the Focus on Civic Engagement feature on 
pages 217–219 and at the end of the chapter on pages 224–227 illustrate these 
principles.

The Keyword Outline: Some Special Considerations

Some speakers make the mistake of trying to deliver their speech from their formal 
outline. But delivering your speech from such a detailed outline may tempt you to 
read the speech word-for-word. The outline functions almost like a manuscript and 
may discourage you from interacting more directly with your listeners.

There is nothing magical about transferring your outline onto note cards. Some 
speakers try to put their entire formal outline onto small note cards, using cramped 
writing or even using both sides of the cards. This typically does not produce a 

Explore the Concept
“Creating a Speaking
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CULINARY ARTS FOR SHALOM: BASED

ON A PRESENTATION PREPARED FOR A 

COMPETITIVE GRANT

Note: The Shalom Community Center is a 
daytime shelter and resource center for people 
who are experiencing poverty and homelessness 
in Bloomington, Indiana. The Shalom Center also 
operates a hunger relief program—serving breakfast 
and lunch five days each week. In 2011, Shalom 
served nearly 80,000 meals.

SPECIFIC PURPOSE: I want my audience to award 
Shalom Community Center the funding needed to 
establish a culinary arts job training program.

THESIS: Creating a program that offers certification 
in the culinary arts will lead to job opportunities for 
many.

INTRODUCTION

Attention-Getting Device

I recently met a man named Sam who was homeless 
for five years. He slept in his car until it was towed 
away. After that, he slept under a bridge. Sam’s life 
turned around when a friend took him in and helped 
him find a job baking at a small café. Sam had always 
liked to bake, and he soon became famous for his 
cakes and pies. After working in the café for a couple 
of years, Sam went back to school and studied the 
culinary arts. Now, he has a job as head chef in an 
upscale restaurant.

You may wonder if Sam’s situation is unusual. Will 
training in the culinary arts actually lead to good jobs?

Credibility

I believe so, and I speak from experience. I am a 
member of the Shalom board, where I chair the 
Operations Committee. For seven years, I have also 
worked as a volunteer in the Shalom kitchen and as a 
job counselor in the Job Links employment program.

Justification

One of our greatest challenges is helping our guests 
find decent jobs—jobs that pay a living wage (see 
Ehrenreich’s Nickel and Dimed). Our guests often lack 
education, training, or certification—and this poses 
a huge barrier to employment. If we could provide 
training in an industry in which jobs are growing—as
is true of the restaurant industry—we believe that we 
could make many of our guests employable.

Thesis

We are convinced that creating a culinary arts 
job training program at Shalom will lead to job 
opportunities for many.

Preview

I’d like to begin by telling you why I think a culinary 
arts job training program is right for Shalom. Then 
I’ll describe the model we will use to develop our 
program and explain how we will use the grant money.

BODY

I. The restaurant industry is growing—with 
numerous job opportunities.
A. Food service jobs are among the most 

commonly advertised in our community—in 
restaurants, hospitals, hotels, assisted living 
facilities, nursing homes, and schools.
1. This past week alone, nearly 20 food-

service ads appeared in the Bloomington 
Herald Times.

2. More than half of these jobs were in 
traditional restaurants (i.e., not fast-food).

B. In 2011, the National Restaurant 
Association reported that over the next ten 
years the restaurant industry is expected to 
add 1.3 million positions.

C. The restaurant industry employs more 
minority managers than any other industry in 
the United States.

Job Training for the Poor: A Speech 
of Advocacy

FOCUS ON CIVIC
ENGAGEMENT

(Continued)
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TRANSITION: Clearly restaurants need a trained 
workforce, and at Shalom we can help meet that need.

II. The Shalom Center is a logical place to offer 
training in the culinary arts.
A. Our state-of-the-art commercial kitchen is 

sufficiently large and versatile to provide an 
effective training arena.

B. We have partners who are interested in 
helping us develop and offer this kind of 
program.
1. We already have an ongoing alliance with 

Ivy Tech Community College.
2. The Bloomington Cooking School has 

agreed to offer classes.
3. A number of local chefs have also signed 

on to serve as instructors and mentors.
C. Many Shalom guests have some background 

working in restaurants—as line and prep 
cooks, servers, and dishwashers.

TRANSITION: The training we provide will infuse our 
community with a high-quality workforce.

III.  Our program will be available to anyone who 
qualifies.
A. Applicants must be unemployed or 

underemployed.
1. They may be working part-time or doing 

work that is well beneath their skill level 
(such as the part-time custodian who 
once worked full-time in a factory).

B. They must pass a basic physical 
examination.
1. One component of this exam is a drug 

screening test.
2. They must also be able to stand for 

extended periods of time, tolerate heat, 
move quickly, bend easily, demonstrate 
good eye-hand coordination, and lift at 
least 30 pounds.

C. Applicants must also pass a basic skills test.
1. Each will be tested for basic literacy 

(ensuring that they can read recipes and 
cooking directions).

2. They will also be tested for fundamental 
math skills (allowing them to make 
accurate measurements, double recipes as 
needed, and so forth).

D. They must pass a screening interview.
1. This interview will explore applicants’ 

employment history, drug treatment 
programs, and educational background.

2. Candidates will also be judged in terms 
of their communication skills, motivation, 
work ethic, and appearance.

TRANSITION: The training they receive will be first-rate.

IV.Our program will build on a successful job 
training model while creating several new
components of our own.
A. A foundational portion of our program will 

be modeled after the Second Helpings job 
training program in Indianapolis.
1. Second Helpings has placed 90 percent of 

its graduates, and more than 70 percent 
of those remain employed six months 
later.

2. Like Second Helpings, we will offer a 
food handler course that will meet the 
Indiana law requirements for manager 
certification in the food service industry.
a. The law requires each establishment 

to employ at least one individual who 
is trained and certified in food safety.

B. In addition to the Food Handler’s 
Certification, we anticipate that the Shalom 
Culinary Arts Certification Program will 
contain a number of new components.
1. A Cooking Fundamentals class will 

feature special workshops led by local 
chefs and the Bloomington Cooking 
School.

2. A Workforce Readiness class will be 
offered through Work One and our own 
Job Links program.

3. An Apprenticeship will provide additional 
hands-on training in local restaurants.

(Continued)
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useful set of speaking notes. Instead, try following these simple guidelines for de-
veloping a keyword outline:

Use Words Sparingly When you create your speaking notes, you should try to 
write out as little as possible so that you will not be tempted to read your notes 
and risk losing contact with your listeners. Although it makes sense to write out 
and read direct quotations and specific statistical information, you will stay more 

4. A Service Component will require 
everyone in the program to plan, prepare, 
and serve at least five meals to families 
in need who are served by the Shalom 
Center’s hunger relief program.

C. The handouts I distributed show you our 
proposed budget and tentative timetable for 
developing the program.
1. As you can see, we have already begun 

collaborating with our partners.
2. With the funds we receive from your 

foundation, we hope to establish a new 
culinary arts administrative position.
a. This person will work with our partners 

to develop and refine the new program.
b. He or she will also be responsible for 

overseeing advertising, admissions, and 
testing.

3. The first students will enter the program 
in the summer, move through the 
requirements, be tested, and receive 
certification by the early fall.

4. After completing brief apprenticeships, 
graduates will be placed in area restaurants.

5. All graduates will be eligible to receive 
three credits toward Ivy Tech’s Hospitality 
Administration degree program—thus 
encouraging them to pursue additional 
education.

CONCLUSION

Summary

The program we are proposing is easily within our 
grasp. We have the partners, the facility, and the basic 
program model in place. With this program, we will 
be able to offer valuable job training that will lead 

to employment opportunities and better lives for a 
number of the guests we serve.

Appeal

Remember the story of Sam that I shared in the 
beginning? No longer homeless, Sam glows with pride 
when he talks about his job and home. He is filled 
with hope and optimism! It is our dream that Sam’s 
story will become a story shared by many others here 
in our community. With your foundation’s support, we 
can make it so.
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focused on the audience if you have practiced enough to deliver the speech without 
relying on your notes too much.

Write Out Key Portions of the Speech Even though you want to use notes spar-
ingly, you may want to write out transitions and other key portions of your speech 
completely to ensure accuracy. When delivering a speech, you are most likely to 
forget what comes next after completing your discussion of a main idea. Writing 
out transitions can serve as a memory prompt and will help you emphasize how
your ideas are connected. You may also wish to write out parts of your introduc-
tion and conclusion, such as a preview or summary, as well as specific statistics and 
quotations appearing anywhere in the speech. In fact, when you read statistics or 
directly quoted material from a note card, you demonstrate to your audience that 
you are concerned about conveying that information precisely and accurately.

Strive for Legible Notes You will want to make sure that you can easily read 
your notes. Keep handwritten entries readable and sufficiently sized. If you type your 
notes, use a large font and emphasize important words in bold. In either case, leave 
adequate space between entries. Follow the basic format of your formal outline.

Avoid cramming too much onto any one card. You may want to use 4 × 6 rather 
than 3 × 5 note cards, so that you can put more notes on each card. Write on only 
one side of the card to avoid confusion. Number your cards and, of course, practice 
several times until you are comfortable with your speaking notes. Refer to Chapter 11 
for more specific guidelines on how to practice with and use speaking notes.

Give Yourself Delivery Hints When presenting your speech, it is easy to get 
caught up in following your notes and end up forgetting to deliver your remarks as 
effectively as possible. During practice, you will probably realize that you need to 
guard against certain tendencies, such as speaking too rapidly, forgetting to move 
or use gestures, or failing to look around the room to include all your listeners. In 
the margins of your notes, then, you may want to jot down delivery reminders, 
such as “Pause Here” or “Slow Down!!” You might write or print these in a color 
that differs from your speaking notes so that the two are not confused.

Consider Your Options Some speakers prefer to use a sheet of paper instead of 
note cards for their keyword outline. When using note cards, you can easily carry 
them with you as you speak, gesturing and moving with ease. However, you do have 
to coordinate moving from card to card. If you use a sheet of paper, you can see the 
entire outline at a glance, but you will probably need to place the outline on a table 
or podium because carrying it around while you speak may look awkward and be 
distracting to your audience. Practice with each method to see which you prefer.

Use Speaking Notes Openly Unless you have been asked to deliver your speech from 
memory (which is a rare occurrence), feel free to consult your keyword outline openly 
as you speak. Hold your cards comfortably or place your full sheet of notes on the 
podium. Look at your notes as needed, and read from them whenever you are trying 
to quote precisely. Avoid staring at your notes, however. You should never use your 
speaking notes as a crutch to avoid interacting with your audience. The reason you 
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prepare a keyword outline is 
so that you can interact more
with your listeners.

The Focus on Civic 
Engagement feature pres-
ents a keyword outline, 
based on the formal outline 
on pages 217–219.

Taken together, these 
outlining tools will assist 
you throughout the process 
of preparing and deliver-
ing your speech. The work-
ing outline will help you 
brainstorm ideas, conduct 
research, and think through 
how best to approach the 
subject. The formal outline 
reveals the final product—showing how well each main idea is articulated, devel-
oped, and supported—as well as how ideas are arranged and balanced. Finally, the 
keyword outline provides an aid to delivery that can help boost your confidence 
and keep you on track. When the audience perceives your speech as well planned 
and structured, they will be more likely to view you, the speaker, as a credible 
source of information and a person whose ideas and proposals are worthy of seri-
ous consideration.

Good speaking 
notes allow you 
to feel confident 
and stay on track 
while remaining 
connected to your 
listeners.

INTRODUCTION

SHARE STORY OF SAM—leads to question, “Will training 
in the culinary arts actually lead to a good job?”

SHARE PERSONAL BACKGROUND—at
Shalom, working with Job Links. Eye contact!

JUSTIFY TOPIC—need to find jobs that pay a living 
wage in a growing industry (refer to Ehrenreich’s 
Nickel and Dimed).

Thesis

We are convinced that creating a culinary arts 
job training program at Shalom will lead to job 
opportunities for many.

PREVIEW

j I’ll explain that this job training program is right 
for Shalom

j Describe what the model 
will look like Slow down here!

j Explain how we will use the grant money

BODY

I. Restaurant industry is growing—with lots of job 
opportunities
j Nearly 20 food service job ads in HT during 

past week

A Keyword Outline for a Speech 
of Advocacy

FOCUS ON CIVIC
ENGAGEMENT

(Continued)
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j More than half in traditional restaurants, 
schools, hospitals, etc.—not fast-food

j National Restaurant Assoc.–1.3 million new 
jobs predicted over next decade

TRANSITION: Clearly, restaurants need a trained 
workforce, and at Shalom, 
we can help meet that need. Might move here

II. Shalom Center—logical place to meet the need
j State-of-the-art commercial kitchen
j Partnerships already formed—Ivy Tech, 

Cooking School, local chefs
j Shalom guests—cooking backgrounds common

TRANSITION: The training we provide will infuse our 
community with a high-quality workforce.

III. Program available to anyone who qualifies:
j Unemployed or underemployed
j Passes basic skills test
j Passes screening interview

TRANSITION: Training will be first-rate.

IV.  Built on successful Second Helpings model in 
Indy
j Program places 90 percent of grads, with 

high retention rate (over 70 percent)
j Like SH, we will offer a 

food handler course  Watch speed!

j New Indiana requirement

j Course co-taught by Ivy Tech faculty, plus our 
own instructor

j New components in our program!
j Cooking Fundamentals
j Workforce Readiness
j Apprenticeship
j Service

j See handouts for budget and timetable for 
developing program

j Collaboration with partners ongoing
j With grant money, will hire new administrator
j Early summer through late fall, then 

apprenticeships and placement
j Grads receive three credits toward Ivy Tech 

program

CONCLUSION

Summary

j Program within our grasp—have partners, facility, 
and model in place

j Can offer valuable job training—to enrich lives of 
guests and benefit 
the greater community Eye contact!

Appeal

j Refer to Sam’s story—no longer homeless, filled 
with hope!

j Others can share this story—with your 
foundation’s support!

Types of Outlines

9.1
  Describe the different types of outlines 
and the purposes served by each.

j As you prepare yourself to speak, an outline will 
begin to emerge.

j Outlining is important as a diagnostic tool, as well 
as a visual representation of your speech.

j You will use different types of outlines:
j Working outlines incorporate preliminary 

thoughts and emerging ideas.
j Formal, full-sentence outlines contain fully de-

veloped ideas and support.
j Keyword outlines serve as speaking notes.

SUMMARY

Listen to the Audio Chapter Summary at MyCommunicationLab

Study and Review materials for this chapter are at MyCommunicationLab



Questions for Review and Reflection 223

Basic Principles of Outlining

9.2
  Explain and apply the basic principles 
of outlining.

j As you craft your formal outline, you should do 
the following:
j Include and label key elements (such as the in-

troduction, body, and conclusion, transitions, 
and bibliography).

j Use a consistent set of symbols and 
indentations.

j Make sure that each point contains only one idea.
j Develop ideas and supporting material in a co-

herent manner.

j A keyword outline is used in delivering your 
speech. You should do the following for this 
outline:
j Write it on note cards.
j Use words sparingly.
j Include a few extended quotations and 

statistics.
j Write it legibly.
j Include delivery prompts.
j Use it openly.

j When listeners perceive your speech as well 
planned and structured, they will be more likely 
to view you as a credible speaker whose ideas are 
worthy of their serious consideration.

Types of Outlines

9.1
  Describe the different types of outlines 
and the purposes served by each.

1. List and describe the different kinds of outlines.
2. Why is it important to develop and use each kind 

of outline as you prepare and deliver your speech?

Basic Principles of Outlining

9.2
  Explain and apply the basic principles 
of outlining.

3. What are the main components that need to be 
labeled and included in a formal outline? Why is 
each important?

4. Why is it important to restrict each point in the 
outline to a single idea?

5. How does the outline reflect relationships between 
ideas and supporting material?

6. How does the use of a consistent system of outlin-
ing symbols and indentation help make these rela-
tionships clear?

7. What are the most important guidelines to remem-
ber when preparing speaking notes?

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW AND REFLECTION

Study and Review the Flashcards at MyCommunicationLab



AUTISM: WHY ARE THE RATES RISING?

Kaitlin Rapone

NOTE: This outline is based on a speech that was delivered in a public speaking class at 
Southeast Missouri State University in 2008.

SPECIFIC PURPOSE: I want my audience to understand some possible explanations for the 
dramatic increases in the number of children diagnosed with autism.

THESIS: Researchers have offered a variety of different, sometimes competing, explanations for 
the dramatic increase in the number of children diagnosed with autism.

INTRODUCTION

Attention-Getting Device

Not long ago, my cousin Susan came to visit our family. She brought her 17-year-old son, Michael, 
with her. Michael does not behave like other teenagers. He rocks back and forth, rarely looks directly 
at anyone, and will eat only a few different foods, like chicken nuggets and Cheerios. Michael is 
autistic. Although he has made incredible progress over the years, Susan is worried about his future.

Credibility

I have known Michael for most of my life and have watched his parents agonize over how 
to help him communicate and learn the skills he needs to live independently. Because of this 
personal experience, I have been doing research to better understand the causes of this disorder.

Justification and Background

Autism is becoming increasingly prevalent in our society. Every day, 60 children in our country 
are diagnosed as autistic. The National Institute of Neurological Disorders and Stroke reports 
that 6 children out of 1,000 will have what they call an “autism spectrum disorder.” Yet most 
people know very little about this disorder that the Autism Society of America (ASA) describes 
as a “complex developmental disability.” 

There is no simple medical test for detecting autism. Instead, children are diagnosed 
during the first three years of life through careful observation of their communication, their 
actions, and their interactions. Signs of the disorder include impaired communication, lack of 
eye contact, repetitive movements such as rocking or twirling, inflexible adherence to specific 
routines or rituals, and social withdrawal. These behaviors cannot be cured or outgrown, but 
many autistic children do benefit from education and therapy.

Thesis

Researchers have attributed the increased rates of autism among children to a variety of 
factors.

Enumerated Preview

Today, I’d like to examine three possible explanations for the rise in autism rates: hereditary 
factors, environmental factors, and changing definitions of the disorder.

IN ORDER TO GET LISTEN-
ERS’ ATTENTION AND SHOW

THE RELEVANCE OF HER

TOPIC, KAITLIN SHARES A

COMPELLING STORY ABOUT

SOMEONE IN HER FAMILY. 
SHE THEN EMPHASIZES

THE LARGE NUMBER OF

CHILDREN WHO ARE DIAG-
NOSED WITH AUTISM.

TO HELP THE AUDIENCE

UNDERSTAND THE NATURE

OF THE DISORDER, KAITLIN

ENUMERATES THE GENERAL

BEHAVIORS ASSOCIATED

WITH AUTISM.

AFTER ADVANCING HER

THESIS, THE SPEAKER

SETS THE STAGE FOR HER

SPEECH BY OFFERING A

PREVIEW OF HER MAIN

POINTS AND TRANSITIONING

INTO HER SPEECH’S FIRST

MAIN IDEA—THE THEORY

OF HEREDITY.
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BODY

I. Some experts believe that heredity plays a major role in the development of autism.
A. Genetics is one of the most obvious and common explanations for why certain 

children are autistic.
1. Twin and family studies strongly suggest that some people have a genetic 

predisposition or vulnerability to autism.
a. Identical twin studies show that if one twin is autistic, there is a 90 percent 

chance the other twin will be affected.
2. Researchers also believe that children with a family history of autism or similar 

disabilities have a greater chance of being autistic.
3. In addition, the ASA notes that children born with certain abnormalities in 

their brain or nervous system have a higher chance of being autistic.
B. According to the ASA, many experts believe that when a child is born with a 

genetic susceptibility to autism, then other external factors may serve as triggers.

TRANSITION: Along with genetics, our environment could be contributing to increased rates of 
autism.

II. Some researchers believe that environmental factors could trigger autism.
A. The ASA explains that complications during pregnancy caused by harmful substances 

entering the body may cause an unborn child to become more vulnerable to autism.
B. After birth, exposure to toxins and pollutants, such as lead and pesticides, might 

also interfere with healthy brain development.
1. One expert, Dan Orzech, observes: “In the last half-century or so, more than 

85,000 industrial chemicals have been registered in the United States, and 
many of them have found their way into our environment—and our bodies. 
Children, with their smaller and still-developing bodies, may be the ones most 
vulnerable to their effects.”

2. The sheer quantity of these harmful substances and the ease with which they 
find their way into our bodies is of special interest to researchers who believe 
they might contribute to the rising rates of autism.

C. Finally, some experts have advanced the theory that childhood vaccinations might 
have played a significant role in the rising rates of autism.
1. Until 2002, childhood vaccines for measles, mumps, and rubella contained a 

mercury-based preservative, Thimerosal.
2. However, because cases of autism have continued to rise after Thimerosal 

was removed from vaccines, other experts, including those at the Centers for 
Disease Control, no longer believe that vaccines should be a cause of concern.

TRANSITION: Heredity and environmental factors may well help explain the increase in autism 
rates, but another explanation has been offered as well, one that focuses on how we define and 
diagnose the disorder.

KAITLIN SUPPORTS HER

FIRST MAIN IDEA WITH

RESEARCH ON GENETIC

VULNERABILITY, BRAIN

ABNORMALITIES, AND SUS-
CEPTIBILITY TO EXTERNAL

FACTORS.

TO SUPPORT HER POINT

ABOUT ENVIRONMENTAL

INFLUENCES, KAITLIN USES

EXPERT TESTIMONY AND

STATISTICS ON THE NUMBER

OF INDUSTRIAL CHEMICALS

THAT HAVE BEEN REGIS-
TERED IN THE UNITED

STATES.

IN THIS PORTION OF HER

SPEECH, KAITLIN EX-
PLORES THE CONTROVER-
SIAL THEORY THAT CHILD-
HOOD VACCINES MIGHT

TRIGGER AUTISM IN SOME

CHILDREN. SHE SUPPORTS

THE ASSERTION THAT A

MERCURY-BASED PRESER-
VATIVE, THIMEROSAL, ONCE

IDENTIFIED AS A POSSIBLE

CULPRIT, HAS LARGELY

BEEN DISCOUNTED BY REF-
ERENCING THE CDC.
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III. Some experts have argued that the rising number of autism cases may be attributable 
to nothing more than changes in how we define and diagnose the disorder.

A. In recent years, as the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention has observed, 
the definition of autism has broadened significantly.

B. Because there is no single medical test but rather a growing number of signs or 
symptoms associated with the disorder, doctors and other health care providers 
may be stretching the definition further by applying the criteria loosely.

C. These wide-ranging boundaries for diagnosing autism, as Dr. Janice Hopkins 
recently pointed out in the British Journal of Medicine, could by themselves 
account for why “the prevalence of autism increased eightfold in the United 
States” between the early 1980s and the late 1990s.
1. A good example of how autism may be too readily assumed comes from a study 

by Susan Bryson, published in The Canadian Journal of Psychiatry, which 
noted that within one group of individuals with various intellectual disabilities, 
28 percent were diagnosed with autism.

2. According to the Economist, a similar study by Dorothy Bishop tested 38 
individuals who had been diagnosed with language disorders early in their lives 
and found that 12 of those would have been diagnosed as autistic by today’s 
standards.

3. The American Psychiatric Association is currently revising its diagnostic 
manual and may narrow the criteria for autism.
a. The revised criteria are controversial.
b. Even if adopted, their impact is uncertain.

TRANSITION: Whatever is responsible, autism rates are likely to continue to rise unless the widely 
acknowledged definition is narrowed or altered significantly.

CONCLUSION

Refer to Introduction

There are days when my cousin, Susan, nearly loses hope. She has had to educate herself 
about autism—and sometimes she has even had to educate her son’s teachers. She has battled 
with his doctors. She often asks, “How did this happen to my child?” At the time she became 
pregnant, she had never known anyone with an autistic child.

Appeal

Today, we are learning more about autism each day. Most of you know at least one autistic 
person. Maybe you even have someone with autism in your family.

The causes of autism are not fully understood, but the implications are clear for those 
of us who plan to start a family someday. As future parents, we must be knowledgeable 
about our family histories. If disorders like autism are prevalent, anyone who becomes 
pregnant must take extra precautions. Every pregnant woman should talk to her doctor 

IN THIS PART OF HER

SPEECH, KAITLIN EX-
PLORES THE EXPANDED

DEFINITION OF AUTISM BY

QUOTING THE CENTERS FOR

DISEASE CONTROL AND

PREVENTION.

KAITLIN CITES AN ARTICLE

IN A REPUTABLE PROFES-
SIONAL JOURNAL TO EM-
PHASIZE THAT DIAGNOSTIC

PRACTICES ALONE MIGHT

EXPLAIN THE RISE IN

AUTISM.

IN CONCLUDING HER LAST

MAIN POINT, KAITLIN

SUMMARIZES TWO STUD-
IES THAT DOCUMENT THE

EXPANDED DEFINITION OF

AUTISM.

THIS QUICK SUMMARY

SERVES AS A TRANSITION

AS KAITLIN MOVES TOWARD

HER CONCLUSION.

AS SHE BEGINS HER

CONCLUSION, KAITLIN

REMINDS HER LISTENERS

OF THE DAILY STRUGGLES

OF PARENTS WITH AUTISTIC

CHILDREN—REFERENCING

THE PERSONAL STORY

THAT SHE SHARED IN THE

INTRODUCTION.

FINALLY, THE SPEAKER

RELATED THE TOPIC TO HER

AUDIENCE BY ARTICULATING

THE ISSUES THAT LISTENERS

WILL WANT TO REMEMBER

AS THEY THINK ABOUT HAV-
ING THEIR OWN FAMILIES. 
SHE ALSO REMINDS THEM

OF THE IMPORTANCE OF

SUPPORTING RESEARCHERS

AS THEY STRIVE TO IMPROVE

OUR UNDERSTANDING OF

AUTISM.



227

about what she can do to avoid exposing herself and her baby to dangerous toxins that 
could adversely affect her child.

We also must support researchers who continue to work to more clearly define autism and 
strive to create reliable tools for its diagnosis and treatment.
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Using Language Effectively

10
CHAPTER

CHAPTER OVERVIEW AND 
LEARNING OBJECTIVES

Language and Meaning

10.1
Understand the relation-
ship between language and 
meaning.

Using Language That Is Clear and 
Accurate

10.2
Choose language that is spe-
cific, concrete, precise, and 
clear.

Using Language That Is Active and 
Interesting

10.3
Choose language that is lively 
and vivid, using appeals to 
the senses and figures of 
speech.

Using Appropriate and Ethical 
Language

10.4
Understand how language 
choices relate to audience 
expectations and have ethical 
implications.

Responding Critically to a Speaker’s 
Style

10.5
Avoid overreacting to style by 
focusing on the substance of a 
speaker’s ideas.

Listen to the Audio Chapter at MyCommunicationLab
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Style is a difficult term to define, partly because we use it in so many dif-
ferent ways. If we say a person has style, we may mean that the person 
dresses well, sings in a unique voice, or plays basketball with a special flair. 

In those situations, the context of our remark will clarify what we mean when 
we say that a person has style. When we talk about a speaker’s style, however, 
we mean something different. We still may mean that, in a general sense, the 
person has a pleasing style of speaking—that is, he or she projects a good image 
and relates to audiences effectively. Style, in the ancient tradition of rhetorical 
theory, has a more specific meaning, however: it refers to how we use language 
in oral presentations.

This chapter focuses on this more specific meaning of style: how you choose 
the language for your speech and the effects of those choices on your overall suc-
cess as a speaker. We will begin by discussing the connections between language 
and meaning, keeping in mind that the speaker who wants to use clear language 
must begin with clear thinking. If you first develop a clear grasp of the ideas you 
hope to communicate, it will be much easier for you to find the right language to 
get your message across. Then we will discuss how to choose language that is clear, 
interesting, effective, and appropriate to the particular situation. By the end of the 
chapter, you should have a better sense of the importance of style and what you 
can do to improve your style as a public speaker.

LANGUAGE AND MEANING

Preview. Style is fundamentally concerned with how the speaker uses language. 
When crafting a speech, it is critical to choose appropriate language. The language 
you choose has the potential to influence listeners through its symbolic power and 
its explicit and implicit meanings. Your choices can help you connect with listeners 
or can create barriers and misunderstandings.

Speakers and listeners do not always speak exactly the same language. All of us 
may speak English, but we do not choose and use language in the same ways. We 
may come from different backgrounds that provide us with different vocabularies 
or different meanings for words. Regional uses of English, ethnic uses of language, 
and generational variations in language can be confusing to those outside a partic-
ular linguistic group. Phrases or abbreviations that are commonplace on Facebook 
or Twitter, for example, may need to be translated for those who do not participate 
in online social networks. In a sense, we all speak different “languages,” and those 
differences influence how our listeners respond to our speeches.

The words we choose reflect our values, our perceptions, or our attitudes. 
Depending on our point of view, members of a rebel organization might be labeled 
terrorists or freedom fighters. Likewise, an army labeled invaders by some might 
be considered liberators by others. During the recent health care debate in America, 
what some described as needed reform, others denounced as socialized medicine.1

As you prepare to speak, it is important to keep in mind that language is symbolic 
and allows for a variety of meanings.

Under-
stand the 

relationship be-
tween language 
and meaning.

10.1
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The Symbolic Nature of Language

Words are symbols. They are abstractions that allow us to talk about people, 
places, things, actions, and ideas without providing every detail. The more abstract 
our words, the more details we omit. Abstract language makes it possible for us to 
talk about our feelings and values. It permits us to talk about the past and the fu-
ture and things we can only imagine. We conceptualize ideas—such as love, honor, 
and beauty—through abstract language. Yet using too many abstract words can 
also cause problems in communication.

Abstract language is ambiguous language. As we speak more abstractly, ideas 
can become more and more difficult to grasp, and the chances of misunderstand-
ings increase. If you were to describe a course of action as “the patriotic thing 
to do,” for example, how your audience will respond depends on what patrio-
tism means to them. For some, patriotism might demand that they support the 
War in Afghanistan; others may feel they have a patriotic duty to protest the war. 
Similarly, some may assume that supporting our troops means sending them care 
packages or letters of encouragement, whereas others may feel that the best way to 
support our troops would be to bring them home.

Abstractions are a powerful source of personal identity. We live in a diverse 
country, made up of people of many different cultural and social backgrounds. The 
word American, for example, can apply to all of us, but it is also an abstraction 
that can be variously interpreted. Consider how listeners might have responded 
differently when former secretary of state Colin Powell used the word American
in a speech to the National Volunteer Summit. Urging his listeners to work toward 
the day when everyone would live the “American Dream,” Powell appealed to the 
widespread belief that America was especially blessed by a “Divine Providence.” 
He also invoked the principle that we must all be “good stewards” of each other:

Let us make sure that no child in America is left behind, no child in America has their 
dream deferred or denied. We can do it. We can do it because we are Americans. We are 
Americans who draw our strength from this place. We are Americans who believe to the 
depth of our hearts that this is not a land that was placed here by historic accident, it 
is a land that was put here by Divine Providence who told us to be good stewards of our 
land, but especially to be good stewards of each other. Divine Providence gave us this land, 
blessed it and told us always to be proud to call it America. And so we go forward. Let us 
go save our children.2

Powell’s use of abstractions was broad enough that many people with different 
specific convictions could agree with his statement. Yet people with different back-
grounds may have had different views of what it meant to be an “American,” and 
people of differing religious beliefs may have reacted differently to his reference to 
“Divine Providence.”

Sometimes speakers exploit ambiguous terms to trick listeners into accepting 
their ideas without seriously thinking about them. Most of us favor “family values,” 
for example, but Republicans and Democrats often disagree over which policies 
best promote those values. Similarly, we may all agree that accountability in govern-
ment is good or that we should all be responsible citizens. But what it means to be 
accountable or responsible may vary from person to person. When a speaker uses 
such abstract words, details are lost and differences may be glossed over.

Watch the Video
“Tree Hugger” at
MyCommunicationLab
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Suppose, for example, that a political candidate claims that we need a “safety 
net” to protect the poorest and most disadvantaged among us. Does that mean that 
we need more government spending on social services? Or is the candidate advo-
cating that we rely on private charities to provide a safety net for the disadvan-
taged? In the sample speech following Chapter 7, one health care expert referred 
to a “safety net” that was “full of holes.” In short, the abstract term safety net can 
be used in a wide variety of ways. The careful listener looks for clues as to how a 
speaker translates ambiguous terms into specific ideas or policies.

Denotative and Connotative Meaning

Although meaning may vary according to the understanding we bring to abstract 
words, many words have commonly understood meanings; if this were not so, we 
could not communicate at all. The meanings of words can be divided into two 
groups: denotative and connotative meanings. Denotative meaning refers to the 
literal, objective meaning of words stripped of any emotional baggage they may 
carry. These meanings tend to be more objective and less susceptible to a wide 
variety of interpretations. For example, the denotative meaning of pencil is “a writ-
ing implement consisting of a thin rod of graphite or similar substance encased in 
wood or held in a plastic or metal mechanical device.” Its meaning is relatively ob-
jective; not a lot of personal interpretations and feelings are attached to the word 
pencil. When we hear the word, few of us are confused or feel fear, joy, or anger.

Connotative meanings, by contrast, derive from the emotional implications of 
words and suggest a range of subjective and personal interpretations. Many words 
in our culture carry strong connotations because of their association with historic 
events or political controversies. For many U.S. citizens, words such as terrorist, 
traitor, or un-American carry strong connotations because they automatically pro-
voke feelings of fear, hostility, or even hatred. Words such as patriot or hero, on the 
other hand, invoke more positive feelings and emotions.

Connotative meaning is infused into language by the context in which words 
appear and by the perceptions of the listener. Nonetheless, in our society, some 
words seem to be more emotionally charged than others: honor, free enterprise, 
racist, and neo-Nazi are just a few examples. All of these words are likely to con-
jure up intense personal feelings, positive or negative.

During a congressional campaign, pollsters for a political action group con-
ducted focus groups to determine connotative responses to certain words. They 
issued a pamphlet suggesting “good” words for candidates to use in their cam-
paigns when talking about themselves and “bad” words to use when discussing 
their opponents. Figure 10.1 lists some of the “optimistic” words candidates were 
urged to use in letters, speeches, and ads. The “bad” words, labeled “contrasting,” 
were to be used when referring to an opponent’s “record, proposals and party.”3 If 
you examine these words closely, you’ll see that the “optimistic” words all evoke 
positive feelings and associations, while the “contrasting” words are meant to raise 
fears, anxieties, disapproval, or discomfort.

In another example of how seriously political strategists take word connota-
tions, Frank Lutz, a Republican consultant, sent the Senate Republican policy com-
mittee suggestions for phrasing their objections to President Obama’s proposals 

Watch the Video
“President Franklin
D. Roosevelt on the Motion
Picture Industry” at
MyCommunicationLab
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for health care reform. He recommended one claim that was designed to exploit 
both fears of losing control over one’s own health care and widespread hostil-
ity toward the federal government: “A committee of Washington bureaucrats will 
establish the standard of care for all Americans.” He also proposed that the plan 
be attacked with the claim that it would “deny people treatments they need and 
make them wait to get the treatments they are allowed to receive.” Suggesting that 
“Washington bureaucrats” would make health care decisions for Americans—
instead of their own doctors—and allow or deny some treatments was hardly an 
accurate description of the administration’s health care plan, but it did tap into the 
negative feelings many Americans have toward the federal government.4

Thoughtful speakers and listeners understand the power of words with strong 
positive or negative connotations, and they look beyond their immediate, surface 
reactions to the deeper meanings of such words. As speakers, we have an obliga-
tion to be sensitive to the emotional power of language. We also need to realize 
that our language does not automatically mean the same thing to every listener. 
Your goal as a speaker should be to make yourself as clear as possible, not obscure 
your real meaning or stir up emotions with highly connotative language.

USING LANGUAGE THAT IS CLEAR AND ACCURATE

Preview. The most profound idea, clever remark, or astute observation will have 
little impact if your listeners cannot grasp it. Clear speakers use language famil-
iar to their audience. They also speak with specificity, concreteness, precision, and 
clarity. Finally, they avoid the use of clichés, empty words, and distracting language, 
and they construct their sentences with a concern for good oral style.

As you consider the ways in which language choices help you connect with your 
audience, keep in mind that oral style and written style are not the same. In most 

FIGURE 10.1

Optimistic Contrasting

common sense
courage
dream
duty
empowerment
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Source: “Language: A Key Mechanism of Control,” from Power Persuasion: Moving an Ancient Art into 
the Media, by Cooper and Williams. © 1992 by Educational Video Group. Used by permission.
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situations, you will use less formal, more conversational language in speeches than 
you do in written manuscripts. A good oral style is more informal, simpler, and 
more repetitious than a written style. Also—and this is important—oral style is 
more spontaneous. It allows you the flexibility to adapt your language as you 
speak. In this chapter, we encourage you to make careful and effective language 
choices. But if you plan to deliver your speech extemporaneously, you probably 
will not write out every single word of your speech in advance. Rather, you will 
need to choose appropriate language as you speak.

Also keep in mind that a speech delivered orally is received differently from a 
written presentation. If you are reading a page and come across difficult or unfa-
miliar words, you can always reread the passage and try to figure out the meaning 
of the word from the context, or you can consult a dictionary. Indeed, a good book 
often challenges readers to learn new words and expand their knowledge of the 
language. But a speech is a different matter. When you are giving a speech, your 
listeners cannot stop you and ask you to repeat an unfamiliar word. Nor can they 
whip out the dictionary and look up a word that they did not understand.

Oral language may be described as “written for the ear.” It is language that 
sounds more informal and is less complex. It usually employs shorter sentences and 
more contractions than written language. It generally is not as economical either. 
Although your sentences may be shorter, it may take more sentences—and thus 
more words—to express an idea. We will address this more fully in Chapter 11 
when we discuss delivery, but consider this example of two ideas, one as it might be 
written, the other as it might be spoken:

j Written: Several complex, interrelated factors work together to produce an 
almost insoluble problem given the political, economic, and social context.

j Spoken: This problem doesn’t have just one cause. Many factors contribute to 
the difficult situation we’re facing now. And because there are many causes of 
our problem, there are no simple solutions.

As speakers, we need to be sensitive to the differences between oral and written 
communication and do all we can to achieve clarity and understanding. If our 
speaking is to be meaningful, we must make sure that what we say is instantly
intelligible.

Familiar Language

It is important that you use words familiar to your audience. Most of the great 
speakers in our history did not use big, pompous, important-sounding words. 
Rather, they used simple, direct language that listeners could easily grasp. In one 
of Abraham Lincoln’s greatest speeches, given when he was nominated for the U.S. 
Senate in 1858, for example, he put his suspicions of the power of the slaveholders 
and their allies into clear, unequivocal words. He began with a simple and familiar 
biblical phrase:

“A house divided against itself cannot stand.” I believe this government can not endure 
permanently half slave and half free. I do not expect the Union to be dissolved—I do not 
expect the house to fall—but I do expect it will cease to be divided. It will become all one 
thing or all the other. Either the opponents of slavery will arrest the further spread of it, 
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and place it where the public mind shall rest in the belief that it is in the course of ulti-
mate extinction; or its advocates will push it forward till it shall become alike lawful in all 
the states, old as well as new—North as well as South.5

Nothing in the language of this passage would have been puzzling to listeners. 
Every single word was familiar to Lincoln’s audience. The same is true of the next 
example. A senior student gave a speech to incoming freshmen at her university 
with the purpose of encouraging them to become active in significant projects and 
activities outside the classroom. In her introduction, she used familiar language to 
get her audience to look at an ordinary phrase in a different way and then led into 
her suggestions for getting the most out of their college experience:

“Multitasking” is something that all of us know a lot about. If you were like me when I 
was in high school, you could listen to music and do your homework at the same time. You 
could listen to your mom or dad while texting a friend. Well, you can keep on multitasking 
now that you’re in college, but if you’re going to get the most out of your four years here, 
you’re going to have to think about what “tasking” means. If it means playing computer 
games far into the night while blasting your favorite tunes into your headset and then 
sleeping through your morning class, your stay here might be one year and not four. Today, 
I want to talk about a different kind of “multitasking” that you can do at this university 
by exploring how you can better prepare yourself to be a productive, useful contributor to 
your community and—and this is a very important and—a happy, satisfied person.

Because the familiarity of your words is important to the clarity of your speech, 
it is important that you learn as much as you can about your audience’s education 
and vocabulary. Then you will be able to better choose the language most suitable 
to them.

Technical Language

You need to remember that listeners may not know the meaning of technical 
words. It is perfectly appropriate to use technical language in a speech to a spe-
cialized audience who will understand it. But in a speech addressed to a general 
audience, you should avoid using language that excludes people who lack technical 
expertise. If you must employ technical terms, then it is your job to define them for 
listeners who may not have the knowledge or training to understand their precise 
meaning. Chemistry majors will know what a reagent is, and an accounting major 
understands what is meant by a trial balance. Less specialized audiences, however, 
will need to have the terms defined.

A student speaking about the challenges of passing a health care reform bill 
in the U.S. Senate needed to explain two technical terms: filibuster and cloture. A 
filibuster occurs when opponents of a bill use extended debate to prevent the leg-
islation from coming to a vote. Cloture is a motion to end the debate, but under 
Senate rules a motion for cloture requires a three-fifths majority, or 60 votes. When 
opponents of reform threatened a filibuster, supporters of reform thus needed to 
line up not just the simple majority needed to pass the bill but also the 60 votes 
necessary to end a filibuster.

Abbreviations and Acronyms The same is true, of course, of technical or 
specialized abbreviations or substitutions for longer words or titles. The best 
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example of this is the acronym, which is a series of letters that stand for some 
longer name or title. Few may know that RFID stands for radio frequency iden-
tification, a technology that provides a unique identification system used to 
carry information. But even more common acronyms may need a quick explana-
tion. Anyone who is interested in broadcasting will know that FCC stands for 
Federal Communications Commission, but others in your audience may not be 
familiar with this acronym. College students all know what a GPA is, but people 
not associated with the university may not know this shorthand for grade-point 
average. As speakers, we need to be conscious of the fact that our language 
grows out of our experience and knowledge and sometimes needs to be trans-
lated for listeners.

Concreteness and Specificity

Words chosen for their concreteness and specificity increase clarity. Compare the 
following two brief passages from student speeches given on related topics.

Student #1: The tragedy of civil war falls heavily on women and children. They are dis-
placed from their homes and suffer so many hardships from disease and injuries. They have 
the most primitive medical care in the large refugee camps and are attacked by lawless 
militias. It is hard to imagine the hardships they must endure.

Student #2: Women and children are the innocent victims of civil wars raging in 
Africa. Life in the refugee camps is a constant struggle to get enough food to survive. 
Lack of clean water and proper sanitation means that diseases like cholera spread 
rapidly, and diarrhea is rampant. Those who stray just a few feet outside the camp may 
be attacked by militiamen wielding machetes. It is not uncommon to see children lying, 
glassy-eyed, on makeshift beds, with missing limbs and flies swarming over the 
wounds.

The second passage is clearly more moving. “Hardships” are specified; the re-
sults of the “attacks” are made real through the choice of concrete language that 
helps listeners visualize the situation.

Precise Language

Mark Twain once observed that there is no such thing as a synonym; he admon-
ished writers to seek the right word, not its “second cousin.” Twain’s advice is also 
good for public speakers. Precise words are important because they allow us to 
communicate our meaning as accurately as possible.

If you wanted to describe someone walking down the street, how would you 
do it? Specifically, what verbs would you choose? This would depend entirely on 
the kind of image you wanted to create. If you wanted to portray the person as 
being in a hurry, you might use verbs such as raced, hustled, or hurried. But each 
of these is different. Which is faster? Which is more informal? To take a different 
example, suppose you wanted to describe a negative feeling about something. You 
might say you disliked it, but if you felt more strongly, you might choose a verb 
such as hated, detested, or loathed. Which conveys the most accurate description of 
your feeling? In general, you will be more effective with your language if you use 
words that convey your meaning precisely.
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Consider these sentences from student speeches as originally given and as re-
vised to convey more precisely the point the speaker wishes to make:

Original: Many troops have been hurt by these homemade bombs.

Revised: Young American men and women serving in Iraq have been killed or 
maimed by roadside bombs.

Original: Homeless people increasingly run the risk of random violence.

Revised: People who live in the street have been subjected to beatings with base-
ball bats; they’ve been kicked, stabbed, punched, and even killed for no reason 
other than they’re easy targets, and their assailants like to beat up “bums.”

Not only do carefully chosen words enhance meaning and promote clarity, they 
also contribute to the kind of specificity we discussed earlier in the chapter, thus 
heightening the impact of your message.

Avoid Clichés, Empty Words, and Distracting Language

Effective public speakers avoid using clichés—trite, overused expressions. At 
one time, these expressions were probably fresh and interesting. The bottom line
conveys a clear enough meaning, but the phrase has been used so much that it 
does not show any originality and may have lost its precise meaning: the total 
cost of something. The same is true of such phrases as “twenty four/seven,” 
“with all due respect,” or “it’s not rocket science.” Because of overuse, clichés 
are tired and lifeless, and they are less likely to engage listeners’ thoughts and 
hold their interest.

Avoid empty words—those that add nothing but length to your sentences. For 
instance, why say a number of, when you can say several or many? You might say 
because instead of due to the fact that, after instead of subsequent to, about rather 
than in connection with, and I must instead of it will be necessary for me to.

Even though we may think of a speaking situation as an enlarged conversa-
tion, there are stylistic differences between the two. A conversation is more interac-
tive. We don’t always finish sentences, we may be interrupted from time to time, or 
others in the conversation may verbalize reactions. Casual conversations are often 
littered with unnecessary language that may be acceptable in that setting but not 
in a formal speech. You may say to a friend that “he was, like, very tall and, you 
know, well built.” But “like” and “you know” only clutter your everyday speech 
and should especially be avoided when giving a public speech.

If you can avoid empty words, clichés, and distracting language in your speak-
ing, you will say more, say it more efficiently, and speak more clearly. And your 
audience will benefit through greater knowledge and understanding.

Constructing Sentences to Promote Clarity

Individual words must be clear, and so should sentences. Construct sentences with 
well-chosen words, but arrange those words so that the sentences they form are 
direct and easy to follow.

For good oral style, craft sentences so that the subject and the verb are 
close together. This makes the sentence easier to understand, and it sounds more 
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natural. Consider the following sentence, in which the subject and verb have been 
separated: “This new program, which has been tried at other colleges similar to 
our own and has been enormously popular, is worthy of your support.” Note how 
the sentence would be more understandable if reworked to say: “This program is 
worthy of your support. Other colleges like our own have tried it, and it has been 
enormously popular.”

Repetition and Restatement Speakers may have to repeat certain words, 
phrases, or ideas to make them stick in listeners’ minds. Repetition is especially 
effective when the speaker wants the audience to remember specific, vivid, or 
especially meaningful words or phrases. You may wish to use restatement if 
you want to emphasize or clarify an idea by discussing it in several different 
ways. Of course, speakers should not overuse these devices. When used care-
fully, however, they can reinforce your main ideas and make important expres-
sions memorable.

President John F. Kennedy made effective use of repetition in his inaugural 
address. Speaking directly to “those nations who would make themselves our ad-
versaries,” he called upon both sides in the Cold War to “begin anew the quest for 
peace” and identified some potential areas of cooperation in a series of statements 
using repetition:

Let both sides explore what problems unite us instead of belaboring those problems which 
divide us.

Let both sides, for the first time, formulate serious and precise proposals for the inspection 
and control of arms ...

Let both sides seek to invoke the wonders of science instead of its terror ...

Let both sides unite to heed in all the corners of the earth the command of Isaiah—to 
“undo the heavy burdens ...[and] let the oppressed go free.”6

Through the simple device of repeating a phrase at the end of each example, 
one student speaker reinforced his contention that all of us are contributing money 
to large corporations for foolish or wasteful projects:

Let’s take a look at someone like Lockheed Martin, a defense manufacturer. They received 
only a paltry $25,000 in a tax write-off in 1996. But what did the tax write-off come for? 
Entertainment expenses that included $20,000 worth of golf balls. That’s your tax money 
at work! Then we have the Walt Disney Corporation, a company whose profits are over 
$1 billion per year. They received a $300,000 federal subsidy in order to research bigger 
and better fireworks for their theme parks. That’s your tax money at work! But probably 
the biggest and most insulting federal subsidy of all that I came across happened between 
1990 and 1994, when General Motors received $110.6 million in federal technologi-
cal subsidies under the auspices of a jobs program. During that time period, their profits 
skyrocketed. And what happened? They laid off 104,000 of their workers—25 percent of 
their U.S. workforce. That’s your tax money at work!

Short, Concise Sentences In an oral style, you should also keep sentences rela-
tively short. Shorter sentences are easier for listeners to follow. Also avoid need-
less repetition, unnecessary modifiers, and circumlocutions, such as, “The reason 
why I think this plan will work is because ...” Instead, say “This plan will work 
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because ...” One way to eliminate unnecessary words is to use the active voice. 
Consider the following examples:

“Great frustration with the lack of progress in enacting a health care reform 
bill in Congress has been expressed by health care advocates.” (passive voice, 
too wordy)

“Advocates for health care reform have expressed frustration over the lack of 
progress in passing legislation.” (active voice)

“It has been argued by some advocates of the ‘cash for clunkers’ program 
that of all the government programs that have been proposed or put in place 
that this one should be supported because it is very popular with the public 
and seems to be working as it was intended.” (passive voice, too wordy)

“Even many critics of government programs argue that the ‘cash for clunkers’ 
program works and should be extended.” (active voice)

Modifiers It is best to use only necessary modifiers. There are two kinds of modi-
fiers: those that comment and those that define. Commenting modifiers include 
very, most, and definitely. These modifiers add little; instead they boost the force of 
the words they modify. Yet, if you select your words precisely, they should be able 
to stand alone without the assistance of such modifiers. Saying that the president 
is very seriously worried about the future of health care adds little to the statement 
that the president is seriously worried.

By contrast, defining modifiers provide information that the noun standing 
alone cannot convey. They tell us something we need to know. It is informative 
to know that a policy is supported by a narrow majority of voters or that the 
government has a contingency plan to deal with H1N1 flu. Modifiers are also 
used to color audience perceptions; depending on whether an idea is described as 
innovative, brilliant, outdated, or preposterous, listeners will respond to it quite 
differently.

Simplicity

Simple and precise words and sentences contribute to active speech. Consider, for 
example, the way President Lyndon Johnson urged members of Congress to support 
him in passing the Voting Rights Act of 1965. When Johnson delivered this speech 
at a joint session of Congress, the nation was engulfed in racial turmoil. In Alabama, 
police and civil rights protesters clashed in bloody confrontations. A sense of great 
tension and urgency gripped the country. The following passage from LBJ’s speech 
has no exceptional or unusual words and no particularly striking sentence construc-
tions, but the clarity and forcefulness of the language suggest action.

The bill I am presenting to you will be known as a civil rights bill.

But in a larger sense, most of the program I am recommending is a civil rights program. 
Its object is to open the city of hope to all people of all races, because all Americans just 
must have the right to vote, and we are going to give them that right.

All Americans must have the privileges of citizenship, regardless of race, and they are 
going to have those privileges of citizenship regardless of race.

Watch the Video
“Harry S. Truman’s Decision
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But I would like to caution 
you and remind you that 
to exercise these privileges 
takes much more than just 
legal right. It requires a 
trained mind and a healthy 
body. It requires a decent 
home and the chance to find 
a job and the opportunity to 
escape from the clutches of 
poverty.

Of course people cannot 
contribute to the nation if 
they are never taught to read 
or write; if their bodies are 
stunted from hunger; if their 
sickness goes untended; if 
their life is spent in hopeless 
poverty, just drawing a wel-
fare check.

So we want to open the 
gates to opportunity. But we’re also going to give all our people, black and white, the help 
that they need to walk through those gates.7

Apart from the ideas that are discussed, language can have a force of its own. When 
used to promote interest, it can help make a speech more persuasive and effective.

USING LANGUAGE THAT IS ACTIVE AND INTERESTING

Preview. As speakers, we can keep listeners interested by using active language—
language that is lively and vivid—and figures of speech. We can also use rhetorical 
questions and parallelism to promote audience interest and identification with the 
topic.

Even if your language is clear—so that listeners understand your main ideas or 
arguments—you may fail to move them unless it is also compelling. Gaining and 
maintaining listeners’ interest is essential if you hope to achieve your desired re-
sponse. When you use language that stimulates the listeners’ imagination, offers 
memorable images, and is pleasing to the ear, you will have a better chance of also 
engaging their minds and hearts.

Use Active, Vivid Language

Action holds interest and commands attention. The way we choose language and 
the way we put it together can create a sense of action for our listeners. We can 
create the illusion of action and help listeners understand more precisely what we 
have in mind by using active, vivid language.

Language promotes a feeling of action when it is lively. Language that gives a 
realistic and specific description of events, people, and ideas is the liveliest. Further, 

In urging pas-
sage of the Voting 
Rights Act of 
1965, President 
Johnson used 
simple, direct, and 
forceful language 
to demand jus-
tice for African 
Americans.
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listeners’ emotions are often engaged through the use of vivid descriptions of pleas-
ant or unpleasant situations. In Chapter 7, we noted that telling a story about real 
people tends to promote identification between the audience and the subject. The 
simple narrative can make us feel ashamed or angry or experience a host of other 
emotions.

In using vivid language, speakers often try to appeal to listeners’ senses. 
Through sensory appeals, audience members are encouraged to see, hear, or feel 
something. Two famous speeches from our history illustrate the power of vivid 
language to evoke strong feeling.

The first is by the African-American abolitionist, Frederick Douglass, who viv-
idly depicted the inhumanity of slavery: “What, am I to argue that it is wrong to 
make men brutes, to rob them of their liberty, to work them without wages, to 
keep them ignorant of their relations to their fellow men, to beat them with sticks, 
to flay their flesh with the lash, to load their limbs with irons, to hunt them with 
dogs, to sell them at auction, to sunder their families, to knock out their teeth, to 
burn their flesh, to starve them into obedience and submission to their masters?”8

The second is a speech by Chief Joseph of the Nez Perce tribe, who surren-
dered after a long and desperate 1,100-mile flight from pursuing U.S. cavalry. Here 
is his description of his people’s plight:

I am tired of fighting. Our chiefs are killed. Looking Glass is dead. Toohulhulsote is dead. 
The old men are all dead. It is the young men who say yes or no. He who led the young 
men is dead.

It is cold and we have no blankets. The little children are freezing to death. My people, 
some of them, have run away to the hills and have no blankets, no food. No one knows 

HIGHLIGHTING ACTIVE AND INTERESTING LANGUAGE

The Rev. Forrest Gilmore, Executive Director of 
a day shelter for those experiencing homelessness 
and poverty, began an appeal to gain support for a 
program called “Permanent Supportive Housing” 
with a compelling narrative:

I was angry. It’s not how I usually feel at a 
memorial service. But this was not a normal 
memorial service. This service was for someone who 
shouldn’t have died.

Frank Crawford was homeless. He was also 
disabled, significantly ill, and addicted to alcohol. He 
died alone in the middle of the night behind the old 
Ponderosa back in June.

A few weeks earlier, he had been released from a 
nursing home. Considered “too healthy” to stay, he 
was encouraged to find an assisted living facility. But, 

of course, there wasn’t one for him. So, Frank became 
homeless ...again.

Over many years, Frank had been in and out of 
nursing homes. He would decline to the edge of death 
on the streets and then get nursed back to health only 
to be released to the streets once again.

Every time Frank came back to the Shalom Center, 
we all sighed with despair, astonished that anyone 
thought Frank could care for himself. We knew soon 
enough he would be in a nursing home again, if he 
was lucky.

Unfortunately, this last time, he wasn’t so lucky.
And I was angry.
Because now he’s dead.

Source: Forrest Gilmore, “Anger Transformed Into a Passion for 
Justice.” Used by permission.
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where they are—perhaps freezing to death. I want to have time to look for my children 
and see how many I can find. Maybe I shall find them among the dead.

Hear me, my chiefs. I am tired. My heart is sick and sad. From where the sun now stands, 
I will fight no more forever.9

Listeners exposed to such vivid and detailed narratives have a strong likelihood 
of identifying with them. With the bulk of the appeal resting on visual images, the 
result is a more persuasive presentation.

Lively, vivid language is important, but much still depends on your ability to 
marshal excellent arguments and your listeners’ openness to new and alternative 
viewpoints. Lively, vivid language alone cannot make up for weak ideas.

Using Figures of Speech

Language that is striking or impressive can create interest and contribute to under-
standing. For centuries, students of rhetoric have studied what are called figures of 
speech; these are special ways of using language to heighten the beauty of expres-
sion, or the clarity of ideas, or the emotional impact of speeches. It is not important 
for the beginning student of public speaking to understand and identify all the 
technical names for the different figures of speech. But both listeners and speakers 
should be aware of some common ways of using language effectively.

Simile The simile is used when you want to make comparisons. A direct compar-
ison between things that an audience may not see as being similar can help them 
understand a concept or a particular set of circumstances. You do this by taking 
something that they will know about or understand and comparing it with the new 
or unfamiliar idea or situation you want them to understand. This kind of com-
parison, a simile, is typically introduced by the words like or as. When President 
Bush appointed Tony Snow as his new press secretary in May 2006, one reporter 
used similes to describe the situation Mr. Snow faced: “Any press secretary taking 
over the podium for the first time comes off as a substitute teacher trying to take 
control of a restless high school class. With the president’s standing in the opinion 
polls this low, Mr. Snow was more like a stepfather meeting his wife’s children for 
the first time.”10

“A day in the life of the college student,” one student began her speech, “is like 
a day at an amusement park. You have ups and downs; you can get spun around; 
you can do new things you’ve never done before; you can have a lot of fun; and you 
can end by throwing up.” More eloquently, John F. Kennedy, in a speech on civil 
rights, used a simile to salute the courage of civil rights workers: “Like our soldiers 
in all parts of the world they are meeting freedom’s challenge on the firing line ...”11

Metaphor Like a simile, a metaphor compares objects that the audience may 
think of as quite dissimilar. In a metaphor, however, the comparison is not so direct 
and does not use the words like or as. You will often use metaphor when hoping 
to express strong feelings or emotions. For example, a freshman college student, 
was about to join a group heading to southern Indiana after a series of deadly tor-
nados. She had never seen the results of such a natural disaster before, nor had she 
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ever volunteered to help with clean-up. She described her apprehension by using 
a swimming metaphor: “I think I understand the principles of swimming, but I’m 
about to find out by jumping into the deep end of the pool; I just hope I can swim 
to the other end.” And, in a moving tribute to the murdered Mahatma Gandhi, 
Indian prime minister Jawaharlal Nehru expressed the sadness felt by his fellow 
Indians by comparing Gandhi to the sun: “A glory has departed and the sun that 
warmed and brightened our lives has set and we shiver in the dark.”12

These images create a certain feeling or mood in the audience. In this way, they 
make an important contribution to the audience’s total appreciation of a speech.

Antithesis Antithesis is a way of putting together two things that have sharply 
different meanings. You would use this device to make contrasts between words 
or ideas. Through antithesis, ideas can be reinforced and compelling contrasts in 
thought can be suggested. A definition of classics, for example, is that they “are 
examples of how to think, not what to think.”13 In a speech criticizing those who 
polluted the environment in the pursuit of profits, one student speaker used this 
antithesis: “On this campus we’re engaged in an important struggle. We must not 
support the forces of death and personal profit, but, instead, we must choose the 
forces of life and personal responsibility.” The antithesis pitted life against death, 
effectively associating those who would put money first with the latter.

Irony Through irony, you can strongly imply a meaning that is opposite that 
which is stated. This device can highlight the absurd or bitter disconnect between 
what is asserted and what is real. Mary Church Terrell was a graduate of Oberlin 
College, a teacher, the first president of the National Association of Colored 
Women, and a professional lecturer who spoke out against racism at the beginning 
of the twentieth century. In a speech given in Washington, DC, in 1906, she used 
irony to highlight the contradictions between the ideals of our nation’s founders 
and the laws upholding segregation:

As a colored woman I cannot visit the tomb of the Father of this country, which owes its 
very existence to the love of freedom in the human heart and which stands for equal op-
portunity for all, without being forced to sit in the Jim Crow section of an electric car 
which starts from the very heart of the city—midway between the Capitol and the White 
House. If I refuse thus to be humiliated, I am cast into jail and forced to pay a fine for 
violating the Virginia laws.14

Irony can be a potent way for you to point out the discrepancies between professed 
values and real actions.

Alliteration A repetitive pattern of sounds used to create a more poetic tone and 
to reinforce key ideas is called alliteration. One returning student, proud of her 
new U.S. citizenship, said that becoming an American was “more than just a pass-
port to plenty,” it was “a doorway to democracy.” In a speech to the NAACP in 
July 2009, President Obama also used alliteration when speaking of the great civil 
rights leaders of the past: “They knew that the stain of slavery and the sin of seg-
regation had to be lifted in the courtroom, and in the legislature, and in the hearts 
and the minds of Americans.”15
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Poets commonly use alliteration and other 
figures of speech. Edgar Allan Poe wrote of the 
“silken, sad, uncertain rustling of each purple 
curtain”16 to capture the sound of wind blow-
ing through an open window. Whether used in a 
poem or a speech, alliteration can be memorable 
and pleasing to the ear. Of course, it must not 
be forced or overdone. A former vice president 
of the United States, for example, attacked media 
commentators who had criticized the president 
by absurdly labeling them “nattering nabobs of 
negativism.”

Personification When you attribute human 
characteristics to animals or to inanimate ob-
jects, you are using personification. One com-
mon form of personification is a phrase we hear 
almost every day: “The White House says . . .”
You can use personification to add interest to 
your speech while enhancing its emotional ap-
peal. A student speaker, for example, observed: 
“This city can be a very hostile place. It can ig-
nore you, it can frighten you, and it can pun-
ish you very severely if you ignore its unwritten 
rules.” This student then went on to talk about 
such urban problems as loneliness, homeless-
ness, and crime.

Oxymoron An oxymoron combines seemingly contradictory expressions, such as 
thunderous silence or cheerful pessimist. You might use such a device when you want 
to emphasize the contrast between two things or give an amusing twist of meaning to 
phrases that are sometimes used in the media, such as found missing or negative in-
crease. Some oxymorons, such as virtual reality, have become so common that we no 
longer even recognize their contradictory quality. Others are arresting and thought-
provoking, and they can reinforce ideas in memorable ways. One student, for ex-
ample, described the caucus systems used in the presidential primaries as “organized 
chaos.” Similarly, filmmakers sometimes use oxymorons to create memorable titles 
for their films—for example, Back to the Future or Eyes Wide Shut.

Rhetorical Questions Speakers sometimes ask listeners questions. When they do so, 
they are usually not actually looking for an answer from the audience. Instead, they are 
posing rhetorical questions, which pique the audience’s curiosity and stimulate think-
ing. As we noted in Chapter 8, you might use a rhetorical question to gain your audi-
ence’s attention at the start of a speech, or you might use rhetorical questions as transi-
tions. But they can also be effective stylistic devices when used anywhere in a speech.

When you pose a rhetorical question, you encourage your audience to think. 
When you ask a question, you also invite participation in a dialogue. Questions 

Mary Church 
Terrell actively 
attacked racism 
in America in 
the early twen-
tieth century. 
She pointed to 
the irony of an 
American of color 
being forced to 
sit in a segre-
gated section 
of a trolley car 
when traveling 
from the nation’s 
capital to George 
Washington’s 
tomb at Mount 
Vernon.
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trigger guesses, speculation, and other forms of thought. In short, questions acti-
vate your listeners’ brains.

As with all stylistic devices, rhetorical questions should be chosen carefully. If 
the question is unimaginative or simplistic, it will not have the desired effect. “Why 
should you wear your seat belt?” “Why is smoking bad for you?” The answers to 
these rhetorical questions are probably too obvious to inspire much thought.

The effectiveness of any rhetorical question depends on its wording, its tim-
ing, and the way you develop your own response to the question. Having posed 
the question, you are, of course, obliged to answer it. For example, one speaker, 
who wanted audience members to understand the urgency of supporting a local 
day shelter and hunger relief program, posed this question: “What does the face of 
hunger look like in our community?” After pausing to let the audience contemplate 
the question, she then offered these examples:

A young couple living in their car with their two young children. Unable to af-
ford child care, the mother stays with the children while the father goes to work.

A Vietnam veteran, who lives in a tent in a wooded area west of town. War 
injuries have made it impossible for him to maintain steady employment.

A young mother, on work release from jail, struggles to rebuild her life while 
doing volunteer work for a church and working part-time for a local cleaning 
company.

A 60-year-old woman—a former nurse’s aide, working most of her life in 
nearby hospitals and nursing homes—is diagnosed with leukemia. Too weak 
to work, she stays at a local emergency shelter.

Is this how you pictured poverty and hunger in our community?

These are only a few of the real women, men, and children who take their 
meals at the Shalom Community Center each day.

As a way of getting listeners to think and to engage issues, rhetorical questions 
can prove very effective.

Parallelism You may use parallelism to bring force, clarity, rhythm, and interest 
to a speech. Using parallel sentences or phrases of about equal length can also add 
emphasis to particular ideas. In speaking about the Great Depression, for example, 
Franklin Roosevelt emphasized the seriousness and widespread nature of the eco-
nomic problems facing the nation with a series of parallel sentences:

I see millions of families trying to live on incomes so meager that the pall of family disas-
ter hangs over them day by day.

I see millions whose daily lives in city and on farm continue under conditions labeled inde-
cent by a so-called polite society half a century ago.

I see millions denied education, recreation and the opportunity to better their lot and the 
lot of their children.

I see millions lacking the means to buy the products of farm and factory and by their pov-
erty denying work and productiveness to many other millions.

I see one-third of a nation ill-housed, ill-clad, ill-nourished.17
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A student talking about the problem of excessive drinking similarly used 
parallelism to emphasize the extent of the problem she was addressing in her 
speech:

Every weekend, a student drinks too much after using a fake ID to get into a 
bar illegally.

Every weekend, a student drinks too much, gets sick, and even risks death.

Every weekend, a student drinks too much and risks finding herself unable to 
resist unwanted sexual advances.

Every weekend, a student drinks too much, walks home alone late at night, 
and risks being attacked or robbed.

Every weekend in this town, students are engaged in one of the most serious 
problems for college students today: binge drinking.

The language a speaker chooses can make a big difference. Becoming famil-
iar with various stylistic devices and learning to use them effectively will help 
you become a better speaker. It is important to remember, however, that the 
stylistic choices you make must be appropriate to the situation in which you 
are speaking.

HIGHLIGHTING 
LANGUAGE 

Senator John McCain used active, vivid language, along 
with antithesis and parallelism in his speech accepting 
the Republican presidential nomination in 2008.

I fight to restore the pride and principles of our 
party. We were elected to change Washington, and we 
let Washington change us.

We lost the trust of the American people when 
some Republicans gave in to the temptations of 
corruption. We lost their trust when rather than 
reform government, both parties made it bigger.

We lost their trust when instead of freeing 
ourselves from a dangerous dependence on foreign 
oil, both parties—and Sen. Obama—passed another 
corporate welfare bill for oil companies. We lost their 
trust when we valued our power over our principles.

We’re going to change that. We’re going to recover 
the people’s trust by standing up again to the values 
Americans admire. The party of Lincoln, Roosevelt 
and Reagan is going to get back to basics.

In this country, we believe everyone has something 
to contribute and deserves the opportunity to reach 

their God-given potential, from the boy whose 
descendents arrived on the Mayflower to the Latina 
daughter of migrant workers. We’re all God’s children, 
and we’re all Americans.

We believe in low taxes, spending discipline, and 
open markets. We believe in rewarding hard work and 
risk-takers and letting people keep the fruits of their 
labor.

We believe in a strong defense, work, faith, service, 
a culture of life, personal responsibility, the rule of 
law, and judges who dispense justice impartially and 
don’t legislate from the bench.

We believe in the values of families, neighborhoods, 
and communities. We believe in a government that 
unleashes the creativity and initiative of Americans, 
government that doesn’t make your choices for you, 
but works to make sure you have more choices to 
make for yourself.

Source: From John McCain, “Republican Presidential 
Nomination Acceptance Address, St. Paul, Minnesota, Sept. 4, 
2008.” Published 2008 by American Presidency Project.

John McCain Accepts the 2008 
Republican Nomination
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USING APPROPRIATE AND ETHICAL LANGUAGE

Preview. Depending on the situation, you may find yourself employing a for-
mal or a more conversational style of speaking. When choosing your language for 
any speech, however, you should strive for a style that is appropriate to the situa-
tion, gender-inclusive, and consistent with your audience’s expectations and ethical 
standards.

Your choice of language in a public speech should reflect careful thought about 
the formality or informality of the speaking situation and the characteristics and 
expectations of your audience. You should always strive to use language that is 
appropriate, nonsexist, and consistent with the expectations of your audience. 
You also should use language consistent with your audience’s ethical standards.

Appropriateness

One of the most dramatic examples of contrasting uses of language was dem-
onstrated by the release of the famous Watergate tapes. These recorded con-
versations illustrated the startling differences between the public and private 
language of President Richard Nixon and many of his advisers.18 What shocked 
people was not so much the use of vulgar words, but the fact that those words 
were used by the president of the United States in the Oval Office of the White 
House. Most people had surely heard such words before and perhaps even used 
some of them themselves, but they seemed especially inappropriate when spoken 
in the White House.

Your choice of language should be influenced by the context in which you 
speak. In general, you probably think about language choices and choose your 
language more carefully in a public speech than in a private conversation. The lan-
guage you choose to introduce your city’s mayor at a public forum, for example, 
should be more formal than the language you use when talking to a friend.

At the same time, a good speaker never “fakes” language to sound like some-
one else. For example, it would be inappropriate for a well-educated speaker to use 
poor grammar or coarse language intentionally to establish common ground with 
a less-educated audience. Not only would that be unethical, but it might also be 
interpreted as condescending and insulting. In the 2012 Republican primary, for 
example, the use of “you all” by a Northern candidate campaigning in Alabama 
was ridiculed by other candidates as blatant pandering. It would also be unwise for 
a speaker to use the slang or the technical language of a particular audience if that 
language did not come naturally to that speaker.

Certain aspects of a situation—the audience, the topic of the speech, and the oc-
casion or setting in which the speech takes place—also have an impact on language 
choice. Martin Luther King Jr.’s memorable speech at the March on Washington 
is perhaps the best example of adapting language to the situation. King, standing 
on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, began with a reference to Lincoln and the 
Emancipation Proclamation, a rhetorical move calculated to remind the audience 
of the long and bloody struggle for racial justice that began with the Civil War over 
a century earlier.

Under-
stand 

how language 
choices relate 
to audience ex-
pectations and 
have ethical 
implications.

10.4

Explore the Concept
“Language” at
MyCommunicationLab
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Gender-Inclusive Language

As we have pointed out, language is a powerful force 
in shaping our perceptions and beliefs. Research 
has shown that gendered language—typically lan-
guage that excludes women—has negative effects 
on those excluded.19 Consider the implications
of this statement: “If a student expects to get into 
medical school, he will have to work hard to get 
excellent grades.” This, of course, implies that only 
men should aspire to become doctors. Speakers 
often use gendered language thoughtlessly, with-
out thinking about acceptable, gender-neutral 
alternatives.

The list in Figure 10.2, adapted from a Web site 
on gender-sensitive language, offers some common 
examples of gendered language, as well as some possi-
ble alternatives. Also, you may consult several guides 
to nonsexist language, such as the International 
Association of Business Communication’s With-
out Bias: A Guidebook for Nondiscriminatory 
Communication (Wiley, 1982) or The Dictionary 
of Bias-Free Usage: A Guide to Nondiscriminatory 
Language (Oryx, 1991).

Typically, your audience will be made up of 
both men and women, and nowadays most audi-
ences expect the use of gender-inclusive or gender-
neutral language.

Audience Expectations

Whenever you prepare to speak in public, you should consider what your audi-
ence is already likely to know and think about your topic. In choosing language 
for your speech, you also need to consider your audience—their level of linguistic 
sophistication and their stylistic expectations. You should consider not only how 
formal or casual the setting may be but also the nature of the forum, the audience’s 
background and education, and any other factors that could influence their expec-
tations for the kind of language you use.

The wise speaker thinks carefully about audience expectations and makes 
reasonable and appropriate adjustments. This does not mean that you should 
change your natural style of speaking in order to pander to your audience. It 
does mean, however, that you may want to make some different language choices 
depending on the situation. For one audience, for example, best guess may be bet-
ter than informed speculation. You want to remain true to your own voice, but 
you also want to take your audience’s expectations into account and respect their 
linguistic values.

Ronald Reagan’s 
admonition to the 
Soviet government 
to “tear down 
this wall” was 
particularly 
dramatic because 
of the setting: the 
Brandenburg Gate 
that separated 
East and West 
Berlin.

Explore the Concept
“Sexist Language” at
MyCommunicationLab
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Ethical Language

When you think of speaking appropriately, you may think only about the ef-
fectiveness of your speech. But we also have an obligation to speak ethically, 
choosing language that promotes mutual respect and avoids offending others. 
Using language that the audience considers offensive or tasteless is not just in-
effective; it communicates a lack of respect for their values. Mutual respect, as 
we’ve noted throughout this book, is the hallmark of ethical public speaking.20

You have an ethical obligation to choose language that communicates respect 
for your listeners.

As a speaker, you expect your audience to treat you respectfully. You expect 
them to make you feel welcome, to not interrupt you while you speak, and to 
reserve their own questions or comments for the question-and-answer period. If 
somebody does wish to challenge your views after the speech, you also have a 
right to expect that they will do so respectfully and without resorting to personal 
attacks.

These expectations go both ways, of course. If you, as a speaker, do not show 
respect for your listeners, you should not be surprised if they respond in kind. As 
partners in the communication process, both speakers and listeners have an obli-
gation to display mutual respect, civility, good taste, and sensitivity to the feelings 
of others. This obligation extends even to the specific words you choose to use in 
your speech.

Ethical speakers guard against the use of language that demeans a particular 
gender, race, religion, or culture. We are not just talking about being “politically 
correct.” We are talking about showing respect for your listeners and others in so-
ciety. Most of us know that grown women do not want to be referred to as girls or 
chicks. Hispanics do not tolerate derogatory labels, and homosexuals rightly take 
offense at being called degrading or offensive terms. There are, of course, dozens of 
slurs that one may use to insult or demean people of particular groups. It should go 
without saying that the use of such slurs is unethical, particularly when they substi-
tute for substantive argument or are intentionally designed to silence or intimidate 
members of minority groups.

FIGURE 10.2

Gendered Gender-neutral

man, men person, people
mankind humankind, human beings
waiter, waitress server
mailman mail carrier
chairman, chairwoman chair, chairperson
actress actor
policeman police officer
Congressman representative, Member of Congress
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Of course, offensive language is not only unethical; it is ineffective as well. 
Listeners who are offended by a speaker are not likely to continue listening, much 
less be persuaded to embrace that speaker’s point of view.

RESPONDING CRITICALLY TO A SPEAKER’S STYLE

Preview. When a speaker has good style, listeners are likely to be moved. Critical 
listeners are aware that style in language can have an impact. They look for sound 
arguments, good evidence, and substance of thought—regardless of the speaker’s 
style. They avoid overreacting to style in either a positive or a negative sense.

It should be apparent by now that style can have a strong impact on listeners—
almost apart from the ideas being expressed. That is, the way in which ideas 
are expressed can be as important as the ideas themselves in influencing the 
listeners’ reactions. A clear and appropriate speaking style can enhance a 
speaker’s ethos, whereas an otherwise good speech can be undermined by poor 
stylistic choices.

Using Emotional Language Ethically

The ethical public speaker never uses language to whip the audience into an emo-
tional frenzy. As we have made clear, emotional appeals are often appropriate and 
necessary to move an audience to action. Most people do not respond to reasoned 
arguments alone if they do not also feel emotionally engaged. Ethical emotional 
appeals are backed up with strong evidence and sound reasoning. The ethical 
speaker wants the audience to think critically and constructively, and he or she 
does nothing to discourage that.

Style Substituted for Argument

Speakers have been known to dismiss an idea not by dissecting it, analyzing it, or 
examining its weaknesses or strengths, but simply by labeling it. For example, a 
speaker may simply declare that an idea is too “simplistic,” too “radical,” or per-
haps too “reactionary.” Such a speaker is substituting style for argument. During 
the most recent GOP primaries, for example, opponents of Governor Mitt Romney 
referred to him as the “Massachusetts moderate” in an effort to discredit him 
within the conservative base of the party. What should you do when you hear such 
labeling? Good critical listeners ask, What is the basis for calling him that? What 
does the speaker even mean by “Massachusetts moderate?” Does simply calling 
Romney a “moderate” prove anything about how his values and policies would 
affect America? Asking these kinds of questions will help you avoid falling prey to 
an attempt to substitute style for argument.

In Chapter 7, we discussed the importance of supporting your ideas with evi-
dence. You should keep the same principle in mind when you listen to others use 
language to persuade you. Be wary of highly emotional language and labeling. 
Always look for evidence backing up the speaker’s claims. Good speakers antici-
pate an audience of smart, critical listeners, and they know they must provide sup-
port for their ideas.

Avoid 
over-

reacting to style 
by focusing on 
the substance 
of a speaker’s 
ideas.

10.5
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Language and Meaning

10.1
  Understand the relationship between 
language and meaning.

j Because all language is symbolic, it has the power 
to engage our emotions as well as promote under-
standing. Language is rich in both denotative and 
connotative meaning.

Using Language That Is Clear and 
Accurate

10.2
  Choose language that is specific, 
concrete, precise, and clear.

j Good style means promoting the audience’s under-
standing and acceptance through the use of effec-
tive language.
j Using language that is familiar to listeners, as 

well as concrete, specific, and precise, will help 
you achieve clarity, which is essential to a good 
speaking style.

j It is important to avoid crowding sentences 
with clichés and empty words. Also avoid con-
structing sentences that are overly complex and 
hard for listeners to follow.

Using Language That Is Active and 
Interesting

10.3
  Choose language that is lively and 
vivid, using appeals to the senses and 
figures of speech.

j Listeners find active language more engaging than 
passive language.

j Figures of speech, such as metaphors, antithesis, 
and alliteration, make language more interesting.

Using Appropriate and Ethical 
Language

10.4
  Understand how language 
choices relate to audience 
expectations and have ethical 
implications.

j Language should be appropriate to the situation—
well adapted to the setting, the listeners’ expecta-
tions and levels of understanding, and the con-
straints of the occasion.

j Using language ethically entails showing respect for 
the audience, striving not to offend them, using good 
judgment and good taste, and encouraging listeners 
to respond thoughtfully rather than impulsively.

Responding Critically to a 
Speaker’s Style

10.5
  Avoid overreacting to style by 
focusing on the substance of a 
speaker’s ideas.

j The critical listener guards against being swayed by 
style alone.
j The critical listener does not respond to emo-

tionally charged words without considering 
the evidence and reasoning supporting the 
argument.

j The critical listener is not persuaded by a speech 
that substitutes style for substance.

SUMMARY

Listen to the Audio Chapter Summary at MyCommunicationLab

Study and Review materials for this chapter are at MyCommunicationLab
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Language and Meaning

10.1
  Understand the relationship between 
language and meaning.

1. What is meant by style in public speaking? How 
does it differ from other notions of style?

2. What is the relationship between language and 
meaning?

3. Can you identify denotative and connotative 
language in messages you hear or read? How 
might emotionally charged language affect your 
response?

Using Language That Is Clear and 
Accurate

10.2
  Choose language that is specific, 
concrete, precise, and clear.

4. Explain the differences between oral and written 
style.

5. In what ways can a speaker strive to make his or 
her language clearer? Give examples of how you 
could improve on unclear language choices.

6. What is wrong with using expressions such as it
goes without saying, last but not least, and due to 
the fact that when you speak?

Using Language That Is Active and 
Interesting

10.3
  Choose language that is lively and 
vivid, using appeals to the senses and 
figures of speech.

7. Why is active language more interesting to listen-
ers than passive language? Give an example of the 
same thought expressed in passive and then active 
language.

8. Provide a good example of each of the following 
figures of speech and explain how it makes an idea 
more effective:
a. Simile
b. Metaphor
c. Antithesis
d. Irony
e. Alliteration
f. Personification
g. Oxymoron
h. Parallelism
i. Rhetorical question

Using Appropriate and Ethical 
Language

10.4
  Understand how language choices 
relate to audience expectations and 
have ethical implications.

9. To be effective, a speaker must make appropriate 
language choices. What are three key guidelines for 
using language appropriately in a public speech?

10. What is the relationship between using language 
appropriately and using it ethically?

11. What language do you find offensive, and how 
would you react to a speaker who uses such 
language?

Responding Critically to a 
Speaker’s Style

10.5
  Avoid overreacting to style by 
focusing on the substance of a 
speaker’s ideas.

12. How might style be used to obscure a flawed argu-
ment? Give examples.

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW AND REFLECTION

Study and Review the Flashcards at MyCommunicationLab



NEW HORIZONS FOR WOMEN

Mrs. Lyndon Baines (Lady Bird) Johnson, Former First Lady, 
United States of America

The 1960s were a time of turbulence and change. John F. Kennedy was assassinated in November 1963, and 
Lyndon Johnson became president. The new president announced ambitious domestic reforms—“the Great 
Society”—and signed two civil rights bills in the summer of 1964. In 1963, Betty Friedan wrote The Feminine 
Mystique, in which she urged women to break free of traditional prescribed roles, setting the stage for the 
establishment of the National Organization of Women, which she founded in 1965. Between those two events, 
in 1964, Lady Bird Johnson gave this speech. The First Lady, in addressing this audience of home economists—
teachers and county agents, all of whom were women—stressed the need for women to become involved at a time 
when they were beginning to strive for the fulfillment of their rights as citizens.

ADDRESS TO THE NATIONAL CONVENTION OF AMERICAN HOME ECONOMICS
ASSOCIATION IN DETROIT, MICHIGAN, ON JUNE 24, 1964

While we meet here on an evening in June, the horizons of women all over the world are 
widening from home to humanity—from our private families to the family of man.

A quiet revolution of emancipation has been taking place in the lives of women everywhere—
from Detroit to Delhi. Millions of women have achieved the right to vote, to own property, to be 
educated. Technological marvels now can free women from the total bondage of home chores. 
You, as home economists, have helped to make it so. You have taught American women to 
master the intricacies of push-button washer-dryers, automatic ranges, and convenience foods. 
More and more, you will be exporting this know-how to other parts of the world.

With these newly won rights and with a rising standard of living, women can move beyond 
the struggle for equal status and for material goods to the challenges and opportunities 
of citizenship. Increasingly, we are going to be concerned with what my husband calls “the 
Great Society”—the quality of goals and the achievement of goals which will mean a better 
life for all.

As American women, we hold a tremendous potential of strength for good. I do not 
refer to the sense of power that comes from flicking a switch or turning an ignition key. 
But to the force we exert when we mark a ballot, teach our children, or work for a better 
community.

The question is: How can we best mobilize this potential? How can the individual woman 
practice citizenship to the fullest extent, both at home and abroad?

Ernest Hemingway once said, “Talk and write about what you know.” One sees change in 
terms of one’s own experiences.

As a girl, my home was in East Texas. It was a place where Spanish moss was draped from 
age-old cypresses, where alligators slithered down muddy banks into dark, enchanted bayous. 
While we fished through the long summer days, we enjoyed the illusion that time was standing 
still. But time never stands still. I grew up, went to college and married a tall Texan. My 
horizons have been broadening and my involvement getting deeper ever since.

AS SHE BEGINS HER

SPEECH, JOHNSON CHOOSES

FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE

THAT ANNOUNCES HER

THEME. IN USING THE

PHRASES “FROM HOME TO

HUMANITY” AND “FROM

OUR PRIVATE FAMILIES

TO THE FAMILY OF MAN,” 
SHE SUGGESTS THAT HER

MESSAGE TO WOMEN IS TO

MOVE FROM PERSONAL PRE-
OCCUPATIONS TO INVOLVE-
MENT IN LARGER ISSUES.

NOTE THE MANY WORDS

THE SPEAKER CHOOSES

THROUGHOUT THE SPEECH

THAT HAVE POSITIVE CON-
NOTATIONS, SUCH AS CHAL-
LENGES, OPPORTUNITIES, 
POTENTIAL, STRENGTH, 
COMMUNITY. ALL OF THESE

SUGGEST BOLD, POSITIVE

ACTION.
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In the past few years, my own participation has included travel with my husband to all 
corners of our own land, to Thailand and India, to Senegal and Iceland, and a score of other 
countries.

This spring, I have been traveling some myself. I have been to areas of serious unemployment 
and limited opportunities, such as Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, and Breathitt County, Kentucky. 
For me, it helps me see in human terms the objectives of the war on poverty.

Once in a while I ask myself, “What am I doing here?” Perhaps when I visit, it helps draw 
the curtain open a little more. Perhaps it gives national attention to a local problem. Perhaps it 
exposes us to ourselves and says, “This is the other side of America. Look! And act!”

I am only 1 of 65 million American women. Almost all of us are involved, one way or 
another, in being the best citizens we know how to be. Actually, none of us just sat down 
and said, “I’m going to get involved.” It happens gradually, inspired by husband and family, 
sometimes triggered by crisis, always influenced by circumstances and opportunity.

For example, let me tell you about one woman who has made a mark on her community and 
on the lives of many people around her. I went to college with her at the University of Texas. 
She was—and is—a beautiful girl, gay, filled with character and grace. Then, after she married, 
she was hit by one of life’s hardest blows: her second child was born with cerebral palsy.

After two or three years of fighting this fact, and carrying her child to many, many doctors, 
she accepted it. She discovered that there were different degrees of this illness, and that in 
many cases, the victims could be helped. So she went to work.

Largely through her untiring persuasion, she brought together local organizations and city 
fathers. We now have a clinic in Austin where hundreds of children come from hundreds of 
miles around for treatment and training. Behind every achievement or success is one dauntless 
person who keeps gathering together the strength that makes the web of success.

Tonight we met a high school home economics teacher with four children who, I understand, has 
a daughter born with a physical handicap and a sister-in-law who suffered loss of an arm recently.

Far from restricting her activities because of these family problems, this home economist 
has gone beyond the call of duty to organize a place of worship for her religious denomination 
in the community, to initiate and lead a 4-H group, to introduce the National Honor Society 
in her high school and to serve as the faculty adviser for the student council and the yearbook. 
And, she is volunteering as bookkeeper for her husband who has just opened his own business! 
These are just two examples among thousands.

All of us are acquainted with many women working at citizenship. You, yourselves are doing 
it each day of your lives—bringing home economics know-how to girls and women who have or 
will have a home of their own.

That has been your role since your association was founded 55 years ago. I like what your 
founder, Ellen Richards, the first woman graduate from Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 
said. It is as applicable today as it was in 1909; to apply principles of science to the home so we 
may have—and these are her words—“Freedom of the home from the dominance of things.”

What better formula with which to develop the full potential of the home as a springboard 
to citizenship!

THROUGHOUT THE SPEECH, 
JOHNSON USES SIMPLE BUT

APPROPRIATE LANGUAGE. 
IN RELATING SPECIFIC

EXAMPLES, SHE DESCRIBES

THE EXPERIENCES OF

WOMEN USING LANGUAGE

CHOSEN TO BE BOTH CLEAR

AND INTERESTING.
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For, as someone once said, “When you teach a man, you teach an individual; when you teach 
a woman, you teach a family.” And in this age, I would add to that—You also teach a nation 
and a world.”

For me, your work has a very personal meaning. In Texas, our county home demonstration 
agents have helped homemakers to live better, to make wiser choices, to tackle problems more 
intelligently within the family and the community. At the ranch, we have always been delighted 
to see her coming. We know that when she leaves, we shall have learned much in a few hours.

Over the past fifteen years, as Americans moved to town, the home economist has followed 
them.

I do not need to tell you that the cities reach out for you—to help people in the public 
housing units and the crowded slum areas who do not know how to cope with the new and 
unaccustomed conditions of city life.

Indeed, as I consider your profession, there are so many ways in which the nation needs your 
help in the unfinished business of America.

You have long been alert to the fact that poverty’s roots are deepest in the family structure. 
Now I am delighted you are stepping up your activities for the low-income family.

An education program geared to the family without modern equipment, the family that can 
read, perhaps not well or not in English, may offer these people the lifeline they need.

Your president, Florence Lowe, tells me of the El Paso Project in which a bilingual set of 
instructions about Food for Fitness was mailed out to Mexican-American families. It brought 
tremendous results.

One reason was that the mail got top attention because these families received so little mail.
The all-out war on poverty needs home economists in the front brigade. And I commend all 

you are doing to be a full participant in this force.
New thinking and teaching is needed if we are to communicate fully to the low-income family. 

We must reexamine the college curriculum which produces the home economists. As in other 
professions, this curriculum may be geared too much to the values of the middle-income family.

Our state departments of welfare are realizing, more and more, how important it is to have the 
home economist to reinforce the case worker. Family problems often stem from a lack of knowledge 
of wise buying habits. Seventeen states now have full-time home economists on their staffs.

One of the most exciting new horizons for the home economist is helping solve the problems 
that daily face ten million homemakers in this country who are permanently or temporarily 
disabled.

The blind woman with the baby needs advice on how to care for it in her own home.
The woman with only one arm needs a little extra attention to learn how to manage her 

home and bathe the baby.
A mother paralyzed by polio was asked several months ago what she wished she had known 

when she returned home from the hospital.
“I wish someone had told me to buy a different type of carpet, one that would be right for 

my wheelchair,” she said.
Help from an expert can make life more comfortable and productive.

THE WAR ON POVERTY

WAS ONE ASPECT OF

PRESIDENT JOHNSON’S
GREAT SOCIETY. JOHNSON

EMPLOYS THIS METAPHOR

TO DIRECTLY INVOLVE HER

AUDIENCE, DESCRIBING

THEM AS THE “FRONT

BRIGADE.”
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I trust your professional efforts on behalf of women and families in the developing countries 
will receive a big push in the coming years. The fact that over 300 home economists are in the 
Peace Corps—some of them women who came out of retirement to volunteer for service in 
Sierra Leone and Peru—is an indication of your concern for your fellow man around the world.

One of the great joys of your work is that you can see the results. My husband has often told 
me that the years which gave him the most intense personal satisfaction were those in which 
he served under President Roosevelt as a state director of the National Youth Administration. 
Boys were taken from boxcars and given back their self-respect along with part-time jobs 
which enabled them to stay in school. To watch this happening, to have a part in its happening, 
was an experience we shall never forget.

For me, it was the beginning of seeing how politics can bring tangible results. I always hope 
that the very best of our people will go into politics, and I am sure that some of our best are 
women. It was for this reason that the President began his effort last winter to bring more 
women into government.

You home economists are examples of women who manage several lives successfully. Most 
of you have both a home and a professional career. Many of you, like several of the award 
winners tonight, also have children. You have much to share.

So, I say: “Don’t hold back. Don’t be shy. Step forward in every way you can to plan boldly, 
to speak clearly, to offer the leadership which the world needs.”

For me, and probably for most women, the attempt to become an involved, practicing citizen 
has been a matter of evolution rather than choice. Actually, if given a choice between lying in a 
hammock under an apple tree with a book of poetry and watching the blossoms float down or 
standing on a platform before thousands of people, I don’t have to tell you what I would have 
chosen 25 years ago. But 25 years and the invention of the nuclear bomb have left us no choice. 
The hammocks and apple trees are happy memories except for a few short, cherished moments.

Edmund Burke said, almost 200 years ago, “The only thing necessary for the triumph of 
evil is for good men to do nothing.” I hope he would forgive me if I modernize and amend his 
statement to say, “The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men and good 
women to do nothing.”

I am sure that will not be.

Source: From Mrs. Lyndon B. Johnson, “New Horizons by Women” Address to the National Convention of 
American Home Association in Detroit, MI. Published 1964.
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In 1847, a young woman graduated from Oberlin College and began a career as 
a reformer, lecturing throughout the country. She first spoke in support of the 
abolition of slavery and then took up the cause of women’s suffrage. In a time 

when women who dared to speak in public were often subjected to ridicule and 
abuse, it took conviction, courage, and a commanding presence to appear before 
such hostile audiences. Her supporters, however, frequently praised her logic and 
command of the facts. According to one listener, her message was “wholly irre-
sistible to every person who cares for reason or justice.” Yet she probably would 
have failed without a powerful delivery—and that Lucy Stone had. She was, one 
observer wrote, “small in stature but large of soul .. .her bearing modest and dig-
nified, her face radiant with feeling, and speaking all over, as it were, in eloquent 
accord with her earnest voice.”1

You are not likely to confront the kind of challenges faced by Lucy Stone, 
and most of us would have a hard time standing up to such challenges. But when-
ever you speak in public—in the classroom, in a business meeting, or at a town 
hall meeting—your delivery will play a significant part in your success. Delivery 
is one of the most obvious aspects of public speaking, and it shapes your listen-
ers’ first impressions of your skills as a speaker. Yet you should never count on an 
engaging delivery to compensate for a speech that is poorly structured or lacking 
in substance.

SOUNDING GOOD VERSUS BEING SOUND

Preview. One of your ethical obligations as a speaker is to present a message 
of substance. Good delivery, though important, is no substitute for sound ideas. 
Having an ethical and effective delivery means remaining audience-centered, 
avoiding behaviors that distract from the message, and promoting the listeners’ 
understanding.

Sometimes you may find yourself thinking that a speaker sounded good but did 
not have anything important to say. On another occasion, a speaker’s delivery may 
be so dramatic that it actually distracts from the content of the speech. Whether 
intentional or not, a distracting delivery is not good delivery.

Beyond Delivery: Listening to the Message

As listeners, we sometimes give too much weight to how a speech is delivered. A 
speaker who is poised and articulate, has a good voice, and appears confident and 
friendly may impress us. However, such a speaker might be merely facile—he or 
she can speak easily but may not have much to say. It is important to distinguish 
between a speaker who is sound and a speaker who just sounds good.

A sound speaker’s ideas pass the tests of evidence and reasoning discussed 
in Chapters 7 and 15. As much as we might admire the ease and grace of some 
speakers, we need to be on our guard against the slick, superficial speaker who 
tries to manipulate or deceive us rather than engage us in a discussion of impor-
tant ideas.

Explain 
the

ethical issues 
involved in 
delivering your 
speech.

11.1
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The Foundation of Ethical Delivery

Ethical delivery grows out of a collaborative, transactional model of communication (as 
described in Chapter 2). It means communicating with respect for your listeners, never 
seeking to manipulate them, but aiming instead for a mutually beneficial outcome. 
The ethical speaker does not put on an “act” but speaks sincerely and authentically—
always mindful of the needs, values, and priorities of those assembled to listen.

Ethical delivery does not distract from the content or meaning of the speech. 
It is appropriate to the situation, including the size and makeup of the audience. 
By contrast, an unethical speaker may intentionally use overly dramatic gestures, 
striking movement, or exaggerated vocal patterns to distract the audience from the 
speech’s content. Not only is this kind of delivery ethically questionable, it can also 
backfire. Effective and ethical delivery should reinforce rather than distract atten-
tion from the speaker’s ideas.

Finally, ethical delivery promotes the listeners’ trust and comprehension. When 
you make a speech, your body, voice, and gestures must be in tune with the mood 
and nature of your message. Never forget that your audience will form impressions 
of you and your ideas based, in some measure, on how you deliver your speech. 
A speaker may have some compelling ideas, but if that speaker seems dull and 
lifeless—if the speaker does not seem to care—the message may be lost.

PRINCIPLES OF GOOD DELIVERY

Preview. Certain basic principles of effective delivery apply to a wide variety of 
public speaking situations. You will want to adapt your delivery to the specific situ-
ation and to audience expectations. In general, effective delivery is associated with 
proper attire, good eye contact, appropriate gestures and movement, and facial 
expressions that reinforce your message. Good delivery also means a dynamic yet 
conversational speaking voice.

Most of us recognize the importance of delivery, yet we may become apprehensive 
at the thought of standing in front of a group of people and delivering a speech.2

As you prepare to deliver a speech, you will confront many questions: Should I use 
a podium? Should I move around during my speech? Will everybody be able to 
hear me? There are no absolute answers to any of these questions. You will need to 
adjust your style of delivery to the demands of each situation.

In your classroom, these questions are relatively easy to answer; they become more 
problematic when giving a speech in a different setting. In that case, the person who 
invited you to speak should be able to offer you guidance concerning the formality of 
the occasion and the expectations of the audience. It is wise to find out as much as you 
can about the situation before you begin planning your speech. Above all, you need to 
think about what sort of delivery style will best help you connect with your audience.

Understand the Situation and Audience Expectations

What is appropriate in one speaking situation may be inappropriate in another. 
The more you learn about audience members’ needs, norms, and preferences, 
the more likely you will deliver your speech effectively. Do these listeners expect 

Describe 
the basic 

principles 
of effective 
delivery.
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a formal presentation, or do they like to sit in a circle and have the speaker 
“chat” with them? Is this an after-dinner speech, to be delivered in a hotel con-
ference room equipped with a podium and technological support? If so, will 
the listeners expect you to speak from behind the podium and make use of that 
technology?

How you dress when you deliver a speech can also be important. Your appear-
ance can influence how your audience judges your ethos or credibility. Although 
there are no fixed rules for attire, listeners generally expect an invited speaker to 
be well groomed and nicely dressed.3 How the audience itself will be dressed may 
provide one clue. You do not want to be wearing jeans and a T-shirt if your audi-
ence will be dressed in suits and ties.

In your public speaking class, casual attire may be appropriate, but you still 
want to feel confident and comfortable with the way you look. Avoid shoes that 
are too tight or clothes that are too snug. Also avoid any attire that detracts from 
your speech, such as a flamboyant blouse, a T-shirt with written or visual content, 
or a baseball cap.

Establish Eye Contact

Have you ever talked with someone who did not look you in the eye? Did you feel 
that the person was uncomfortable? Nervous? Ashamed? Preoccupied? Dishonest? 
In most cultures, a communicator who does not look us in the eye makes us 
suspicious.4 The same is true in formal public speaking. As listeners, we respond 
more positively to speakers who make eye contact with us.

Of course, there are cultural variations in practices and reactions to eye con-
tact. The Highlighting Eye Contact feature provides examples of some of these 
cultural differences.

HIGHLIGHTING 
EYE CONTACT

j In Japan, meeting participants often look down 
or close their eyes while others are talking. By 
doing so, they show their attentiveness to and even 
agreement with the speaker.

j African Americans, Native Americans, Chicanos, 
and Puerto Ricans often avoid eye contact as a 
nonverbal sign of recognition and respect for an 
authority-subordinate relationship.

j In some Far Eastern cultures, it is considered rude 
to look into another person’s eyes while talking to 
him or her.

j For Arabs, the eyes are considered a key 
to a person’s being; looking deeply into 

another person’s eyes allows one to see 
another’s soul.

j In U.S. culture, establishing eye contact with 
others conveys a sense of directness, openness, and 
candor.

Sources: Edward T. Hall and Mildred Reed Hall, Understanding 
Cultural Differences (Yarmouth, ME: Intercultural Press, 
1990); Carolyn Calloway-Thomas, Pamela J. Cooper, and Cecil 
Blake, Intercultural Communication: Roots and Routes (Boston: 
Allyn & Bacon, 1999); and Michelle Le Baron, Bridging 
Cultural Conflicts: A New Approach for a Changing World (San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2003).

Acknowledging Cultural Differences in Eye 
Contact and Gaze

Watch the Video
“Student Scholarships
and Awards Ceremony” at
MyCommunicationLab
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Whatever our cultural differences, our eyes can be very expressive. As we 
squint, smile, laugh, frown, or scowl, we communicate many emotions: concern, 
commitment, joy, or anger. When we fail to establish eye contact, we must rely 
solely on our words, voice, gestures, or facial expressions to convey emotions. In 
U.S. culture, we clearly place ourselves at a disadvantage if we do not use our eyes 
to communicate.5

Good eye contact also conveys sincerity. We are more likely to believe a speaker 
who looks us in the eye while speaking.6 When we establish eye contact with our 
listeners, we come across as more truthful, candid, open, and trustworthy.

Finally, looking at the members of the audience gives us a chance to observe 
their reactions to our speech. How can we clarify what we are saying if we have 
not even noticed that our listeners look confused? How can we benefit from ap-
preciative smiles and nods of encouragement if we are not looking? With the ex-
ception of comments or questions after the speech, the feedback you get from your 
audience will consist of nonverbal signs, such as nods, smiles, or expressions of 
excitement or boredom. If you “close your eyes” to such feedback, you will miss 
out on an important chance to adjust your speech and to engage in more of a dia-
logue with your audience. When you do respond to audience reactions, you show 
sensitivity and respect.

As you establish eye contact with your listeners, remember to share your atten-
tion with everyone. Figure 11.1 highlights several patterns of eye contact to avoid. 
Of all the principles of effective delivery, maintaining good eye contact with your 
listeners is among the most important.

FIGURE 11.1

Ineffective Eye Patterns

When you deliver your speech, seek to avoid all of the following:

j Staring at one or two listeners—excluding others and creating discomfort for those 
who are the focus of your excessive gaze

j Directing your gaze to those of particular interest—an attractive classmate, the 
instructor, the boss, a key competitor, or an elected official

j Directing your gaze only to those who are smiling and appear to agree with 
what you are saying

j Looking at one side of the room as if listeners on that side are magnetized
j Staring at the floor while speaking and failing to connect with the audience 

altogether
j Looking over listeners’ heads and speaking to the back wall
j Talking mostly to your speaking notes and only occasionally bobbing up to look 

briefly at listeners as if making sure they haven’t left the room
j Directing your eye contact to your presentational aids—speaking directly to a screen, 

a flip chart, or a handout while losing contact with the audience
j Rolling your eyes during audience questions and thus expressing your low regard for 

the question or the questioner
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Reinforce Ideas through Gestures, Movement, 
and Facial Expressions

Most of us use several physical gestures in ordinary conversation. We wave our 
hands, point, or pound on the table to emphasize a point. How we hold or move 
our bodies can also communicate information to others, intentionally or uninten-
tionally.7 If we pace or slouch in our chair, we may imply we are nervous or disin-
terested. We might move closer to someone to express affection or intimacy, or we 
might move farther away to create distance or convey aloofness. We communicate 
a great deal with our faces, too.8 We might smile broadly, scowl, raise an eyebrow, 
or clench our teeth to communicate our determination, anger, or stubbornness. 
Through facial expressions, we can “say” a lot.

Your words and physical actions should be mutually reinforcing.9 If you were 
talking to a friend about something that really mattered to you, you might say, “I 
really want you to consider doing this!” At the same time, you might lean forward, 
look into her or his eyes, and nod your head. In public speaking, you can use simi-
lar nonverbal signals to reinforce your message, perhaps gesturing to emphasize a 
point or moving laterally to reinforce a transition. If, on the other hand, you con-
tradict your words with your nonverbal actions—say, you smile when discussing a 
serious matter or appear uninterested when claiming to be excited—your audience 
is likely to give more weight to your nonverbal cues.10

Perhaps you are uncertain about whether your movement, gestures, and facial 
expressions are appropriate. If so, you might ask someone to watch you practice your 
speech and give you feedback. Here are some questions you may want to consider:

j Does my movement seem to reinforce the flow of the speech?
j Are my gestures distracting in any way?
j Do I rely too much on any one gesture?
j Does my face seem to convey sincerity and reinforce the meaning of my 

speech?
j Are there different gestures, movements, or facial expressions that might 

better communicate my intended meaning?
j Does my nonverbal communication consistently convey a respectful attitude 

toward the audience?11

Although you may plan a few basic gestures and movements in advance, most
should occur spontaneously as you interact with your audience. Your nonverbal 
delivery will vary as you give your speech at different times, in different rooms, 
and to different audiences. For instance, the same gestures that you use in ordinary 
conversation may work well if you are speaking to an audience of 25 or fewer. But 
if you are speaking to 150 people assembled in an auditorium, you may want to 
enlarge your gestures so that everyone can see them.

Finally, you should work at avoiding nonverbal behaviors that may come 
across as nervous or distracting. Figure 11.2 lists some specific gestures and move-
ments to avoid while delivering a speech.

Whenever a gesture calls attention to itself, eliminate it. Gesture and move-
ment can reinforce your ideas, but they can also distract from the message you 
hope to convey.

Explore the Concept
“Nonverbal Communication” at
MyCommunicationLab
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Strive for an Effective Speaking Voice

One of the most obvious aspects of your delivery is your voice. Have you ever 
listened to a speaker whose voice really bothered you? Perhaps she or he spoke 
in a monotone, stumbled over words, or inserted you know at every pause. Or 
maybe the speaker’s voice sounded too high and squeaky or too low and unvary-
ing. Clearly, our voices can get us into trouble as public speakers. But they can also 
be used effectively to enhance our messages. When you use your voice effectively, 
you can add extra emphasis to key ideas, display a variety of emotions, demon-
strate your commitment, and enhance your credibility.

How can you improve the vocal aspects of your delivery? You might try 
speaking into an audio recorder and playing it back to see what your voice sounds 
like to others. Obtaining feedback from friends can also be helpful. You can mod-
ify some features of your voice by recognizing their importance, paying atten-
tion to them as you practice your speech out loud, and monitoring them as you 
speak. The features that you can control and perhaps improve include volume, 
rate, pitch, and clarity.

Volume If listeners cannot hear you, they obviously cannot benefit from your 
message. Nor will they be able to concentrate on your message if you speak so 
loudly that they feel uncomfortable.

The volume of your delivery should be determined by the setting in which you 
speak. Naturally, a small room calls for a quieter voice than does a large lecture 
hall or an outdoor setting. If you are concerned that you cannot be heard, you 

FIGURE 11.2

Nonverbal Behaviors to Avoid

Like all other “rules,” some nonverbal behaviors will appropriately vary with the 
speaking situation. In general, however, you should seek to eliminate the following 
behaviors:

j Pacing nervously while you speak
j Moving to a different spot in the room for no apparent reason
j Pointing your finger at the audience while making an important point
j Wagging your finger back and forth as if saying, “That’s a no-no!”
j Using the same gesture repeatedly
j Using large, expansive gestures in a small room
j Using tiny gestures in a large room
j Stroking your face or hair
j Biting your lip
j Fiddling with your glasses or jewelry
j Leaning on or gripping the podium
j Smiling throughout the speech
j Frowning throughout the speech
j Chewing on your nails while listening to audience questions or comments
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could simply ask your audience as you begin to speak. Doing so shows your re-
spect for your listeners, and they will be glad to give you feedback.

In some situations, you may need a microphone to amplify your voice. Some 
microphones clip to your clothing, while others are handheld or attached to a po-
dium. If you use a microphone, make sure it is working properly before you start 
your speech. If the microphone is attached to a podium, you may need to adjust its 
height so that you can speak directly into it.

Rate It is not uncommon for a beginning speaker to sit down after giving 
a speech, look at the clock, and be amazed to find that the planned ten-minute 
speech took only seven or eight minutes. Several miscalculations could account for 
this, but often the problem is that the speaker rushed through the speech. Keep in 
mind that your audience needs time to absorb and process your speech—especially 
if you are addressing a complex or thought-provoking issue.

The needs of the listeners should be paramount. Just as they cannot keep up with 
a speaker who is talking too quickly, they may lose interest in one who speaks too 
slowly. In most speaking situations, about 125–150 words per minute is considered an 
appropriate rate of speaking,12 but you may choose to speak more quickly or slowly, 
depending on the complexity and novelty of the information you are presenting. Some 
research suggests that listeners may perceive speakers who speak quickly (though not 
too fast) as more knowledgeable,13 but you should speak at a rate that fits your own 
personal style and that allows the audience to process the information you present.

Finally, your speaking rate can be used to emphasize key ideas. The effective 
use of pauses can give your audience the opportunity to absorb information and 
ideas. Some speakers even use pauses or silence to reinforce a compelling statis-
tic, quotation, or narrative, in effect saying, “Let’s stop to think about this for a 
moment. This is important.” Similarly, you may slow down or use repetition to em-
phasize an important idea. When you vary your rate—by pausing, slowing down, 
or using restatement or repetition at critical and strategic moments—you enhance 
your chances of getting your message across.

Pitch Sometimes a speaker’s voice is simply unpleasant to listen to. It may be 
squeaky or raspy, or it may be pitched so low that you can hardly distinguish one 
word from the next. Pitch refers to the highness or lowness of your voice on a mu-
sical scale. It is the voice’s upward or downward inflection. A speaker’s vocal pitch 
can be too high, too low, or too unvarying. When the pitch is too high, listeners 
tend to cringe. When the pitch is too low, listeners may be unable to hear what the 
speaker is saying. An unvarying pitch is called a monotone—a vocal quality guar-
anteed to put your audience to sleep.

Rightly or wrongly, listeners often draw conclusions about speakers whose 
pitch seems inappropriate. A high pitch may be associated with immaturity, inex-
perience, tension, or excitability. A low pitch or a monotone may cause listeners 
to view the speaker as bored or disengaged. By contrast, a richer pitch, one with 
depth and variety, can communicate a sense of authority and competence.14

What can you do about the pitch of your voice? Start by audio-recording your 
voice and listening to how you sound. If you are not satisfied, you may want to 
use some vocal exercises to improve your pitch. In extreme cases, you may want to 
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seek assistance from someone trained in voice therapy. Here are a few pointers to 
keep in mind:

j Your pitch will vary throughout your life. It will be higher when you are 
younger and lower later in life. Working with the pitch of your voice is an on-
going process.

j If you are tense, your pitch tends to rise. Use the relaxation techniques out-
lined in Chapter 3 to help you manage communication apprehension.

j Strive for variety in your pitch. Avoid repetitive pitch patterns, such as uptalk-
ing (in which your pitch rises as you seem to question the statement you have 
just made).15 You want your voice to be interesting, and you want to use all 
aspects of your voice to emphasize your most important points.

Clarity To be effective as a speaker, you must be understood. Although speaking 
at an appropriate speed can help you communicate more clearly, vocal clarity is 
also important. A clear vocal style depends on several things: First, strive for dis-
tinctness in articulation. Dropping the endings off words, slurring sounds, and run-
ning words together can interfere with the clarity of your message. For example, 
if you say “locked out” but you sound like you said “lucked out,” you did not 
articulate clearly. Articulation especially becomes a problem when a speaker rushes 
through a speech, failing to take the time to articulate each word carefully.

Second, strive for correct pronunciation of the words you use. Whereas articu-
lation refers to the clarity with which we say words, pronunciation involves saying 
words correctly. If you are unsure of the correct pronunciation of an uncommon 
or unfamiliar word, look it up in a dictionary. Practice aloud so that you are com-
fortable saying the words you are using, and especially check the pronunciation of 
words used in quoted material.

Finally, avoid vocal mannerisms. It is pointless and distracting to keep saying 
you know every time you pause during speaking. Some speakers also have a habit 

HIGHLIGHTING THE IMPORTANCE 
OF A GOOD VOICE

One of the greatest orators of ancient Greece was 
Demosthenes. According to historians, Demosthenes 
had difficulties speaking clearly, but he recognized the 
importance of good articulation, so he did all he could 
to improve. Plutarch writes the following:

His inarticulate and stammering pronunciation 
he overcame and rendered more distinct by speaking 
with pebbles in his mouth; his voice he disciplined by 
declaiming and reciting speeches or verses when he was 
out of breath, while running or going up steep places; 
and in his house he had a large looking-glass, before 
which he would stand and go through his exercises.

It is told that someone once came to request 
assistance as a pleader, and related how he had been 
assaulted and beaten. “Certainly” said Demosthenes, 
“nothing of the kind can have happened to you.” 
Upon which the other, raising his voice, exclaimed 
loudly, “What, Demosthenes, nothing has been done 
to me?” “Ah,” replied Demosthenes, “now I hear the 
voice of one that has been injured and beaten.” Of so 
great consequence towards the gaining of belief did he 
esteem the tone and action of the speaker.

Source: From Plutarch, “The Practices of Demosthenes,” 
Plutarch’s Lives, vol. 12. Published 1909 by P.F. Collier & Son.

The Practices of 
Demosthenes
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of concluding almost every statement with the unnecessary question, “Right?” 
Also, some regional mannerisms clutter speech and thus reduce clarity, for ex-
ample, “Ya know?” Other speakers seem to end every sentence with an at, as in 
“He didn’t know where I was at.” These vocal mannerisms often are distracting 
to listeners.16

Remain Flexible

No matter how carefully you plan and practice in advance, some speaking situ-
ations will surprise you. Flexibility is the key to responding successfully to these 
situations. You might find that the podium is missing or the microphone is not 
working. You might be told at the last minute that you have less time to speak than 
originally planned and that you will have to cut your speech short. Or, imagine 
that you expected to deliver a formal speech to a large audience, but when you ar-
rived, only five or six people were present. Rather than standing behind a podium 
and speaking formally, you might want to adapt to the situation by sitting on the 
edge of a table and informally “chatting” with the group.

The foundation of flexibility is spontaneity and open-mindedness—a willing-
ness to recognize that there are many different ways to deliver a good speech and an 
ability to discover a “better” way whenever a situation seems to demand it. Speakers 

HIGHLIGHTING FLEXIBILITY  A Dramatic Example

Perhaps the most extraordinary—and certainly 
unique—example of adapting to the situation came 
during the presidential campaign of 1912. Former 
president Theodore Roosevelt, who had failed to secure 
his own party’s nomination, was running for president 
as a candidate of a third party, the Progressive or 
“Bull Moose” Party. With scarcely three weeks to 
go before the election, Roosevelt’s campaign pulled 
into Milwaukee, where he was scheduled to speak 
before a huge rally of supporters. As Roosevelt left 
his hotel, a man stepped up to him and fired a gun at 
point-blank range. The bullet passed through the copy 
of Roosevelt’s speech, which was 50 pages, folded 
over—long speeches were typical in those days—and 
his glasses case before lodging in the candidate’s chest. 
Feeling as if he had been “kicked by a mule” but 
determined to continue, TR refused to go to a hospital, 
insisting instead that he go on and give his speech. 
Usually a dynamic speaker with a robust, energetic 
style, Roosevelt quieted the cheering crowd that greeted 
him. Raising his arm, he said quietly, “I shall ask you 

to be as quiet as possible. I don’t know whether you 
fully understand that I have just been shot; but it takes 
more than that to kill a bull moose.” Opening his coat, 
revealing the bloodstained shirt, Roosevelt showed the 
crowd the speech text with the bullet hole. Because 
“the bullet is in me now,” Roosevelt explained, he 
would not give a very long speech. “But,” he said, “I 
will try my best.” Speaking without the bullet-torn 
manuscript, Roosevelt spoke extemporaneously for a 
very painful hour and a half before his anxious aides 
were able to get him off the platform and to a hospital.

This example is, of course, dramatic and makes 
the loss of a note card or facing a larger audience 
than you anticipated seem like a small thing. You may 
never experience such an extreme challenge, but you 
will have times when you will have to deliver your 
speech under difficult circumstances, and you will 
need to be flexible.

Sources: See H. W. Brands, TR: The Last Romantic (New York: 
Basic Books, 1997), 720–22; and Nathan Miller, Theodore 
Roosevelt: A Life (New York: Morrow, 1992), 530–31.
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need not always stand or use a podium, and they can engage the audience in dialogue 
if doing so seems fitting and consistent with the audience’s norms and expectations.

Practice Your Speech

Sometimes speakers think that once they have carefully researched their topic, 
organized their thoughts, and prepared their outline, all they need to do is read 
through the outline silently a few times—and they will be ready to go. Nothing 
could be further from the truth. If you have not practiced your speech aloud sev-
eral times, chances are you are not prepared to speak.17

Here are a few guidelines for practicing your speech:

j Practice delivering your speech aloud with your keyword outline. But first 
read through your notes silently several times until you feel ready to begin.

j Practice your speech all the way through—noting sections that are rough, re-
reading and revising your notes, and then practicing again.

j Break the speech into parts and practice major sections, such as the introduc-
tion, several times in a row.

j Always take breaks. Avoid practicing so much at one time that you begin to 
lose your energy, voice, or concentration.

j Practice in front of friends and ask for their constructive feedback. Over a 
period of time, practice your speech again several times, all the way through, 
but do not try to memorize your speech.

j Incorporate your visual aids into your practice sessions. If possible, visit the 
room where you will speak and practice using the equipment there. If you are 
going to deliver your speech using computer support, such as PowerPoint or 
Prezi slides, prepare those slides in advance and incorporate them into your 
practice sessions. Remember that when you deliver the speech, you want to 
avoid talking to the screen, standing where you might block any projected 
image, or reading every word appearing on each slide. At the same time, you will 
want to point to key features of maps or other visuals to direct the audience’s 
attention to key elements of your speech. See Chapter 12 for a more detailed dis-
cussion of the preparation and presentation of computer-generated visual aids.

j Time yourself several times. If your speech is too long, make appropriate 
cuts. For instance, you may cut a section that is less important, use fewer ex-
amples, or edit long quotations. It is important to remember that practicing 
your speech is something you do before the beginning of class or before you 
are seated in front of your audience. Sometimes speakers read through their 
notes while others are speaking. Do not fall into this trap. Practice sufficiently 
beforehand so that you will be able to listen to other speakers. Not only do 
they deserve your respectful attention, but you might even learn something 
you can refer to in your own speech.

Seek Out Opportunities to Speak

As you gain experience and confidence as a speaker, you will naturally deliver your 
speeches more effectively. This is especially true if you ask for listener feedback and 
strive to improve by addressing whatever weaknesses they identify. In addition, 
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you will speak with more 
confidence and credibility if 
you speak about topics that 
genuinely concern you. When 
you deliver your remarks 
with personal conviction, 
you tend to speak with more 
force, clarity, directness, and 
spontaneity—all hallmarks 
of effective delivery.

Look for opportunities 
to speak inside and outside 
the classroom. You may join 
your college’s student speak-
ers bureau, run for political 
office on campus, or volun-
teer with a local service or 
nonprofit organization and 
join their speakers bureau. 
You can also use your vol-
unteer work as a foundation for bringing your life’s passions into the classroom. 
When you take courses with an emphasis on service learning or civic engagement, 
you will have more opportunities to make these kinds of connections between your 
life experiences and the classroom.

SPEAKING EXTEMPORANEOUSLY

Preview. Extemporaneous speaking requires careful preparation. Using this de-
livery style and speaking from a keyword outline allows you to be completely in-
volved in your speech. At the same time, you can maintain the flexibility you need 
to adapt to differing situations.

Depending on the occasion, listener expectations, and other demands of the situa-
tion, speakers may choose to use different styles of delivery. Some of these styles are 
more informal and spontaneous, whereas others are more formal and scripted. In 
most speaking situations, however, you will probably want to deliver your speech 
in an extemporaneous style.

Extemporaneous speaking should not be confused with impromptu speaking, 
or speaking with no preparation at all. Extemporaneous speaking still requires 
careful preparation. In preparing an extemporaneous speech, you will thoroughly 
research your topic, decide how to best organize your ideas, carefully prepare your 
outline, and practice delivering the speech from notes. An extemporaneous speech 
is not memorized word for word. Yet neither is it completely spontaneous or deliv-
ered “off the cuff.”

When delivering a speech extemporaneously, you may commit some key ideas 
to memory, but your specific words, phrases, and examples may vary both as you 
practice the speech and during its final delivery. With the extemporaneous style of 

Speakers with 
deep personal 
conviction tend 
to deliver their 
speeches more 
effectively.

Explain 
the

advantages of 
delivering your 
speech extem-
poraneously.

11.3

Watch the Video
“Whatever Happened
to Sisqo?” at
MyCommunicationLab
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delivery, you have the advantage of being well prepared, yet you can also adapt to 
changing circumstances if necessary.

Advantages of Speaking from a Keyword Outline

When you deliver a speech extemporaneously, you will typically use speaking notes 
with a keyword outline, as described in Chapter 9. This outline keeps you on track 
and reminds you of your main ideas, but it does not lay out the speech word for 
word. A keyword outline is not something you can use as a crutch. It will keep 
you on track, reminding you of your main points and perhaps some of your key 
examples, statistics, or other forms of evidence. But you will still need to think on 
your feet and interact with your audience. When delivering your speech extem-
poraneously, you can speak more directly with your audience, watching for their 
responses, and making any changes in the content or delivery of your speech that 
may seem necessary.

On occasion, circumstances before your speech may dictate last-minute 
changes in your own presentation. In your speech class, for example, another stu-
dent may speak before you and refer to an event or a piece of information that 
you had planned to discuss. Would you go ahead as planned and just pretend that 
the other speaker had not already mentioned the matter? Or would you have the 
flexibility to build on what the other speaker said without just repeating the same 
information? When you deliver your speech from a keyword outline, you have the 
flexibility to adapt to changing circumstances. Of course, to take advantage of that 
flexibility, you need to listen closely to those other speakers and quickly come up 
with ideas for building on their remarks.

Whenever you do some last-minute fine-tuning on your speech, you demon-
strate respect for your fellow speakers and your audience. You show that you have 
been paying attention to what others have said, and you demonstrate a commit-
ment to dialogue, not just to having your say. In doing so, you help build a sense 
of community among speakers and listeners. Delivering your speech extemporane-
ously will not guarantee that it will be a success, but it will give you that flexibility 
you need to adapt to changing circumstances. In the Focus on Civic Engagement
feature, we provide a sample of a keyword outline that a speaker might use to de-
liver a speech about Habitat for Humanity. Also see the sample keyword outline 
in Chapter 9.

Keep in mind that there are no hard-and-fast rules for constructing your key-
word outline. You may choose to record only a few main ideas to jog your mem-
ory, or you may elect to write out the speech in more detail, recording both main 
ideas and more detailed information, such as statistics, quotations, or particular 
phrasings that you want to use. In either case, practicing with your notes (as well 
as revising and refining them as you practice) is essential.

Why Use Extemporaneous Delivery?

With an extemporaneous delivery, you can more easily adapt to the audience and 
the situation. You can make changes, clarify or elaborate with examples or illustra-
tions, omit a minor point if time is running short, and more effectively involve the 
audience in your speech.
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INTRODUCTION

SHARE STORY—Single-parent domestic abuse 
survivor
SHARE PERSONAL BACKGROUND WITH HABITAT

IMPORTANCE OF HH—Providing thousands with decent, 
affordable housing

THESIS

Becoming actively involved with Habitat is an 
excellent way of making a difference in others’ lives.

PREVIEW

j Habitat—mission and background
j International impact
j The Habitat selection system
j How to get involved

TRANSITION: First, I’d like to give 
you a little background 
on Habitat. Speak fairly quickly

BODY

I. Habitat—a terrific organization
j   Nonprofit Christian housing ministry (Habitat 

Web site)
j Started in the U.S. in 1976
j Eliminates substandard housing worldwide
j   Adequate housing—a matter of conscience 

and action

TRANSITION: Habitat has had a huge 
impact all over 
the world. Point to slide with Habitat map

II. HH has gained a large following in its 36 years.
j All 50 states in the U.S.
j Nearly 100 other countries
j More than 2,000 total affiliates
j Local Habitat building 115th house (2012 

newsletter)

TRANSITION: How are families chosen 
to become HH 
homeowners? Point to slide—keep eye contact!

III. Habitat—developed fair and efficient selection 
system
j Selection criteria for homeowners (local 

Habitat ED, Thomson)
j Need
j Ability to repay no-interest mortgage
j Willingness to put in 300–500 “sweat equity” 

hours
j Builds modest homes
j About 1,100 square feet
j Low mortgage payments—less than $300 per 

month
j Money reverts to a “Fund for Humanity”—

supports future projects

TRANSITION: If you agree with me that Habitat 
is a wonderful organization, you may be 
wondering, “How can I get involved?”

Move closer to audience—direct eye contact

IV. Getting involved 
is easy! Show slides of each program

j Find local affiliate
j Gifts from the heart (financial and food 

donations)
j Global village—Habitat volunteer vacation
j Women Build
j Campus chapters and programs
j Jimmy Carter’s Work Project (distribute 

handouts)

CONCLUSION

Revisit personal story—working with great people, 
community building.

A Keyword Outline for a Speech about 
Habitat for Humanity

FOCUS ON CIVIC
ENGAGEMENT

(Continued)
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Summary 

We’ve looked closely at Habitat—what it is, where it 
operates, how it works, and how you can get involved.

Appeal for Action

Sign up today! Final slide—contact information

Share quote from HH homeowner: “This is the first 
time my three children have had a real home. They 
will be able to attend the same school and live in a 
safe neighborhood. Without HH, this never
would have been 
possible.” Pause for questions

Extemporaneous speaking, however, demands focused concentration. When 
delivering a speech extemporaneously, you cannot just read from a manuscript or 
rely on a detailed outline if you lose your train of thought. You cannot just “zone 
out” or “wing it.” Speaking extemporaneously demands careful preparation, good 
notes, and a clear mind as you speak.

An extemporaneous style works best when you have a genuine passion 
for your topic. As you speak extemporaneously, you can interject spontaneous 
comments or include personal observations that reflect your own interests and 
experiences. If you are intellectually and emotionally engaged, you are better 
able to speak in the moment and communicate the conviction and passion that 
you feel to your audience. When well done, an extemporaneous style also con-
tributes to your ethos as a committed and effective advocate.18 For example, 
former president Bill Clinton, who was well known for connecting personally 
with his audiences, was at his best when speaking extemporaneously. One jour-
nalist writing on Clinton’s presidency pointed out that he was at his very best 
when he spoke, without a manuscript, at political rallies or from the pulpit of 
host churches.19

ALTERNATIVE STYLES OF DELIVERY

Preview. Besides the extemporaneous style of delivery, speakers can choose from 
several other presentation styles that range from very informal to quite formal. The 
style you choose will depend on your preference, the demands of the speaking situ-
ation, and audience expectations.

Successful speakers develop the ability to use a variety of different styles of de-
livery because different topics and occasions may call for different approaches 
to presenting your speech. You would not want to speak to a large, formal 
meeting with a casual, off-the-cuff style; nor would you want to speak to your 
classmates about getting involved in student government by writing out and 
reading a speech word for word. It is important to fit the delivery style to the 
situation.

In addition to the extemporaneous style, you may want to consider three other 
styles of delivery: impromptu, manuscript, and memorized speaking. Although the 
extemporaneous style is appropriate in most situations, one of these alternative ap-
proaches may be called for on certain occasions.

Compare
and

contrast dif-
ferent styles of 
delivery, listing 
strengths and 
weaknesses of 
each.

11.4

Explore the Concept
“Methods of Delivery” at
MyCommunicationLab
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The Impromptu Speech

Impromptu speaking is off-the-cuff and casual, delivered with little or no prepa-
ration. In general, you should never choose to make an impromptu speech if you 
have time to prepare in advance. There may be occasions, however, when you find 
yourself in a situation where impromptu speaking is the only option.

Imagine that you are attending a community forum on heath care, for ex-
ample, and you feel the need to respond to what some of the speakers have said. 
Perhaps you want to share a hair-raising experience you once had in the local 
hospital’s emergency room, or maybe you want to argue for a new health care 
facility for low-income citizens. At your place of work, you may be called on to 
articulate your point of view, make a brief report, or explain some rule or proce-
dure. Requests for these spontaneous “speeches” are more common than you may 
think in business and professional settings. As a student, you may be called on to 
make brief, impromptu speeches during discussions or debates in your classes. It is 
important to learn how to respond effectively to these demanding situations, even 
if you have little or no time to prepare.

If your instructor assigns an impromptu speech in your speech class, take ad-
vantage of this opportunity to get accustomed to standing up and speaking in front 
of your classmates without advance preparation. Your impromptu speech does not 
have to be perfect. Your instructor and classmates will understand that you had no 
time to prepare, and they won’t expect the same polished performance they might 
expect in a formal speech. So relax! You may even enjoy this opportunity to “think 
on your feet” and fashion a speech “off the top of your head.”

Guidelines for Giving Impromptu Speeches When giving an impromptu speech, 
you have limited time to organize your thoughts. Even so, here are a few things you 
can do to succeed:

j Anticipate the possibility that you may be called on to speak and be thinking 
about what you might say. Every class, conference, business meeting, or commu-
nity forum will have an agenda. When you attend one of these, become as well 
versed as possible on issues to be discussed and reflect on what ideas or experi-
ences you might like to share. You may want to jot down a few notes and have 
them ready if, in fact, you have the opportunity or are called upon to speak.

j Practice active listening. During a meeting, be sure to follow the flow of the 
discussion. You don’t want to be daydreaming and then suddenly hear some-
one say, “Kevin, does this plan make sense to you?” If you are listening to for-
mal presentations by others, you likewise will want to listen actively. We offer 
more guidelines for engaged and active listening in Chapter 2.

j Increase your feelings of confidence by reminding yourself that no one ex-
pects perfection from impromptu remarks. Listener expectations are always 
higher when the speaker is delivering a planned presentation. In impromptu 
speaking, however, listeners expect less fluent delivery.

j Use even limited preparation time to your advantage. At community forums 
or in professional conferences, you can take notes while listening to a panel 
or symposium. These notes will help you recall more accurately what others 
have said and can serve as the foundation for your own impromptu remarks.

Watch the Video
“Martin Cox Discusses
Types of Delivery” at
MyCommunicationLab
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j Use basic principles of speech organization. Even an impromptu speech 
should have an introduction, a body, and a conclusion. Within the body, you 
can still organize your main points in some basic strategic order. You may 
briefly introduce your remarks, make two or three main points, and perhaps 
summarize or appeal to listeners. However limited the time you have to pre-
pare, it is always a good idea to sketch out at least a rough outline of the 
main ideas you want to cover.

j Speak briefly and concisely. Regardless of the situation, impromptu speeches 
should not consume too much time. Nobody appreciates a speaker who tries 
to dominate the meeting. If you are given the chance to speak, keep your 
comments brief and on-issue. Always assume that others will want to speak 
as well, and be respectful of their right to do so.

j Think of impromptu speaking as an opportunity to practice and improve 
your delivery skills. When you speak without notes or with limited notes, you 
have an opportunity to focus even more on your vocal and physical delivery. 
Take advantage of that to practice and more closely observe how listeners 
react to your style of speaking.

The Manuscript Speech

At the other end of the continuum is manuscript speaking. Manuscript speeches are 
carefully prepared formal speeches. They are speeches designed to be delivered exactly 
as written, such as a speech on a controversial issue that might be covered by the news 
media, or a ceremonial address with language carefully crafted to sound eloquent or 
even poetic. In these situations, the manuscript not only allows you to say precisely 
what you planned to say but also provides a written transcript of your remarks.

Some settings may call 
for manuscript speeches 
because of their formal 
nature. The president of the 
United States delivers many 
important speeches from 
manuscript, such as the 
State of the Union address. 
Commencement addresses 
are also typically delivered 
from manuscript. If you were 
called on to make formal 
remarks upon the installa-
tion of new officers at a civic 
or fraternal organization, 
a manuscript speech again 
may be most appropriate. 
Using a manuscript allows 
you to time your speech pre-
cisely, choose your words 
carefully, and decide exactly 

When former 
president Clinton 
speaks from a 
manuscript, he 
still connects 
with his audience 
and preserves his 
engaging style.
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how to phrase your most important ideas. The underlying principles of good pub-
lic speaking still apply to the manuscript speech: even though you may be reading 
from a manuscript, you should pay attention to audience reactions and be respon-
sive to feedback. And it’s important that you prepare a copy of the manuscript that 
you can read easily while speaking.20

Guidelines for Giving Manuscript Speeches Delivering a manuscript speech 
presents special challenges relating to eye contact, movement, the use of your voice, 
and flexibility. Here are some guidelines to follow:

j Use a manuscript for the right reasons. Use a manuscript when it is important 
to choose your words carefully and say exactly what you mean. Do not use it 
as a crutch to hide behind or as a way to manage your anxieties.

j Use good oral style. Even though you are speaking from a manuscript, you 
should still use language that is appropriate for oral presentation. This means 
that you will choose words and construct your sentences in ways that are 
easily spoken and more readily understood by listeners, as was discussed on 
Chapter 10.

j Practice extensively. You need to know the speech well enough to look at the 
audience and get back to the manuscript without losing your place. If you’re 
going to deliver the speech from a written manuscript, prepare a clean, dou-
ble-spaced copy printed in an easily readable font (14, 16, or even 18 points). 
If you use a more advanced technology to deliver your manuscript speech, 
such as a laptop or teleprompter, be sure to practice your speech using that 
technology. And it’s always a good idea to prepare a backup manuscript in 
case the technology fails.

j Look for opportunities to move and gesture. When you speak from a manu-
script, you will normally be speaking from behind a podium. As a result, you 
may feel compelled to stand in one place or be tempted to lean on the po-
dium. Resist these temptations. With planning and practice, you can deliver a 
manuscript speech and still move, use appropriate gestures, and engage your 
audience through eye contact and facial expressions.

j Use your voice effectively. Some speakers sound artificial or flat when deliver-
ing a manuscript speech. Their inflection may be less animated than normal, 
or they may sound monotonous or singsong, as if they were doing a poor job 
reading a poem. To speak effectively, concentrate on adding variety, color, and 
emphasis to your voice—just as you do when speaking extemporaneously. 
You may want to write delivery reminders on the manuscript itself, such as 
Slow down, Pause for emphasis, or Repeat this. You can also underline or 
boldface key words or phrases in the manuscript that you want to emphasize 
with your voice.

j Maintain flexibility. Rather than adapting to the moment or reacting to audi-
ence feedback, some speakers feel compelled to read from their manuscript 
word for word, never deviating, no matter what. Yet your manuscript need 
not be a straitjacket. Although the idea behind speaking from a manuscript 
may be to deliver the speech exactly as written, that does not mean you 
should never change a single word or improvise in response to audience 
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reactions. A manuscript speech can be changed if circumstances warrant it. 
You can (and often should) elaborate on a point with some spontaneous 
remarks. When you speak from manuscript, you can be flexible, remain con-
nected to your listeners, and respond to their feedback.

The Memorized Speech

You will rarely find yourself in a situation where you will want to give a memo-
rized speech. Some students participate in speaking contests, such as the American 
Legion Oratorical Contest, where they deliver memorized speeches. Some formal 
or ceremonial occasions may also call for a short memorized speech, such as a 
wedding toast or a brief tribute to a colleague at a retirement dinner. In extempo-
raneous speaking, you may want to memorize key parts of a longer speech, such 
as the attention-getter, the concluding appeal or challenge, or an especially impor-
tant quotation or passage from a literary work. Generally, however, memorized 
speeches are a thing of the past—a form of delivery quite common 100 or 150 
years ago but increasingly rare today.

Guidelines for Giving Memorized Speeches If you do find yourself in a situation 
where you want to speak from memory, keep these pointers in mind:

j Stay focused on your specific purpose and the key ideas you want to convey.
When you memorize, you may be tempted to focus on the specific language 
you want to use. You may try to memorize your speech word for word, but 
don’t forget that it’s more important to remember your main ideas than your 
exact phrasing.

j Speak in the moment. When speakers deliver a speech from memory, they 
risk going on “automatic pilot.” If this happens, the speech becomes a ritual-
istic performance rather than a communicative exchange with an audience. 
Remember: Even if speaking from memory, you should stay focused on your 
listeners and remember your specific purpose. If you lose yourself in your 
own thoughts and fail to speak in the moment, you may say all the words 
you planned, but you will not really be communicating.

j Practice, practice, practice. To be effective, all speakers must practice, regardless 
of their method of delivery. The memorized speech, however, may require even 
more practice. If your speech is long, you may want to read through it several 
times and practice it in sections before trying to memorize all of it. Practice ses-
sions should be spaced out over time rather than crammed into a few hours to 
help you resist fatigue and commit the speech to your long-term memory.

Each method of delivery, as we have noted, has its benefits and potential li-
abilities. Table 11.1 compares the four styles of delivery.

Over time, you will discover your own preferences, and you may even develop 
a style of delivery that is uniquely your own. Experiment with different speaking 
styles. Discover the techniques that make you most comfortable and allow you to 
speak with confidence and conviction. Whatever style you choose, remember that 
the purpose of public speaking is to communicate with an audience. So however 
you deliver your speech, it’s crucial that you remain connected to your listeners.
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TABLE 11.1

Comparing Styles of Delivery

Extemporaneous

■ Carefully prepared with thorough research, strategic organization of ideas, and practiced delivery
■ Delivered from speaking notes, typically using a keyword outline
■ Offers the opportunity to deliver the speech with flexibility, spontaneity, and directness
■ Encourages audience adaptation
■ Works best when the speaker cares deeply about the topic and can speak with passion and commitment

Impromptu

■ Off-the-cuff, casual style that deemphasizes preparation
■ Often called for in business, community, and classroom settings
■ Delivery and organization are helped by informally jotting down notes as impromptu occasions arise
■ Should be seen as an opportunity to practice and improve delivery skills

Manuscript

■ Carefully prepared formal speeches, usually delivered precisely as written
■ Sometimes delivered using a teleprompter, often delivered from behind a podium
■ Typically used in important political speeches or on ceremonial occasions
■ Allows for precise, eloquent language and control of speaking time
■ Requires easily readable manuscript and extensive practice for a more natural style of speaking

Memorized

■ Delivered from memory without the aid of speaking notes or manuscript
■ Sometimes used by students in speaking contests or by citizens delivering toasts or other short tributes
■ Requires extensive practice and concentration on key ideas

RESPONDING TO AUDIENCE QUESTIONS

Preview. After you speak, you may be expected to entertain questions. The ques-
tion-and-answer period is important because it allows you to interact informally 
with the audience, to provide additional information, to enhance your credibility, 
and to participate in a mutually beneficial dialogue.

Some speakers give little thought to the question-and-answer period that often 
follows a formal address. Instead, they focus all their attention on the preparation 
and delivery of the speech itself. Yet if you don’t respond effectively to questions, 
you can damage your credibility and undermine the success of your speech. You 
don’t want to give a good speech and then appear defensive, ignorant about related 
issues, or insensitive to your audience’s concerns or questions about your speech.

The question-and-answer period is a potentially decisive moment in the audience’s 
ultimate judgment of your speech. It gives your listeners a chance to ask for clarifi-
cation or elaboration of the points that most interested them. As such, it provides a 
good barometer of how well your speech came across, as well as one last opportunity 

Anti-
cipate 

audience 
questions 
and explain 
appropriate 
ways of 
responding to 
them.

11.5
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to address any confusion or 
skepticism left by the speech 
itself. You should listen care-
fully to the questions posed 
by your audience and strive 
to engage your listeners in a 
genuine dialogue.

Preparing for the 
Question-and-Answer
Period

Although you cannot antici-
pate everything listeners may 
ask, you certainly can make 
some educated guesses about 
their potential questions and 
concerns. You should expect 
questions about any con-

troversial issues you may bring up during your speech, and you should give some 
thought in advance to how you might respond to questions about those matters. Try 
to anticipate arguments that listeners may use to challenge your ideas, and make sure 
you have a good command of your sources. A questioner may well ask you to provide 
additional information or evidence for your claims, and you should be prepared to do 
so. Consider which parts of your speech may prove most difficult to understand, and 
be prepared to elaborate on those matters. Try to have additional examples, statistics, 
and other sorts of evidence “in reserve,” ready to use in response to audience ques-
tions. When it seems that you could have said much more about your topic, you come 
across as more credible. The more you know about your topic, of course, the better 
prepared you will be to deal with questions.

Show Respect for Your Listeners In addition to anticipating questions about the 
content of your speech, you should think about the sort of attitude you convey as you 
respond to questions. Will you seem defensive and closed-minded? Or will you strike 
your listeners as somebody who genuinely respects their opinions and wants to engage 
in a productive dialogue? Listeners occasionally will challenge you or openly disagree 
with you. Sometimes they may even do so in ways that you consider disrespectful, 
abrasive, or even rude. Although being challenged in this way can be unpleasant, you 
should keep your cool! Always try to respond with class and civility. As the speaker, 
you have a lot of control over the tone of the exchange, and you can refuse to respond 
in kind to a rude or disrespectful questioner. Should you get a hostile question, it is 
often best to respond only briefly, and then move on to the next question.

Conducting the Question-and-Answer Period

Decide where you will stand as you receive audience questions. One option is to 
remain behind the podium. This conveys a sense of formality, maintaining some 
distance between you and the audience. Another option is to stand at the side or 

The question-and-
answer period 
following a speech 
is a time for 
respectful and 
mutually influen-
tial dialogue.
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in front of the podium, where you can interact more directly with the audience. 
Finally, in informal settings, you may sit on a table or a stool and engage in more 
of a “chat” with your audience. Any of these options may work well, depending on 
the situation, the audience’s expectations, and your own preferences.

The following guidelines will help you conduct the question-and-answer pe-
riod more effectively.

j Listen carefully to each question. If you can’t hear a question very well, ask 
the questioner to stand and repeat it. Or move away from the podium and 
stand closer to the audience. As you listen, provide a few nonverbal cues, such 
as nodding your head, to let the questioner know that you understand the 
question. Generally, you should avoid interrupting audience members while 
they are asking their questions. Occasionally, however, an audience member 
will abuse the right to ask a question by making a long, perhaps even bel-
ligerent statement. In that case, you may intervene in the interest of allowing 
others to ask questions. Elizabeth Warren, a candidate for the United States 
Senate from Massachusetts, faced a hostile questioner who addressed her 
with a rude epithet. As supporters began to boo, Ms. Warren quieted them 
and calmly responded to the questioner before moving quickly on to another 
question. This exchange was recorded on YouTube.21

j If appropriate, repeat each question so that everyone can hear it and keep track 
of what is happening. In repeating the question, you may want to rephrase it be-
cause audience members sometimes ask poorly phrased or rambling questions.

j Do not allow one person to dominate. If many people raise their hands at once, 
make sure you call on people who have not already spoken. If someone who 
already asked a question raises his or her hand again, you might ask, “Is there 
anyone else who has a question?” Occasionally, a persistent questioner may try 
to engage you for an extended period of time. If that happens, you may invite 
that person to speak with you later, and then move on to the next question.

j Do not try to fake your way through a response. If you do not know the an-
swer to a question or are not familiar with some topic raised by a questioner, 
it is best to admit it. Perhaps a questioner will ask if you have read a particu-
lar book or whether you know about some incident or event. Admitting that 
you do not know everything will not hurt your credibility. Indeed, we tend to 
be more suspicious of speakers who pretend to “know it all.”

If a listener poses a difficult question that you can’t answer, you can always 
offer to investigate the matter and get back to the person. It is easy to get a 
listener’s e-mail address following your talk—and then do your research and 
follow through with a thoughtful response. When you do this, you are show-
ing respect for the listener. At the same time, you are learning more about your 
topic—and will be better prepared to answer questions the next time you speak.

j Respect time limits. Question-and-answer periods should not go on forever. 
Like speeches, they have time constraints. Sometimes you will be asked to 
speak briefly and leave plenty of time for audience questions. Other times, 
you will have only a little time left for interaction with the audience. Ask in 
advance what the audience expects or desires, and then follow through, limit-
ing the question-and-answer period to the agreed-upon time.22
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j Anticipate the possibility of no audience questions. On occasion, you may 
conclude your speech and ask for questions but get no response from the 
audience. If you have used most of the time available for speaking and re-
sponding to questions, you may choose simply to thank them and take your 
seat. However, if time permits, you may also consider sharing some additional 
information or experiences that you didn’t have the chance to address during 
your speech. Sometimes listeners need extra time to formulate good ques-
tions. By talking just a bit longer (but not too long), you give them the time to 
think. As a result, they may offer more thoughtful or interesting questions.

Sounding Good versus Being Sound

11.1
  Explain the ethical issues involved in 
delivering your speech.

j Ethical delivery grows from a collaborative, trans-
actional approach to public speaking:
j Good speakers try never to distract the audience 

with their delivery.
j They do all they can to promote audience com-

prehension and understanding.
j They know that good, ethical delivery not 

only sounds good, it also grows from a solid 
foundation—a carefully constructed, thought-
fully reasoned, and well-supported speech.

Principles of Good Delivery

11.2
  Describe the basic principles of 
effective delivery.

j Underlying principles of good delivery apply across 
public speaking situations:
j Understand the speaking context and audience 

expectations.
j Establish eye contact with listeners.
j Reinforce ideas through gestures, movement, 

and facial expressions.
j Strive for an effective speaking voice.

Speaking Extemporaneously

11.3
  Explain the advantages of delivering 
your speech extemporaneously.

j For most public speaking situations, you 
will likely want to use the extemporaneous 

style, which involves meticulous preparation 
and is typically delivered from a keyword 
outline:
j When you speak extemporaneously, you are 

encouraged to speak with flexibility, adapting to 
audience expectations and to the context.

j As you speak, you are able to establish eye 
contact with audience members, use appropri-
ate gestures, and make effective use of your 
voice.

j Extemporaneous delivery also encourages you 
to speak with passion and conviction.

j Practicing your speech aloud and seeking out 
opportunities to speak can help you develop an 
effective extemporaneous style of delivery.

Alternative Styles of Delivery

11.4
  Compare and contrast different styles 
of delivery, listing the strengths and 
weaknesses of each.

j Other styles of delivery may be appropriate on 
certain occasions, but each presents some special 
challenges:
j Even impromptu speaking requires some prepa-

ration and organization.
j Manuscript speaking demands a special focus 

on using good oral style, incorporating ges-
tures and movement, and using your voice 
effectively.

j Speaking from memory requires extensive 
practice; it challenges you to speak “in the mo-
ment” and to stay focused on the ideas you are 
conveying.

SUMMARY

Listen to the Audio Chapter Summary at MyCommunicationLab

Study and Review materials for this chapter are at MyCommunicationLab



Questions for Review and Reflection 279

Responding to Audience Questions

11.5
  Anticipate audience questions 
and explain appropriate ways of 
responding to them.

j The question-and-answer period is an important 
part of most formal speeches:
j As you respond to audience questions, you have 

the chance to show listeners how well informed 

you are and how quickly you can think on your 
feet.

j You can also demonstrate how carefully you 
listen, how open you are to others’ ideas, and 
how honest you are in responding to difficult 
questions.

j Anticipate and prepare for possible questions from 
your audience, and do all you can to establish a cli-
mate of respectful and mutually beneficial dialogue.

Sounding Good versus Being Sound

11.1
  Explain the ethical issues involved in 
delivering your speech.

1. Describe the difference between “sounding good” 
and “being sound.”

Principles of Good Delivery

11.2
  Describe the basic principles of 
effective delivery.

2. Your friend has to make an important presentation 
at a fund-raising event for the local Boys and Girls 
Club. He comes to you and asks you for advice on 
how to deliver his speech. What three things would 
you stress? Why are they important?

3. To what extent may cultural differences influ-
ence the way listeners respond to a speaker’s 
delivery?

4. You have heard many people give speeches (class-
room speeches, lectures, political speeches, after-
dinner speeches, speeches at memorial services). 
Given your experience as an audience member, 
what things most annoy you about some speakers’ 
delivery habits or styles? What delivery character-
istics do you especially admire?

Speaking Extemporaneously

11.3
  Explain the advantages of delivering a 
speech extemporaneously.

5. How would you describe extemporaneous deliv-
ery? Why is this style most appropriate in most 
public speaking situations?

6. Why is a keyword outline useful in delivering a 
speech? Can you think of any potential disadvan-
tages to using such an outline? What might you do 
to minimize any potential disadvantages?

Alternative Styles of Delivery

11.4
  Compare and contrast different styles 
of delivery, listing the strengths and 
weaknesses of each.

7. Some situations may call for a style of delivery 
other than extemporaneous. Describe each of these 
alternative delivery styles:
a. Impromptu
b. Manuscript
c. Memorized

8. Compare and contrast the advantages and disad-
vantages of each.

Responding to Audience Questions

11.5
  Anticipate audience questions 
and explain appropriate ways of 
responding to them.

9. You have given a speech, and now it is time for au-
dience questions. How would you deal with each 
of these situations?
a. An audience member is hostile.
b. An audience member asks three questions in a 

row.
c. Someone asks you a question and you do not 

know the answer.
d. No one asks you a question.

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW AND REFLECTION

Study and Review the Flashcards at MyCommunicationLab
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OVERVIEW AND LEARNING OBJECTIVES

Functions of Presentational Aids

12.1
Understand the diverse ways that presen-
tational aids can help you as a speaker.

Options for Presentational Aids

12.2
Describe the types of presentational aids 
commonly available to speakers.

Guidelines for Preparing Presentational Aids

12.3
Follow basic guidelines for creating 
presentational aids.

Guidelines for Using Presentational Aids

12.4
Follow basic guidelines for using 
presentational aids.

Supporting Your Ideas 
Visually

12
CHAPTER Listen to the Audio Chapter at MyCommunicationLab
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Visual material greatly impacts how we react to information. Photographs 
from inside the Abu Ghraib prison, for example, depicted the mistreatment 
of detainees by American military personnel and generated outrage in the 

United States and abroad.1 Live shots of the tsunami coming ashore in Indonesia 
and Thailand in 2004—sweeping away all in its path—shocked television viewers 
around the world, as did media coverage of the earthquake that devastated Haiti 
in 2010. These images, and the diagrams and charts that experts created to ex-
plain them, reminded us of how destructive natural disasters can be and prompted 
calls for improved early-warning systems and better-coordinated evacuation and 
relief efforts.2 From the pictures of a jetliner that survived a crash landing in the 
Hudson River in January 2009—an event dramatically proclaimed “the miracle on 
the Hudson”3—to the live coverage of the devastation from the earthquake and 
tsunami that struck Japan in March 2011,4 visual images play a big role in shaping 
both our understanding and emotional reactions to events.

It should come as no surprise, then, that visual images can also have an impact 
when used in a public or classroom speech. The use of such presentational aids
increasingly has become the norm in our visually oriented society, so it is important 
that you learn how to use them effectively.

Using visual or audio aids effectively calls for careful thinking, strategic plan-
ning, and practice. There is nothing magical about presentational aids. But it is im-
portant that you understand some basic principles concerning how they function 
and that you incorporate them effectively into your verbal presentation.

FUNCTIONS OF PRESENTATIONAL AIDS

Preview. Presentational aids can help audience members follow, retain, and be 
moved by the speaker’s ideas. They can also enhance the credibility of a speaker. 
Given these potential benefits, it is important that you learn to create and use pre-
sentational aids skillfully.

Both speakers and listeners can benefit from the effective use of presentational 
aids. Several noteworthy benefits exist.

Promoting Clarity

Effective presentational aids provide clarity. Researchers have found that “human 
brains extract valuable information from audiovisuals more quickly and more eas-
ily than from purely verbal information” and do so with “a more error-free grasp of 
information.”5 For this reason, as explained in Highlighting Visual Perception and 
Thinking, a speaker should use visual aids. A simple table depicting a budget provides 
more clarity than merely describing it in words. Photographs of urban areas in decay 
provide a clearer understanding of problems confronting American cities than words 
alone. And listeners who see a statistical trend via a graph are more likely to under-
stand it—and more immediately—than if left to chart it mentally on their own.6

It is easy to understand the popularity of graphs and charts; they make quan-
titative information easy to understand.7 Speakers who fail to use them appear 
remiss. When you use statistical support that’s the least bit complex, you should 
provide visual representations to assist comprehension.

Under-
stand the 

diverse ways 
that presenta-
tional aids can 
help you as a 
speaker.

12.1

Explore the Concept
“Presentation Aids” at
MyCommunicationLab
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Assisting Retention

Presentational aids make information more understandable and more memorable. 
Research indicates that effective presentational aids can make recall easier, faster, 
and more accurate than “memories of purely verbal messages.”8 One study even 
found that people remembered 43 percent more information when visuals were 
used than when they were not.9 In short, if you want to bolster understanding and 
leave a lasting impression, use good presentational aids.10

Providing Emphasis

A visual aid can help a speaker underscore what is most important. Even a simple 
list (such as in Figure 12.1)11 can highlight key ideas as well as help listeners recall 
them.12 If you are using a list, consider using graphical icons—such as a dollar sign 
to designate “money saved.” Graphical icons can be even more striking and memo-
rable than a list of keywords.13

Providing Support

Presentational aids can also function 
as evidence to support your ideas. 
For example, a speaker might argue 
that hurricane readiness should be a 
top priority for key coastal regions 
of the United States. Displaying a 
map that documents direct hits by 
hurricanes (see Figure 12.2) allows 
listeners to see for themselves the 
number of hurricanes as well as the 
widespread extent of the threat.14

HIGHLIGHTING VISUAL PERCEPTION AND THINKING

Graphic icons populate our dashboard and every lever 
in our car. Road signs often feature images, not words. 
Our smartphone’s menu is a series of icons. We have 
increasingly replaced words with images.

We obtain much of our information through 
graphic images, something experts have long noted. 
Marty Shelton, a highly acclaimed scholar of visual 
communication, estimated that visual perceptions provide 
an astonishing 99 percent of our knowledge about the 
world around us. This emphasis is quite natural, Shelton 
noted, because “we are a visual species.”

We “don’t think much in words per se,” he contended, 
but “do most of our thinking in terms of graphic 
images—visuals such as pictures, icons, and facsimiles.”

When we view news broadcasts, read illustrated 
books, or experience multimedia presentations, visual 
or graphic images become our “primary medium of 
thought.” Fruitful, practical thought would be nearly 
unattainable were it not for such “visual stimuli.”

Source: From Marty Shelton, “Special Issue: Visual 
Communication: Introduction.” Copyright © 1993 by Technical 
Communication.

⎯ Time

FIGURE 12.1

A list can help 
your audience fol-
low your speech 
and remember its 
main ideas.
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Basing the map (or any other visual aid) on information from a reputable source 
also lends support by adding credibility to your ideas. To derive this benefit, as well 
as meet your ethical obligations, enter the source on your display and cite it orally.

To support ideas, speakers often use graphs, and they are wise to do so. Graphs 
make statistical information more vivid and show relationships. The most familiar 
and useful kinds of graphs are line graphs, bar graphs, pictographs, and pie graphs. 
The type of graph used will depend on the type of information to be conveyed.15

Line Graphs A line graph is especially well suited to showing comparative re-
lationships through time. For example, a hospital administrator might use a line 
graph to show how emergency room visits increase over time among populations 
who lack access to primary health care. The graph allows us to see the tendency.

It is possible to place more than one line on a single graph, but it may be at the 
expense of clarity. If you plan to use multiple lines or curves, try to use strikingly 
different colors and restrict yourself to two or three lines. It is also important to 
guard against distorting a trend by compressing or elongating the space allotted to 
time periods while keeping the other dimension of the graph constant. Whenever 
you selectively focus on a particular segment of data, be sure to label the graph so 
that your audience can fully understand what you have elected to show them.16

Figure 12.3 provides an example of a line graph. Using this graph helped under-
score the downward trend in teen pregnancies in the United States in recent years.17

Bar Graphs A bar graph can be used to show comparisons and contrasts between 
two or more items or groups. Even if listeners have little background in read-
ing graphs, the bar graph is easy to understand. In addition, these graphs have a 

Hurricane Landfalls in 2008

Dolly

GustavIke

Hanna

Source: National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, 2009.

FIGURE 12.2

A visual aid can 
communicate 
efficiently and 
powerfully.
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dramatic visual impact. As with line graphs, whenever you focus on a particular 
segment of data, be sure to label the graph so that your audience can fully under-
stand what you have elected to show them.18

Figure 12.4 compares the estimated percentage of overweight boys and girls 
from several countries. The speaker using this bar graph quoted Dr. Philip James, 

Source: Hamilton, B.E., Martin, I.A., Ventura, S.J. Births: Preliminary data for 2010.
National Vital Statistics Reports 2011.6(2). Table S-2 
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Line graphs help 
to reveal trends.
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chairman of the International Obesity Task Force, in arguing that we have “a truly 
global epidemic” and detailing its impact on health care systems around the world.19

Pictographs Listeners often find pictographs particularly interesting. In a picto-
graph, a graphical icon is used to form lines or patterns to convey information in 
the same way other graphs do. Figure 12.5 shows how a pictograph can commu-
nicate information in an interesting and meaningful way. A student speaker used 
this pictograph to support his argument that students who drink excessively suffer 
from impaired academic performance in college. Pictographs (such as this one cre-
ated with Photoshop) are more challenging to construct than traditional graphs. 
They require more creativity and original labor.

Pie Graphs The final type of graph is the pie graph, most often used to show 
numerical distribution patterns. When you need to show how a total figure breaks 
down into different parts, you will probably want to use a pie graph. Suppose, for 
example, you’re noting the relative amount of our federal dollars spent on defense, 
Social Security, health care, and various other programs. A pie graph, like the one 
depicted in Figure 12.6, could efficiently convey that information. Because of their 
simplicity, pie graphs are easily understood by an audience.

When constructing a pie graph, observe two central guidelines. First, create 
a two-dimensional, rather than a three-dimensional, pie. As Joel Best, author of 
More Damned Lies and Statistics, explains, “Showing the edge of a tilted pie chart 
to the viewer (so that it seems to be a three-dimensional disk) .. .exaggerates the 
visual importance of those slices that can be viewed edge-on.”20 In addition, use a 
bold or bright color to set off the sector you hope to highlight or emphasize. For 
added emphasis, it can be pulled out slightly from the rest of the pie.21

You may use several different kinds of graphs in a single presentation. When 
carefully constructed and used strategically, they can help you depict statistical 
information in ways that listeners will likely find understandable, interesting, in-
formative, and convincing.

Creating graphs has become increasingly easy because of software like 
PowerPoint. However, some design options allow a speaker to easily distort data—
intentionally or unwittingly. The author of How to Lie with Charts, Gerald Everett 

Drinks per week:

“A” student:

“D” student:

Source: Columbia University, 2006.

FIGURE 12.5

Pictographs can 
be powerful and 
memorable.
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This photo of nine-year-old Kim 
Phuc, badly burned and fleeing her 
village during a napalm attack, 
ignited strong antiwar sentiment 
during the Vietnam war. The journal-
ist, Nick Ut, helped the children to 
safety, and his photo won a Pulitzer 
Prize.

Federal Spending on Defense, Social
Security, & Other Programs
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Everything Else

Source: Office of Management Budget, 2007.

FIGURE 12.6

Pie graphs ef-
ficiently convey 
distribution.

Jones, provides some basic pointers for communicating accurately and ethically 
when presenting data in graphs. See Highlighting Using Graphs to Communicate 
Data on page 287.

To provide support, speakers often use photographs to “document” some phe-
nomenon or otherwise provide “proof.” The proliferation of visual imagery re-
quires that speakers and listeners alike develop visual literacy, or the ability to 
think discerningly about visual images—a matter we take up in Highlighting Visual 
Literacy on pages 288–289.22

Encouraging Emotional Involvement

A speaker can use pictures that will elicit greater emotional involvement than if the 
audience were left to conjure up their own images.23 During the war in Vietnam, 



Some Practical and Ethical 
Guidelines

j Use each type of graph properly. Pie graphs depict 
relationships in terms of percentages or ratios. 
Line graphs emphasize trends, whereas bar graphs 
emphasize results at each division of a particular 
point in time. Pictographs compare basic amounts.

j Adhere to traditional formats. Line graphs and bar 
graphs consist of a y axis and an x axis. As Jones 
explains, “Quantity goes up and down on the vertical 
axis—the y axis. Time progresses from left to right 
along the horizontal axis—the x axis.”24 Departing 
from this conventional arrangement (as many 
software packages may allow one to do) will impede 
understanding and/or distort the data. For example, 
a program may allow you to turn a conventional 
vertical bar graph on its side, but Jones advises 
against it. Pictographs, on the other hand, can 
show increasing magnitude along either axis; each 
depicted unit of measure can be stacked or can build 
from left to right, as modeled in Figure 12.5.

j Be sensitive to the implications of range. Graphs 
should always begin with zero on the y axis.
Notice, too, that expanding or compressing the 
range of either axis (y or x) can distort the data 
and suggest different interpretations of the data. 
For example, Figure 12.7 takes a long view of 
homicide rates. If a speaker chose to use only the 
portion of the graph from 1980–1983, though, 
such data might suggest a “great decline” in 
homicides. That interpretation, though, would be 
misleading; in terms of the long view, the number 
of homicides would still be high. It may make 
sense to violate the rule of beginning with zero, so 
that differences can be better detected when one 
zooms in to a particular segment. When doing so, 
just be sure everything is labeled clearly, as well as 
noted aloud for your audience.

j Label every element. Numbers alone will not 
suffice. Explain their meaning via a simple label. 
For instance, each sector of a pie graph should be 
labeled in terms of its category and percentage, as 
should the meaning of the whole pie.

j Make labels easily readable. Employ a simple, 
easy-to-read style—and a large size—for fonts.

HIGHLIGHTING USING GRAPHS 
TO COMMUNICATE DATA

j Avoid overwhelming the audience. Pies should be 
confined to five or six slices—never more than 
eight. Line graphs should have no more than two or 
three lines—each easily distinguished. Bar graphs 
should feature six or fewer bars (though each bar 
can be clustered into two or three vertical sectors).

j Avoid “stacked” bars. Bars with layered strata of 
data are harder to read and can obscure relationships.

j Proofread. Be careful with spelling, usage, 
correctness, and so on.

j Choose colors carefully. Use colors that yield 
good contrast so each element depicted is easily 
distinguished. Make sure, too, that the color scheme 
can be seen in the lighting conditions under which 
you will be making your presentation. Be mindful 
that what appears on your monitor will likely be 
much more vivid than what is projected on a screen.

j Reveal your sources. Cite the source(s) of all 
information at the bottom of the chart or graph. 
Also include the date (e.g., Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, June 2010).

Source: Gerald Everett Jones, How to Lie with Charts (San Jose, 
CA: Authors Choice Press, 2000).
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FIGURE 12.7

What does this graph suggest about murders in the 
United States? How might that interpretation change if 
the source showed data only from 1994 through 2005? 
Although technically correct, the impression would be dif-
ferent from a graph in which more years are considered.

287
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a widely published photograph of Vietnamese children fleeing their village after a 
napalm attack was credited with igniting strong antiwar sentiment.25 Pictures of 
human suffering following the hurricanes that devastated the Gulf Coast in 2005, 
the earthquake in Haiti in 2010, and the earthquake and tsunami in Japan in 2011 
prompted people from all over the world to get involved in the recovery efforts 
that followed. Images can prompt increased attention to political problems as well. 
During the so-called Tea Party protests of recent years, pictures of the protestors 
and their signs resonated with those similarly inclined, as did pictures from the 
Occupy Wall Street movement, which inspired similar “occupy” protests around 
the U.S. and the world.

Stimulating Interest

As we have noted, presentational aids can make a speech easier to follow and un-
derstand. They also stimulate interest. When you think of the challenges of listen-
ing (discussed in Chapter 2), you will quickly recognize the value of presentational 

The Visual Dimension 
of Critical Thinking

Veteran journalist Gregg Hoffmann argues that visual 
literacy is a “requirement for clear thinking in the 
twenty-first century.” Hoffman makes his case using 
a major international news story about an uncle’s 
failed attempt to gain custody of and citizenship for 
his six-year-old Cuban nephew, rescued at sea. The 
boy’s mother died trying to reach Miami by boat to 
gain refuge for herself and her son, Elian, in the United 
States. The father, still in Cuba and content to stay 
there, insisted that his son be returned. He won the 
legal battle, which ensued for five months. The uncle 
and other relatives defied the court order to surrender 
Elian to authorities. The ordeal finally ended with a 
predawn raid when federal agents removed the boy 
from a relative’s household. Hoffmann writes:

Two photos likely will become symbolic of the Elian 
Gonzalez story. First is the Associated Press photo of 
the federal marshal, dressed in riot gear, demanding 
the boy be turned over. Second is the photo of the boy 
smiling at his father. People on both sides of the issue 
point to those photos to support their contentions.

You can see “what happened” in a photo or 
video, most people would argue. “A picture is 

HIGHLIGHTING VISUAL
LITERACY

worth a thousand words” is a widely accepted 
statement. Words are another person’s abstraction 
of what happened, but a photo captures reality.

But does it? Is a photo or video simply a mirror 
of reality, or is it a product of certain premises 
and processes that then make it susceptible 
to manipulation? A photo or video grows 
from a point of view, or a set of premises. The 
photographer will select his subject, to a large 
degree, to represent his or her own world view, or 
to meet what is perceived as the preferences of an 
audience.

A skilled photographer can capture your senses 
and then craft the photo or video in such a way 
that you leap from that sensory level to very high, 
abstract levels. So, we see the photo of the federal 
officer and Elian and jump to thoughts of fascism. 
Or, we see the smiling Elian with his father and 
jump to thoughts of family values.

In political propaganda, advertising, and other media 
products, we see these attempts to foster such leaps 
all the time. The intent is not to have the viewer 
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aids. By engaging multiple senses, presentational aids can help keep listeners from 
feeling bored, distracted, or passive. Research indicates that visual aids bolster in-
terest and involvement.26

Color, a common element in visual aids, can stimulate audience interest.27

Colorful poster boards and vivid graphs attract more attention than black-and-
white images.28 In addition, vivid colors are more striking than lighter shades, 
with blue, red, and green among those most preferred.29 Variety also helps main-
tain audience interest. A presentation accompanied by varied graphs and perhaps 
a few illustrative pictures will be more interesting than one in which the speaker 
projects list after list.

Enhancing Your Credibility

Using good presentational aids can enhance your credibility. When you use well-
constructed aids, you show the audience that you care enough about your presen-
tation to prepare carefully. A well-constructed graph, for example, shows listeners 

These two very different photos illustrating the Elian 
Gonzalez story evoke contrasting reactions. They show how 
visual depiction can neutralize logical analysis to capture 
viewers’ emotions and direct their thoughts.

logically analyze or think about the image. The intent 
is to capture the viewer’s senses and then evoke 
certain emotions and thoughts.

Source: Reprinted with permission of the author and the 
Institute of General Semantics, publishers of ETC: A Review 
of General Semantics, n.d.
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that you took pains with your preparation, and it also shows your concern for 
their understanding. A speaker who does not use presentational aids may be seen 
as less organized and less interested in audience understanding.30

You also demonstrate your trustworthiness when you use presentational 
aids. Rather than ask your listeners to rely exclusively on your judgment, you 
let them “see for themselves” when you share an illustrative photo or chart the 
numbers.31 As a result, listeners may see you as more open and honest, more will-
ing to let them share in determining the true meaning of the data. Being seen as 
trustworthy and fair-minded boosts your ethos—a matter we explored further in 
Chapter 2.

Facilitating Extemporaneous Delivery

Presentational aids can assist delivery by serving as speaking notes. Speakers often 
use bulleted lists to help frame their message for the audience. As each item ap-
pears on the screen, it functions as a speaking outline, reminding the speaker of 
what he or she wishes to address next. Some speakers also find that these prompts 
alleviate communication apprehension.32

Of course, you should be aware of the risks of using bulleted lists. For one, a 
speaker can use too many lists. Constantly displaying and quickly removing list 
after list can confuse the audience, just as leaving one up long after it is useful 
can bore or distract them. A speaker also should avoid visuals that feature too 
many words, or that simply duplicate his or her oral presentation. If you put your 
whole outline on a transparency, listeners will concentrate on the display instead 
of on you.33 At the other extreme, simply posting keywords and failing to supply 
a needed graph, chart, or other aid may diminish your effectiveness and tarnish 
your image.

OPTIONS FOR PRESENTATIONAL AIDS

Preview. Presentational support can range from the low-tech chalkboard to sophis-
ticated computer-generated graphics. A variety of options can reinforce your speech 
visually or through sound.

What kind of presentational aids should you use? The answer to this question depends 
on many factors—such as listeners’ expectations, available equipment, and whether 
the room lends itself to the kind of aid you have in mind. If a room cannot be ad-
equately darkened, for instance, you would be hard-pressed to use slides effectively. In 
short, consider what options will work best in the setting, for the particular audience 
and occasion, and for the content of the speech.

Computer-Generated Slide Shows

The classic movie Star Wars (1977) was ahead of its time, illustrating for mov-
iegoers the power of computer-generated slide shows. Near the film’s end, Luke 
Skywalker and his fellow pilots receive instructions on how to destroy the Death 
Star. The military strategist projects computer-generated graphics to provide an 
overview of the enemy’s massive battleship, close-ups of its surface, and diagrams 

Describe 
the types 

of presenta-
tional aids com-
monly available 
to speakers.

12.2

Watch the Video
“The Process of
Developing a Speech:
Using Presentation Aids” at
MyCommunicationLab

Watch the Video
“Writing Position Papers” at
MyCommunicationLab
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of its infrastructure. The visual display—complete with movement—allows the 
speaker to provide this information to Luke and his squadron with clarity, impact, 
and efficiency.

What was once confined to science fiction has become commonplace. We regu-
larly view full-motion weather maps, graphical depictions of what has happened 
on Wall Street, and computer-generated models of what likely occurred during a 
tragic accident or natural disaster.

Software such as PowerPoint or Prezi puts this same power in our hands. We 
can easily create slides and integrate images, sound, and video clips. We can enter 
data and select the type of graph, chart, or other device that is best suited for con-
veying the information. Digital images we have taken, scanned, or found online (if 
eligible for fair use, as discussed at www.copyright.gov/) allow us to easily insert 
them into a slide show. We can even design our own graphics, such as the picto-
graph in Figure 12.5. In addition, a presentational aid created via computer can 
easily be modified or updated, even during a presentation.

Meeting rooms and classrooms often allow computer assistance. If not, you 
might use the computer indirectly. Simply print any graph, table, or other visual 
display that you have created using PowerPoint or even a basic word-processing 
program. Use it as a handout, print it on transparency stock for use with an over-
head projector, or have a copy shop—such as Staples or FedEx Office—print a 
poster-sized version.

In any case, you’ll want to recognize the strengths of this technology and 
learn to use it competently and comfortably, following the guidelines we provide 

An Attractive Alternative 
to PowerPoint

Move over, PowerPoint. You’ve got serious 
competition. Prezi has arrived with much acclaim—
even landing a coveted spot in PC World’s “100 best 
products of 2010.” Given its ease of use, features, and 
ongoing, real-time updates, we can see why.

j Its introductory tutorial (at prezi.com) gets you 
started in a matter of minutes, and other, equally 
brief tutorials allow you to hone your skills. You’ll 
be amazed at what you can do and how quickly 
you can do it. Prezi’s design is nicely intuitive, 
simplifying its use.

j Prezi’s features make it highly attractive. Rather 
than a linear slide show, you place images, text, 
and embedded video (e.g., a YouTube clip) on a 
canvas—and Prezi allows you to move to and fro 

HIGHLIGHTING 
PREZI 

and to zoom in and out. As its creators caution, 
you’ll just want to be a bit conservative with the 
movement to avoid making your audience dizzy 
or seasick. With purposeful, well-choreographed 
moves, you can emphasize connections and 
produce good flow. And if you’d rather use Prezi 
than PowerPoint but already have a PowerPoint 
devised—no worries! Prezi allows you to insert 
PowerPoint slides!

j Prezi lives in “the cloud,” not only making it 
available anywhere there’s an Internet connection 
but also allowing it to continuously evolve with 
real-time updates, further simplifying an already 
easy-to-use program and adding to its array of 
desirable features.

www.copyright.gov/
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HIGHLIGHTING HOW NOT TO USE POWERPOINT

We have synthesized various authors’ advice—some 
empirically based—to offer these surefire ways to 
irritate, insult, and otherwise alienate an audience 
when using PowerPoint (or any other slideware). We 
hope you enjoy this tongue-in-cheek look at some of 
the more common infractions. (And we bet you’ve 
seen many of them!)

1. Use a lot of slides. The more the better! Always 
have something posted on-screen.

2. Read your slides to your audience (and preferably 
with your back to your listeners, facing the screen).

3. Give your audience a handout, before your speech, 
that duplicates the slides you will read to them.

4. Write out what you intend to say, completely, 
with full sentences, filling up each slide as much 
as possible.

5. If you use bullets, post them all at once, rather 
than bring them up individually.

6. For textual content, use a font that is itsy-bitsy
or otherwise difficult to read.

7. Avoid charts, graphs, and graphical icons. Stick 
to text-based content.

8. If you must use charts, graphs, or graphical icons, 
do not fret over their substance, such as whether 
they actually convey or clarify information 
central to the meaning of your speech.

9. Do not fret over explaining any chart, graph, or 
depiction. Let the audience figure it out on their 
own, while you are plodding ahead.

10. When using any graph, chart, or other visual 
content, simply flash it onto the screen, giving 
the audience only a millisecond or two to 
process it.

11. Use auto-timing features to advance your 
slides—never mind that you may have to speed 
up or slow down or even stop from time to time 
to keep pace with your slide show.

12. Present multiple ideas on a single slide, and do not 
bother explaining their connection or lack thereof.

13. Do not obsess over spelling, grammatical 
correctness, and the like.

14. Use lots of special effects. Always have 
something spinning or pulsating on-screen. 
Accompany visual effects with sound effects—
squealing and rat-a-tat-tats and the like!

15. Do not worry about a backup plan in case the 
slide show cannot be used. Simply insist on 
rescheduling your speech.

16. Remember: The screen is king! Serve the 
screen!
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in this chapter. Also review the lighthearted cautionary notes in Highlighting 
How Not to Use PowerPoint. Because so many people use presentational soft-
ware poorly (prompting many detractors), you will want to study the guidelines 
carefully.34 We also offer pointers for Prezi in Highlighting Prezi: An Attractive 
Alternative to PowerPoint, as well as in our general guidelines for using presen-
tational aids.
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Chalkboard or Whiteboard

The chalkboard (now commonly replaced by a whiteboard) remains a useful de-
vice for speakers who have no other option or who wish to compile a list while 
working cooperatively with an audience. The chalkboard allows the speaker to 
highlight information visually and put terms, diagrams, or sketches on the board 
as an explanation unfolds or a list develops. In addition, moving to and from the 
board allows the speaker to be active in communicating his or her ideas and can 
also help the speaker channel nervous energy.

Of course, the chalkboard has its limitations. Because it is so familiar to most 
audiences, it may seem less interesting or original than other types of visual aids. 
Poor handwriting and a tendency to look at the board rather than at the audience 
can also diminish a speaker’s effectiveness. In most cases, it is wise to choose a dif-
ferent vehicle for visually enhancing your presentation.

Flip Charts

A flip chart is essentially an oversized writing tablet, offering the same ad-
vantages and disadvantages as chalkboards. Flip charts are commonly used in 
business, conference, and workshop settings. In these settings, speakers often 
use flip charts to record ideas generated during discussions or brainstorming 
sessions. if you use a flip chart, remember that you will need a tripod for dis-
playing it.

Poster Board Drawings and Displays

Poster board drawings and displays can be constructed well in advance and can 
be either simple or sophisticated. They can also be colorful and engaging. The 
advantages end there, however. Aside from the time, effort, and artistic ability 
necessary to construct content for posters, they are clumsy to transport and 
handle. You must also make sure that you will be able to display them. For ex-
ample, will a tripod be available? Will thumbtacks be necessary? If you decide 
to use poster boards, make sure to investigate the speech setting and prepare 
adequately.

Handouts

Handouts are helpful when listeners need to be able to recall information accu-
rately for use at a later time, but they can distract when made available during a 
speech. Consider selecting another means of visual assistance during your presen-
tation. For example, you might present a budget on-screen and tell listeners you 
will distribute a handout containing the budget at the end of your speech. If you 
distribute multiple handouts, you may want to use a different color for each hand-
out to better distinguish them.

Handouts can also help promote action. If you urge listeners to voice their 
opinion about a particular issue, you can provide a handout with specific contact 
information. By simplifying the task for listeners, you’ll increase the chances that 
they will follow through.35

Watch the Video
“Sweat (Hyperhidrosis)” at
MyCommunicationLab
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Objects

Sometimes an object is suitable as a presentational aid. For example, when raising 
awareness about methamphetamine, law-enforcement officers often display some 
of the common items used to manufacture the drug. Presenting the actual items 
makes the information more concrete, vivid, and memorable.

Avoid small items that need to be passed around. Circulating something while 
you are talking can present problems. First, only one person will have the object 
while you are describing it; other listeners will be in the dark. Moreover, the act of 
passing something around will distract your listeners, taking their attention away 
from your speech.

Models

Some speeches call for a model as a visual aid. When informing classmates about 
“green” architectural design, one student brought in a simple model she had con-
structed to illustrate how a wide overhang, positioned to work with the angle 
of the sun in winter versus summer months, can reduce energy consumption. 
Holding a flashlight at different angles, representative of the different seasons, 
she showed how the overhang allowed direct light in the windows during the 
winter months but shaded the windows in the summer, allowing only indirect 
light to enter.

Obviously, constructing a three-dimensional model requires skill and effort. 
Many times, our students have been able to borrow models, thus simplifying the task.

Transparencies and Overhead Projectors

Overhead projectors, particularly those used to display transparencies, remain 
common in many meeting rooms. When computer projection is not available, they 
are the next-best thing. They allow a speaker to project lists, figures, charts, graphs, 
and other information onto a large screen in supersize form. Transparencies are 
also easy to transport, allowing a speaker to use several in a single presentation. 
If your printer will not accept transparency stock, check with a local copy shop 
to see if they can assist. (Note: If you’re lucky, the overhead projector may work 
with a regular paper printout. Many classrooms feature these next-generation 
projectors.)

Audio and Video Materials

Some topics cannot be explained by using only words and still images. The quick-
ness with which a particular crime can be perpetrated, the force and fury of a 
hurricane, and the precision and lightning speed of a Hellfire missile are but a few 
examples. In addition, in an increasingly media-oriented society, many listeners 
have grown accustomed to audio and video support. These sensory experiences, as 
we have noted earlier in the chapter, help generate interest and involvement. Using 
them successfully, though, requires careful planning and preparation. In general, 
the more heavily your presentation depends on any form of technology, the more 
time and effort you must devote to creating your materials and making sure the 

Watch the Video
“The Cocker Spaniel” at
MyCommunicationLab
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The force, speed, 
and destruction 
of a tsunami as 
it rushes onshore 
cannot be cap-
tured adequately 
with a single 
picture. A short 
video clip may be 
necessary.

appropriate equipment will be available and in working order. Also, the room in 
which you will be speaking must lend itself to using these aids effectively.

Fortunately, most presentational software allows insertion of an audio or 
video clip, making for a more seamless and trouble-free multimedia presenta-
tion. Be mindful that clips should be short because they are used to illustrate a 
single idea. Showing a clip that takes up most of your speaking time is not using 
a presentational aid; it is substituting an audiovisual presentation for a major 
portion of your speech. Be sure to consult your instructor if you contemplate 
using video materials. He or she will likely have particular guidelines regarding 
their use.

In short, whenever you choose presentational aids, do so with the audience, 
setting, and occasion in mind. Find out which options are available and expected in 
a particular setting—including your classroom. Once you know your options, you 
can select which one(s) will best serve your needs. Whatever the option, prepare 
your presentational aids for maximum impact.
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GUIDELINES FOR PREPARING PRESENTATIONAL AIDS

Preview. Presentational aids must be carefully planned and prepared for maxi-
mum impact. In this section, we offer some basic guidelines for constructing pre-
sentational materials, including practical tips and ethical considerations.

Over the years, we have seen speakers, in the classroom and in the community, use 
a variety of presentational aids. We have seen aids that were thoughtfully devised, 
those that made no real contribution to the speech, and some that actually detracted 
from the speech. In these latter instances, what was supposed to be an aid became 
a hindrance. A few guidelines can help ensure that you prepare presentational aids 
that genuinely contribute to your presentation.

Employ an Actual Aid Make sure the presentational aid you are planning to use 
is truly an aid. As you contemplate your speech, note places where a presentational 
aid would help. Keep in mind that an aid achieves one or more of the following:

j Adds clarity or promotes understanding
j Encourages interest or emotional involvement
j Helps your listeners remember what you have said

If a presentational aid does not fulfill one of these functions, it will not con-
tribute to your speech; it may only distract the audience.

There are exceptions, of course. A prop can sometimes add a healthy element 
to a speech. A prop is any visual or audio material that enlivens a presentation 
but is not integral to its success. For example, a student who advocated garden-
ing as a means of rehabilitation for troubled teens had a flat of plants, a watering 
can, and a hand trowel arranged on a table, simply to set the mood. A prop may 
be appropriate if it does not distract listeners’ attention from the content of the 
speech.

Design Your Aid for Quick Processing Your listeners should be able to grasp the 
meaning of the aid with minimal effort. When preparing visual aids, follow these 
guidelines:

j Make them large enough to be seen. Your audience should never have to 
strain to see.

j Be smart with fonts. Choose a font that is easy to read. Sans serif fonts, 
such as Arial and Helvetica, are excellent choices. Be sure the font style you 
select is supported by the computer you will use during your presentation. 
Otherwise, the text will be garbled. Size the characters so that they can be 
read; this will depend on the size of the room. Experiment with bold versus 
plain characters to see which provides the most clarity.

j Employ good contrast. Contrast promotes clarity.36 Start with a light or dark 
background and choose an opposite (dark or light) color for the text 
(see Figure 12.8).37 For computer-generated color slides, a dark blue back-
ground with white content works best.38 Use the opposite scheme for black-
and-white transparencies: dark content on a white or clear background. The 
contrast between dark and light helps prevent washout of a projector’s beam 
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so you can leave the lights up a 
bit. When using colors, be mind-
ful that they are less vivid when 
projected than they appear on a 
computer monitor or printout.

j   Consider using fill patterns. Dots 
or stripes for sectors of a pie 
graph or bar graph can assist 
anyone who has trouble distin-
guishing colors.

j   Keep everything simple. Use as few words as possible for labels and listings. 
Your audience should be able to process what is on the screen with a glance. 
Feature only those terms or expressions that categorize or highlight what you 
want to discuss. Ignore rules such as “limit each bullet point to six words, 
with no more than five bullets per slide.”39 Concentrate, instead, on using as 
few words as possible, rarely if ever exceeding one line per bulleted entry.40

For other visuals, avoid complicated details; show only the essentials and il-
lustrate only one idea in each chart, graph, or diagram.41 The idea suggested 
by the content should be stated at the top.

j Be careful with handwriting. Handwriting (as in the case of using a flip 
chart) should be large, legible, neat, and—if appropriate—color coded for 
clarity.

When you prepare audiovisual aids, keep these guidelines in mind:

j Sound and video recordings should offer sufficient quality for easy viewing or 
listening.

j Limit sound and video recordings to a brief clip that illustrates a single 
idea.

j Inquire about the feasibility of using audiovisual material. Find out whether 
using this kind of aid is possible in the classroom or community setting in 
which you will speak.

j Avoid razzle-dazzle. Presentational aids are there to support, emphasize, and 
clarify key points and information. They are not a show unto themselves. 
They should not compete with (or merely duplicate) what you are saying. 
They should support your presentation, not become your presentation. Avoid 
too much distracting detail or too many effects, such as having a new ele-
ment come flying and spinning in, accompanied by a dramatic sound. Effects 
can be distracting as well as annoying. When using Prezi, pan with minimal 
movement from item to item so to avoid making the viewer dizzy, woozy, or 
nauseated. Your listeners should not have to take motion sickness medication 
to sit through your presentation! Likewise, use moderation with any back-
ground or border for a slide. Your visual displays should not upstage you as 
the speaker.42

Strive for Professional Quality The best results can be achieved by computer. If 
you must rely on a poster or some similar option, take great pains to make it of 
superior quality.

Ground Cover:  Advantages

 Less maintenance
Less pollution
Less runoff

FIGURE 12.8

When creating a 
slide, keep things 
simple and use 
good contrast.



298 CHAPTER 12 Supporting Your Ideas Visually

Employ “Silence” Avoid using too many visual displays or sounds. Display 
blank slides or (with Prezi) a “hidden,” empty frame when you want listeners 
focused on your spoken words rather than something on-screen. These can be 
your most important slides or frames in a presentation, even helping to accentu-
ate subsequent slides or frames containing visual content. When a slide or frame 
with content appears after a blank screen, the audience will be even more at-
tracted to it.

Anticipate Problems Much can go wrong, especially when technology and elec-
tricity are involved. It pays to have a backup plan, such as a handout of an all-
important graph. In this way you can safeguard against potential disaster if the 
computer malfunctions, a server goes down or is too slow, or you encounter soft-
ware incompatibility.

GUIDELINES FOR USING PRESENTATIONAL AIDS

Preview. Presentational aids must be used properly for maximum impact. In this 
section, we offer some basic guidelines for using presentational materials, including 
practical tips and ethical considerations.

Even when presentational aids are well designed, speakers sometimes fail to use
them effectively. We have endless examples we could provide, such as presenters 
unintentionally blocking a projector’s beam and others who placed transparencies 
upside down on a projector. You likely have witnessed similar mishaps. The follow-
ing guidelines will help you avoid embarrassment.

Practice! Many speakers practice their speeches aloud several times, yet fail to 
practice using their presentational aids. Perhaps it never occurs to them or they 
think it is not necessary. Practicing with those aids, though, allows one to present 
more smoothly and confidently and to avoid unwelcome surprises (such as unde-
sirable animation in a slideshow).

Preview in the Venue Check out the actual setting ahead of time, if possible, to 
become familiar with any equipment you will use. Test for sight and sound—from 
different areas of the room. Audience members who must squint to see the print 
on a slide or strain to hear the words on a recording can easily become frustrated 
and tune out the speaker. Too loud a volume, of course, can be annoying. If you 
are using a projector on a rolling stand, you may need to move it closer or far-
ther away from the screen for an appropriately sized image. Also note where 
you should stand to avoid blocking the audience’s view or interfering with the 
beam. It is easy to unwittingly cast a large shadow on the screen. Determine, too, 
how well you will be able to see your speaking notes under the specific lighting 
conditions.

Have Everything Set To Go For example, have presentational software posi-
tioned on the first slide or frame (a blank image, so not to interfere with your 
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introduction). Have audiovisuals cued to the proper spot with the proper volume. 
If using a marker, make sure it has ink. Put any handouts in the proper order. With 
everything ready to go, you can relax and get off to a good start.

Use Only When Needed Display a visual aid long enough for the audience to 
process the information and make sense of it, and then remove when it is no 
longer relevant to the point being made. Visual images attract attention and 
can easily upstage a speaker. Keep them out of sight unless you need to refer 
to them. Doing so will help you maintain control of the audience’s attention. 
(Note: If you are using presentational software, accomplish this by inserting 
blank slides or frames between content slides or frames and at the beginning 
and end of the slide show.)

Help Listeners Focus The effective public speaker uses presentational aids so 
that the audience knows what to focus on, and the speaker helps them process 
the aids. If, for example, your visual aid has more than one part, direct the au-
dience’s attention to the part being discussed by pointing to it with your finger, 
a pencil, or a laser pointer. Rather than project an entire bar graph, you might 
display and discuss it one bar at a time to help the audience process the informa-
tion. Presentational software (such as PowerPoint) may allow you to bring up one 
element at a time. Otherwise, you can duplicate a slide or frame several times and 

Many speakers do 
not use visual aids 
effectively.
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then work backward, deleting one element at a time so that during your presenta-
tion a click or pan forward results in an added element.

Stay Connected With Your Listeners As you direct the audience’s attention to 
your visual aid, monitor your bodily movement. Talk to your audience, not to the 
aid. Avoid turning away from them and facing the screen, for example. Be mindful, 
too, that even though a room may be darkened, the audience will be able to see 
you, especially after their eyes have adjusted to the dim lighting. It is important to 
maintain eye contact with the audience.

Use Presentational Aids Ethically Speakers often create their own visuals. You 
might create, for instance, a simple graph to illustrate a statistical trend. Remember 
that you will need to reveal the source of the data—orally and with a written ac-
knowledgment on the visual aid for the audience to see. Reveal the source on the 
bottom of the display, simply by noting, for instance, “Source: Newsweek, May 7, 
2012.” (Notice how the sample presentational aids presented throughout this 
chapter consistently cite their sources.)

Sometimes a speaker discovers an existing visual, such as a graph in USA Today
or another publication. In most settings, it is permissible to use this material (blown 
up and transferred onto a transparency, for example), but you must acknowledge 
the source orally and on the visual. Before using existing visual material, be sure to 
ask your instructor whether it is permissible to use it in the classroom; she or he 
may want you to design your own.

HIGHLIGHTING PRESENTATIONAL AIDS AND ETHICS

j Recognize and respect the power of visual 
symbols. Media scholars such as James Potter 
have pointed out that visual symbols function 
as powerful means of influencing our ideas and 
behavior. Visuals can attract and sustain attention, 
enhance emotional appeals, and even function as 
proof. Using them judiciously, fairly, and along 
with other substantiating evidence, then, becomes 
paramount.

j Use presentational aids to promote 
understanding—never seeking to distract 
or mislead the audience. Listeners can be 
overwhelmed by too many handouts, too many 
images or those that move too fast, or by “aids” 
that cannot be easily viewed or heard with clarity.

j Select visuals that fairly represent the data you 
are presenting. Avoid using graphs that exaggerate 
trends, for example.

j Recognize that presentational aids function as a 
form of evidence, and follow the criteria for using 

evidence presented in Chapter 7. Give credit to 
your sources, and always strive to present accurate, 
recent, and complete information.

j Openly acknowledge visual manipulation. If, for 
example, you “enhance” a picture to dramatize 
an effect or encourage an emotional reaction, 
you should alert listeners to the changes you 
have made. Changing colors, for example, can 
impact the tone and feeling of an image, as in 
the classic case of Time magazine darkening a 
cover photograph of O. J. Simpson to “achieve a 
brooding, menacing quality.”43

j Make sure your speech can stand on its own; 
never substitute visual representations for sound 
argument. Although presentational aids can greatly 
enhance your speech, the substance of your speech 
should remain strong, even if technology were to 
fail you.

Source: W. James Potter, Media Literacy, 3rd ed. (Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2005).
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Functions of Presentational Aids

12.1
  Understand the diverse ways that 
presentational aids can help 
you as a speaker.

j Most public speakers use presentational aids. In an 
increasingly visual society, using aids helps engage 
listeners’ senses.

j From the speaker’s perspective, using carefully 
prepared presentational aids is an excellent way to 
enhance a speech. By using presentational aids, the 
speaker can do the following:
j Clarify and support main ideas.
j Facilitate understanding.
j Engage listener emotions.
j Deliver the speech effectively.
j Enhance his or her credibility.

j From the listeners’ perspective, presentational aids 
can do the following:
j Focus their attention on what is especially 

important in the presentation.
j Make the presentation more interesting and 

engaging.
j Aid in comprehension and retention.

Options for Presentational Aids

12.2
  Describe the types of presentational 
aids commonly available to speakers.

j Almost any speech can benefit from the use of 
presentational aids.

j Diverse options abound, such as the chalkboard 
and computer-generated slide shows.

Guidelines for Preparing 
Presentational Aids

12.3
  Follow basic guidelines for creating 
presentational aids.

j Each aid should be carefully chosen and 
constructed, with the audience, the speech, and 

the setting in mind. In many speaking contexts, 
including the community and the classroom, 
listeners expect speakers to use presentational 
aids.

j In developing effective presentational aids, keep 
these guidelines in mind:
j Make sure that each aid truly assists the 

presentation.
j Design all aids for quick processing by 

listeners.
j Strive for professional quality.
j Learn to employ “silence” (i.e., avoid using too 

many visuals or sounds).
j Anticipate potential problems by always having 

backups.

Guidelines for Using Presentational 
Aids

12.4
  Follow basic guidelines for using 
presentational aids.

j As you use presentational aids, follow these 
guidelines:
j Practice your speech with the aids.
j Preview the speaking venue, if possible.
j Have everything set up, tested, and ready to go 

before listeners arrive.
j Reveal presentational aids for as long as needed, 

but only for as long as needed.
j Direct the audience’s attention to the 

part of the aid you are discussing and ex-
plain and clarify as you move through the 
presentation.

j Remain connected with the audience—avoid 
talking to the aid.

j Use all presentational aids (graphs and im-
ages alike) with a concern for accuracy and 
integrity.

SUMMARY

In any case, remember that citing the sources you have drawn upon for creating 
presentational materials is part of being an ethical public speaker.

Listen to the Audio Chapter Summary at MyCommunicationLab

Study and Review materials for this chapter are at MyCommunicationLab
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Functions of Presentational Aids

12.1
  Understand the diverse ways that 
presentational aids can help you as 
a speaker.

1. What are some ways that using presentational aids 
can help speakers?

2. How do presentational aids assist audience mem-
bers as they try to listen attentively to a speech?

3. Can you think of any topic for which no presenta-
tional support would be needed? Explain.

4. What are some ways that graphs can be used to 
clarify and illuminate ideas and information?

Options for Presentational Aids

12.2
  Describe the types of presentational 
aids commonly available to speakers.

5. What are the major presentational aids available 
to most public speakers? What are the potential 
advantages and disadvantages of each?

6. How might audience expectations influence your 
choice of presentational aids?

Guidelines for Preparing 
Presentational Aids

12.3
  Follow basic guidelines for creating 
presentational aids.

7. How will you go about developing your 
presentational aids to maximize the chances 
that they will enhance the effectiveness of your 
presentation?

Guidelines for Using Presentational 
Aids

12.4
  Follow basic guidelines for using 
presentational aids.

8. What are the key principles you will want to re-
member as you are setting up and using your pre-
sentational aids?

9. In what ways might the motto “less is more” be 
advisable for the speaker planning to frame her or 
his presentation with bulleted lists?

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW AND REFLECTION

Study and Review the Flashcards at MyCommunicationLab
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CHAPTER

Speaking to Inform

13

OVERVIEW AND LEARNING OBJECTIVES

Functions of Informative 
Speeches

13.1
Describe the different functions of 
informative speeches.

Types of Informative Speeches

13.2
Compare and contrast the different types 
of informative speeches.

Organizing the Informative Speech

13.3
Use appropriate strategies to organize 
your informative presentations.

How Audiences Learn from Informative Speeches

13.4
Describe the different ways that 
speakers can make information interest-
ing and memorable to an audience.

Listen to the Audio Chapter at MyCommunicationLab
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As a professional and as a citizen, you frequently will be called on to de-
liver informative speeches. In informative speeches, you aim to educate or 
enlighten rather than persuade. You act as a teacher, not an advocate, pro-

viding facts and other information but not taking a stand on controversial issues. 
Thus, for example, an attorney may enlighten a group of concerned citizens about 
new laws governing the release of convicted child molesters. The leader of a task 
force may explain how his organization will generate and administer aid to newly 
arrived citizens displaced by a natural disaster. A security expert may brief the 
Parent-Teacher Association on new security measures for their school. A senior 
student may explain to a group of first-semester students the different ways of 
becoming involved with student government. You, too, will inevitably be called on 
to give informative presentations—in the classroom, on your job, or in your com-
munity. You may speak in workshops, orientation and training sessions, business 
meetings, board meetings, or community forums.

Some informative speeches may be preliminary to persuasion. You may trans-
mit information to build a common ground of understanding before urging the 
audience to support a given point of view or to act in a certain way. In these cases, 
providing information might become the foundation for persuasion. Nevertheless, 
when we speak of informative speaking in this chapter, we are thinking of a speech 
whose ultimate purpose is to help the audience gain some understanding of a 
theory, concept, process, program, procedure, or other phenomenon. Informative 
speakers do not advocate for any particular position in a public controversy, but 
rather seek to educate or enlighten audiences about matters they will find inter-
esting or useful.

Listeners should be skeptical about speakers who attempt to disguise persua-
sive speeches as “merely” informative. A political candidate who just wants to “ex-
plain” her plan for improving Social Security really wants to convince you that 
her plan should be accepted. A builder who says he only wants to “inform” you 
of how a tract of land could be best developed probably wants to persuade you to 
accept his scheme for using the land. Speakers who disguise a persuasive message 
as informative by claiming to be “objective” are acting in an unethical manner. 
Furthermore, if an audience sees through the speaker’s deception, that speaker’s 
ethos is undermined.

FUNCTIONS OF INFORMATIVE SPEECHES

Preview. All informative speeches seek to foster audience understanding. Yet 
they may function in different ways. Different types of informative speeches may 
describe, demonstrate, explain, or report on some process or phenomenon of 
interest.

When you give an informative speech, you often will be imparting new 
information—helping listeners understand something for the first time. On other 
occasions, you may present a new or different way of thinking about a familiar 
topic. Although informative speeches function in a variety of ways, they all impart 
ideas and information. Your goal as an informative speaker is to help your audi-
ences gain understanding.

Describe 
the dif-

ferent functions 
of informative 
speeches.

13.1

Watch the Video
“Informative Presentations” at
MyCommunicationLab
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Sharing Ideas and Information

Perhaps the most common function of an informative speech is to provide infor-
mation or to share ideas. The speaker may decide that the audience needs to be 
briefed, taught, or informed about some data, program, issue, or problem. He or 
she aims to stimulate learning and gain understanding.

For instance, one student decided to give an informative speech about biomet-
ric scanners. He was not trying to get everyone in the class to purchase one of these 
scanners. Rather, he wanted to make them aware of what a biometric scanner is, 
how the technology works, and the purposes it serves.1 He described its history 
as an outgrowth of fingerprinting—a tool used in law enforcement since the early 
1900s. In the final section of his speech, he discussed the ways this new technology 
has been adapted for use by civilians and businesses (such as allowing employees 
to clock in and out of work or for monitoring access to high-security areas).

Raising Awareness

We are surrounded by a dazzling array of information—from the Internet, televi-
sion, newspapers, and lectures. It is impossible to take it all in. We have our own 
interests and information sources, and we tend to limit ourselves as we strive to 
become well versed on a manageable number of subjects. Inevitably, we overlook 
many important issues.

Sometimes you may wish to call an audience’s attention to something worthy 
of their consideration. When you do that, you are saying, “Here is something worth 
knowing. This could prove helpful, enriching, or worthy of further exploration.” 
One speaker may talk about new careers in health care made possible by advances 
in technology. Another might teach us about the history of New Harmony, Indiana, 
the site of two of America’s most famous utopian communities in the nineteenth 
century.2 Still another might describe the principles of feng shui, the Chinese sci-
ence and art of creating harmony between inhabitants and their environment.3 In 
these situations, the speaker’s purpose is to raise your awareness, to arouse your in-
terest and curiosity, and to educate or enlighten you. The goal, again, is to promote 
understanding, not change listeners’ opinions about controversial issues.

Articulating Alternatives

Most complex issues can be addressed in a variety of ways. Often we are not aware 
of our options, or we may know of only a few possibilities when in fact many oth-
ers exist. Sometimes a speaker will give a presentation aimed at helping listeners 
grasp the number, variety, and quality of alternatives available to them. A phar-
macist may speak to a group of soon-to-be senior citizens about the alternatives 
among the new Medicare prescription drug benefit plans. An academic adviser 
may speak to a group of college students about the latest alternatives for complet-
ing a semester abroad while simultaneously completing the university’s require-
ments for a service learning certificate.

In articulating alternatives in an informative speech, the speaker must be 
certain that he or she presents the information in a fair and unbiased manner. 
The speaker who secretly favors one program or plan but feigns objectivity with 
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listeners commits a serious ethical breach. Trustworthy speakers should be able 
to set aside their own biases in the interest of helping listeners make good choices 
from among the available alternatives.

TYPES OF INFORMATIVE SPEECHES

Preview. Speakers may be called on to present several different types of informa-
tive speeches. They may prepare and deliver informative speeches that describe, 
demonstrate, explain, or report on some process or phenomenon of interest.

As noted earlier in the chapter, the major purpose of any informative speech is to share 
knowledge and ideas with the hope of promoting the audience’s understanding or com-
petence. Even so, several different types of informative speeches exist. Understanding 
their differences can help you prepare and deliver each type more effectively.

The Speech of Description

Sometimes speakers want to describe a place, an event, or a person. By giving a 
speech of description, they hope to help the audience get a clear picture of their 
subject. Topics that have worked well for students in the past include green spaces 
in urban planning, life on a Native American reservation, public transportation op-
tions in major metropolitan areas, the wetlands of North America, and experiences 
while serving in the army in Afghanistan.

If you decide to give a descriptive speech, you will want to take great pains 
with your language. Precision, color, and clarity are essential. You might also use 
presentational aids. A computer-generated slide show, for example, may be useful 
in showing the beauty of nearly extinct birds in North America, the grandeur of 
old homes in your community, or the ravages of war. However, avoid being overly 
reliant on visuals. Do the best you can to describe the subject of your speech with-
out them, and then add the visuals to clarify certain points or to help explain ideas 
too complex or difficult to communicate in words alone.

The Speech of Demonstration

If you aim to teach an audience how something works or how to do something, 
you might give a speech of demonstration. A lawn-care expert, for example, might 
demonstrate how listeners can care for their lawns and gardens in environmen-
tally friendly ways. An exercise science major might demonstrate fitness routines 
that can reduce stress and lower our health care costs. The leader of a Habitat for 
Humanity crew might demonstrate to a group of volunteers how to build a back-
yard storage shed. In each case, the speaker is demonstrating some sort of process.

The speech of demonstration may focus on application along with understand-
ing. In some cases, the speaker wants the audience to apply certain principles or 
steps—to learn how to do something during the course of the speech. The exercise 
science major would want her audience to apply each step in the fitness program 
she advocates. The Habitat for Humanity crew leader expects that the volunteers 
who listened to her presentation will be able to build that shed by following the 
procedures and specifications she described.

Compare
and

contrast the 
different types 
of informative 
speeches.

13.2

Explore the Concept
“Informative Speeches” at
MyCommunicationLab

Watch the Video
“Internet Blogs” at
MyCommunicationLab
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On other occasions, the 
speaker may be describing a 
more complicated process, 
simply hoping that the audi-
ence will grasp that process, 
not necessarily perform it. For 
instance, a nurse in a hospital’s 
cardiovascular unit might use 
a dummy to teach a group of 
heart patients about the prep-
arations for their surgery, the 
surgery itself, and their subse-
quent recuperation. She wants 
her listeners to understand 
what to expect, not necessar-
ily to do anything themselves.

Most speeches of dem-
onstration involve the use of 
visual aids to show, clarify, and make the information more memorable. Many 
use a sequential pattern of organization. To make sure the audience clearly un-
derstands the demonstration, you should allow ample time after your speech for 
questions from your audience.

The Speech of Explanation

A speaker who wants to help the audience understand concepts that are compli-
cated, abstract, or unfamiliar will give a speech of explanation. The explanatory 
speech demands that the speaker be knowledgeable about the topic and be able to 
explain it clearly to the audience.

A professor’s lecture may be considered a speech designed to explain abstract 
or difficult concepts to students. Skilled teachers carefully define concepts being 
introduced, explain their importance or relevance, offer good clarifying examples, 
and give students the chance to show what they have learned through some kind 
of application exercise.

If you are giving a speech of explanation, you typically will define the key 
terms or concepts in the speech, explain their significance, and offer examples that 
illustrate them. One student speaker gave a speech whose purpose was to help his 
classmates understand the meaning of Learning Disabled (LD).4 He began with 
the legal definition of LD, gave examples of some of the most common learning 
disabilities, explained how LD students were typically placed in special education 
classes in the past, but now are usually mainstreamed into regular classes, and con-
cluded by examining how various types of disability influenced the student’s ability 
to learn in different classroom environments.

When you illuminate a concept that your listeners previously did not under-
stand, you can make a real contribution to their learning. Because explanations of 
unfamiliar or difficult concepts can be challenging, you again will want to allow 
plenty of time for audience questions after your speech.

When presenting 
an informative 
speech, speakers 
often use presen-
tational aids to 
enhance listeners’ 
understanding. 
This speaker points 
to a line graph 
as she explains 
how students with 
different learning 
styles progress 
as they go from 
kindergarten 
through college.

Watch the Video
“Marriage Equality” at
MyCommunicationLab
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The Informative Oral Report

In business, professional, and community settings, people are often called on to 
present an informative oral report. In some cases, these reports are given infor-
mally (perhaps even to one or two listeners) and may be quite brief. On other 
occasions, the speaker may be asked to prepare a more formal presentation, often 
technical in nature, to inform others in the organization of recent events, discover-
ies, or other vital information.

The need to give an informative oral report can arise in business and pro-
fessional contexts, but is not limited to these settings.5 For instance, one of this 
book’s authors volunteers with a homeless shelter and recently attended a con-
ference on “supported employment.”6 Upon her return, she was asked to pres-
ent an oral report to the shelter’s employment task force concerning the various 
forms of supported employment that were being used successfully by similar 
agencies around the state. Or, in a different context, a student was elected to 
the student senate and was later asked to represent the senate at an important 
meeting of the university’s board of trustees. At this particular meeting, the 
trustees were considering several different plans for substantially increasing 
student tuition—a possibility that had attracted the concern of students and 
parents alike. The next time the senate met, the student was asked to present an 
oral report detailing the main features of each of the options the trustees were 
considering. To clarify the options, she prepared some handouts to accompany 
her presentation.

Informative reports often provide background that a group will use in mak-
ing decisions or solving problems. For example, the report on “supported employ-
ment” resulted in the homeless shelter hiring a new caseworker to specialize in 
employment issues. Following a report (or even a series of reports), a group may go 
ahead with other business.

Although the primary purpose of a speech may be to report, explain, demon-
strate, or describe, any speech can include a combination of these goals. For exam-
ple, a speaker reporting on an innovative product would almost certainly devote 
part of that speech to describing the product or perhaps even demonstrating how it 
works. The various types of informative speeches are not always distinct, but they 
all share a common goal: increasing audience understanding.

ORGANIZING THE INFORMATIVE SPEECH

Preview. Several different organizational patterns are particularly well suited for 
organizing informative speeches. You will want to select one of these patterns, and 
some examples provided in this section will help illustrate how those patterns may 
work with different informative topics.

The basic principles of organization that we discussed in Chapter 8 should guide 
your efforts as you begin to organize your informative presentation. In that 
chapter, we presented several different organizational patterns, some of which
work particularly well with informative speeches. These include chronological/
sequential, spatial, categorical, and causal patterns. Table 13.1 presents guidelines 

Use ap-
propriate 

strategies to 
organize your 
informative 
presentations.

13.3
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TABLE 13.1

Guidelines for Choosing an Organizational Pattern

Pattern Use When... Possible Topics

Chronological/
Sequential

You want to discuss an event, 
phenomenon, or concept over time, 
or you want to show a step-by-step 
progression

j Trends in public schooling from the twentieth 
century to the present

j The changing demographics of the United 
States

j How our voting procedures have evolved from 
paper and pencil to machine voting

j How to organize a successful town hall meeting

Spatial You want to help the audience 
visualize something you are 
describing, and/or you want to 
describe something by moving from 
point to point through space

j The spread of AIDS in Africa
j Introducing the new Volunteers in Medicine 

clinic
j Homeland security expenditures: regional 

differences
j Options for bike trails in our community

Categorical You want to emphasize the 
significance of the categories or 
divisions in some way, or you are 
interested in a flexible approach to 
organization

j Bringing education to prison: innovative 
programs

j How presidential primaries work in our state
j Environmentally-friendly vehicles
j New drugs for treating HIV
j Award-winning service-learning programs

Causal You want your audience to 
understand the factors (causes) that 
have contributed to some outcome 
(effects), or you want your audience 
to understand the impact (effects) of 
some problem or phenomenon

j Factors that influence civic engagement
j Media influences on women’s body image
j The decline of math scores in the United States
j Academic misconduct on our campus

for choosing an organizational pattern for an informative speech, along with some 
sample speech topics.

Here are some examples of how each pattern may work with a particular in-
formative topic.

A Chronological Illustration

Suppose you are particularly interested in the role of women in U.S. history. For 
your informative speech, you decide to help your classmates gain an understand-
ing of the women’s suffrage movement that culminated in ratification of the 
Nineteenth Amendment. You choose to organize your remarks chronologically as 
you trace the women’s suffrage movement over 72 years.
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Thesis: The passage of the Nineteenth Amendment was the conclusion of a long 
and difficult struggle.

I. The fight for women’s right to vote experienced high and low points during 
its first phase, in the mid-nineteenth century.
A. The suffrage movement began at a women’s rights convention held in 

Seneca Falls, New York, on July 19–20, 1848.
1. This was the first large gathering of women to discuss women’s 

suffrage.
2. Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s famous Declaration of Sentiments was 

introduced at the convention.
3. Although the convention was widely ridiculed in the press, women 

across America began talking openly about suffrage.
B. When the Civil War started in 1861, movement leaders Stanton and 

Susan B. Anthony had to make a tough decision—whether to continue to 
fight for suffrage or support the Union effort to abolish slavery.
1. After much debate, the women decided to assist in the war 

effort.
2. Women played diverse roles—serving as nurses, scouts, and spies 

for the army and as seamstresses making uniforms and sewing 
bandages.

3. They anticipated that their service would earn them suffrage at the end 
of the war.

C. After the War, Anthony and other movement leaders felt “betrayed” by the 
government.
1. In 1870, the Fifteenth Amendment was passed, giving black men the 

right to vote.
2. Anthony saw this amendment as simply expanding male suffrage—

leaving women behind.
3. Movement leaders did not agree among themselves about the next step, 

leading to a split in leadership.
a. Lucy Stone, who wanted to work for suffrage through the individual 

states, separated from Anthony and Stanton, who wanted to fight 
for a constitutional amendment.

b. The two groups of suffrage advocates led separate, unsuccessful 
campaigns over the next 20 years.

D. It was not until 1890 that the three women reunited to form the National 
American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA).

Transition: After many turbulent years, the debate over women’s rights finally 
reached Congress during the so-called Progressive Era.

II. The fight for women’s suffrage concluded with prolonged struggles in 
Congress and in state legislatures.
A. America’s entrance into World War I in 1917 initially delayed the debate 

over suffrage.
B. In 1917, the House of Representatives began to debate the bill and finally 

passed the suffrage amendment in January 1918.
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C. As the amendment moved to the Senate, suffrage leader Carrie Catt 
pleaded with senators to approve it, but they were too distracted by 
the war.
1. A brutal flu outbreak in 1918 killed some senators opposed to the 

amendment, and they were replaced by senators more sympathetic to 
the cause.

2. In September 1918, however, the Senate finally voted on the 
amendment and it was narrowly defeated.

D. At President Woodrow Wilson’s urging, a new Congress finally passed the 
amendment in 1919, some 71 years after the beginning of the suffrage 
movement.

E. Yet it was not yet the law of the land.
1. For the Nineteenth Amendment to become law, at least 36 states had to 

ratify it.
2. After a tough battle, Tennessee became the last state needed to win 

ratification.
3. On August 26, 1920, the Nineteenth Amendment was finally signed 

into law.
4. The women who had fought so long and so hard for the right to vote 

could finally celebrate a new amendment to the U.S. Constitution: “The 
right of the citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or 
abridged by the United States or by any State on account of sex” (see 
Linda Monk’s The Words We Live By).

By using this sort of chronological pattern, you would be able to dramatize the 
long and difficult struggle of the women who finally made it legal for females 
to vote.

A Spatial Illustration

A long-time volunteer with an overnight winter shelter that serves men and women 
experiencing homelessness decides to speak to a citizens’ group in her community. 
The shelter is open every night from November 1 through the end of March and 
rotates among four churches. The speaker hopes to enhance her audience’s under-
standing of the actual experience of people who are homeless. She organizes her 
speech spatially as she invites listeners to walk in the shoes of a homeless person 
staying in the shelter.

Thesis: Imagining the experience of someone staying in a homeless shelter may help 
us empathize with the plight of men and women who have no place else to sleep.

I. You arrive at the church early in the evening and find that the doors are 
locked.
A. You have been told that because of other programs going on in the 

church, the shelter space is not available until 8:30 at night.
B. You peer through the door and see volunteers moving furniture, organiz-

ing the registration desk, and otherwise preparing the church rooms that 
will be used for the shelter.
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C. As you wait outside, you huddle together with others as you try to stay as 
warm as possible.
1. Everyone hopes that the doors will be opened earlier than usual.
2. Most are weary from trudging across town with heavy backpacks or 

duffle bags that contain all of their earthly possessions.
3. You notice that two disabled guests are accompanied by service dogs.

Transition: After waiting as patiently as possible in the cold, you are relieved 
when the church is unlocked so that you and the other guests can enter the 
shelter.

II. The doors open and you enter the church atrium—a large room with several 
“stations” through which you and your fellow shelter guests will pass.
A. You move into a rapidly forming line as you wait for the registration 

process to begin.
1. As you wait in line, you worry that you or someone else will be turned 

away tonight (because of the church’s limited sleeping space).
2. You notice that some guests are tense and irritable, while others use 

humor or tell stories.
B. The registration process begins at last as a church volunteer asks you for 

your name, age, veteran’s status, and so forth.
1. A volunteer shows you a chart of the sleeping areas and asks you to 

choose the numbered mat that you will sleep on tonight.
a. Once you pick your mat, the volunteer gives you a piece of masking 

tape with your number on it to help you remember which mat you 
selected.

b. That same number will be used to identify any possessions you store 
in the shelter storage area for the night.

2. You overhear some guests making special requests.
a. One needs a wake-up call at 5:15 a.m. so she can get to her job as a 

laundry attendant.
b. Another needs to be awakened at 2:00 a.m. to take her antiseizure 

medication.
C. Once registered, you move to the north end of the atrium where a security

coordinator scans your body and backpack with a screening wand.
1. You know that he is searching for knives, tools, or any potential 

weapons made of metal.
a. He will ask you to relinquish any metal object he finds—to be re-

turned to you in the morning.
b. Anyone who refuses to cooperate will not be allowed to stay in the 

shelter that night.
D. The final stop in the atrium is a long table where you place your coat and 

backpack.
1. A volunteer packages your possessions, marking them with your name 

and mat number.
2. Another volunteer takes them to a storage room where they will be 

kept until you depart in the morning.



Organizing the Informative Speech 313

Transition: Now that you have completed registration, you are allowed to move 
into the shelter’s sleeping areas.

III. The shelter has two sleeping areas divided by gender.
A. Because far more men than women stay at the shelter, the men’s room is 

much larger than the women’s.
1. You have noticed, though, that more women seem to be coming to the 

shelter as the winter wears on.
a. Someone told you that the number of women has tripled since the 

shelter opened three years ago.
2. You try to remember the sleeping chart as you search for a mat with 

your number in the men’s sleeping area.
a. You see that everyone’s mat also has a pillow and blanket placed on 

top of it.
b. You locate your mat in one corner of the room—not too far from 

the hallway that leads to the restroom.
(1)  You put your sweatshirt on your mat so others will notice that 

your spot has been claimed.
c. You notice that the blanket on your mat looks thin, and you wonder 

if you will be able to get another one if you get cold during the night.
(1)  You are grateful for the shelter and don’t want to be too 

demanding.
d. You notice that the mats are closer together than ever before as the 

church tries to shelter as many people as possible.
(1) You worry about what will happen if they run out of room.

B. Because the church was not originally designed to serve as an overnight 
shelter, restrooms are not very close to the sleeping areas.
1. From the men’s dorm, you have to walk down a long hallway to get to 

a small restroom.
2. Women must walk through the dining area to get to an even smaller 

restroom.
3. You are grateful for the facilities, but you sometimes wish that the 

restrooms were more accessible and plentiful.

Transition: The winter shelter’s mission is to provide a warm, safe place for homeless 
people to sleep. Even so, shelter volunteers also prepare and serve a late soup supper.

IV. The kitchen and dining hall are located between the men’s and women’s dorm 
areas.
A. Church volunteers provide an evening meal consisting of hot soup, crack-

ers, cheese cubes, fruit, and cookies.
1. As a last stop before going to bed, you go into the dining hall and stand 

in line as you wait to be served some soup.
a. You are grateful for the kindness of the volunteers.
b. The hot soup helps most people relax a little before going to bed.

B. Even though most food disappears within the first hour, the dining hall is 
open all night.
1. Late arrivals sometimes find a pot of soup waiting for them, but there 

are no guarantees.
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2. Decaf coffee and cookies are always available throughout the 
night.

3. Unlike the rest of the shelter, the dining hall remains lit by the soft 
glow of lamps so that sleepless guests and late arrivals will have a 
place to sit.

V. Quiet time begins at 10:30 p.m.
A. With the exception of nightlights, all other lights are turned out.
B. Most guests have found their mats long before this time and are already 

asleep.
1. Sleep comes quickly for most because being homeless is exhausting.
2. For others, however, falling asleep is really difficult.

a. You hear one man who suffers from mental illness muttering softly 
to himself.

b. Another man weeps because this is his first night in a homeless 
shelter.

3. Guests hope to get as much rest as possible before volunteers awaken 
them at 6:00 a.m.

As she continues to use the spatial pattern, the speaker goes on to trace guests’ steps 
through the shelter space as the night wears on and morning arrives. She points out 
that guests travel from the sleeping area to the kitchen for coffee in the morning before 
retrieving their bags and leaving through the atrium entrance by 7:00 a.m. From there, 
they will walk half a mile to a day shelter/resource center where they will eat breakfast, 
meet with caseworkers, and try to tackle the challenges of finding affordable housing, 
dealing with addictions and mental illness, and finding a job that pays a living wage.

A Categorical Illustration

A student speaker who was volunteering at a local food pantry, Mother Hubbard’s 
Cupboard, decided to speak about the pantry in her public speaking class. After briefly 
tracing the history of the organization, she went on to use a categorical pattern of 

organization to discuss the agency’s 
three major programs: the food 
pantry, nutrition education, and 
community gardening.

Thesis: Mother Hubbard’s Cup-
board provides healthful, whole-
some food to people in need, while 
educating them about nutrition 
and developing useful new skills.

I.  Mother Hubbard’s Cupboard 
is perhaps best known for its 
food pantry, which emphasizes 
healthful, wholesome food.

  A.  The pantry offers a wel-
coming and positive 
environment.

Community 
gardens allow 
low-income people 
to grow their own 
healthy foods.
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B. On a typical day, MHC patrons take home bags full of fresh produce, or-
ganic dairy products, tofu, and locally baked breads.
1. More traditional foods, such as canned goods, snack foods, and meats 

are also available.
2. In 2011, MHC provided 86,758 bags of groceries to patrons (up 10 

percent from 2010, according to an MHC newsletter published earlier 
this year).
a. Nearly one-third of those served were children.
b. Compared to 2010, MHC saw a 23 percent increase in services to ill 

or disabled patrons.
3. Practically every day volunteers see new faces in the pantry.

a. In 2011, 3,852 new patrons used the pantry services.
C. Patrons at MHC enjoy free choice of food items.

1. Each family gets one visit per week without a cutoff period.
2. Each family can fill one grocery bag per visit.
3. Every patron signs in but is not asked to justify their need.
4. More than 85 percent of the volunteers at MHC are also patrons who 

wish to “give back” to the program by helping others.

Transition: One major food source for the food pantry is another MHC program, 
the Community Gardens.

II. The Community Gardening Program promotes self-reliance and self-care by 
teaching people how to grow their own healthy foods.
A. In this innovative program, MHC teaches low-income patrons the life 

skill of organic gardening.
1. Patrons plant, tend, and harvest produce that goes directly to the MHC 

food pantry and to their own kitchens.
2. Over the eleven years of this program, the MHC staff and volunteers 

have raised close to 18,000 pounds of organic fruits and vegetables for 
the MHC food pantry.

3. In 2012, MHC will tend gardens at three different locations around the 
community and hold garden education workshops at these sites.

Transition: Not all MHC educational programs focus on gardening. Their third 
major program emphasizes nutritional education.

III. MHC’s nutritional education program aims to provide patrons with the knowl-
edge needed to make positive, healthy food and lifestyle choices for themselves.
A. The program teaches how to cook healthy meals at home, how to select 

the most nutritious meals on a tight budget, and how to preserve food 
grown in gardens.

B. Workshops are offered on such subjects as bread baking, soup making, 
and making homemade baby food.
1. Twenty-one workshops were offered in 2011.
2. Six of those were designed for parents with young children.

C. The program also features an in-store library on nutrition and health 
and offers recipes and handouts on nutritional issues for patrons to take 
home.

Watch the Video
“Banned Books” at
MyCommunicationLab



316 CHAPTER 13 Speaking to Inform

D. The store also offers displays and labels to educate patrons about the foods 
on the pantry shelves as well as a sample table to expose them to new 
foods.

After providing her classmates with an excellent overview of the MHC 
programs, this student speaker distributed copies of the most recent agency 
newsletter and responded to questions about her volunteer experiences and 
upcoming events.7

A Causal Illustration

Suppose you are a student at a university where there is no service-learning require-
ment. You have considered taking a service-learning course (in which perform-
ing community service is part of the class requirements),8 but you are uncertain 
whether you have the time, or even if you would find taking it all that valuable. 
You decide to do some research on the topic and share your findings with your 
public speaking class.

Thesis: Most students who take service-learning courses benefit greatly from the 
experience.

I. Students benefit in a variety of ways from taking service-learning (SL) 
courses.
A. An extensive study of more than 22,000 students by the Higher Education 

Research Institute at UCLA reported an impressive array of positive stu-
dent outcomes.
1. Students’ academic performance was enhanced (measured in terms of 

GPA, writing skills, and critical-thinking skills).
2. Positive values were also promoted, including stronger commitments to 

civic engagement and social justice.
B. Other studies have reported that SL students learn more of the course 

content than those who take standard versions of the same class.
1. These studies examined all kinds of courses, including political science, 

criminal justice, communication, environmental studies, business, 
anthropology, and sociology.

2. This learning is further enhanced if students are asked to share their 
experiences with fellow students and reflect on their service experience 
through papers or personal journals.

C. SL students also report that they intend to participate in service or volun-
teer activities after college.
1. A recent study of hundreds of alumni suggests that these students’ 

intentions are lived out after graduation because most SL alums 
reported a high degree of involvement with service in their 
communities.9

2. This post-graduation involvement seemed to depend on whether the SL 
course emphasized the theme of civic engagement.

D. Finally, SL students are more likely than others to choose a career in 
service—in some cases switching majors in order to do so.
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Transition: Although nearly all SL 
outcomes are positive, a couple of 
caveats are in order.

II. Students benefit most from SL 
courses that are thoughtful and 
well designed.
A. First, those courses must 

be grounded in realistic 
expectations.
1. The typical SL class 

requires students to 
volunteer for two or 
three hours each week (at 
a minimum).

2. SL classes typically have 
a few extra requirements, 
including reflection 
papers and journals.

B. It is also important to anticipate logistical challenges.
1. SL students may have to coordinate their schedules with other students 

if the class is organized around group work.
2. Some students may have transportation problems because some 

nonprofit agencies are off bus routes or far from campus.
C. Finally, approaching SL classes with genuine discipline and commitment is 

a must.
1. Distribute service-learning hours throughout the semester.

a. If you don’t get started with your service early in the 
semester, you may have difficulty completing all of your 
class assignments.

b. It is tough to catch up once you fall behind in SL classes.
2. Recognize, too, that the hours your instructor requires you to volunteer 

are actually a minimum.
a. The more time you spend working with your agency, the more you 

will learn and the better you will perform in the class.
b. Genuinely giving something back to the agency may require you to 

go the extra mile.

You might then conclude your speech by pointing out that when students 
approach service-learning courses with a real sense of commitment, both they 
and their agencies reap many benefits. At the same time, you might warn stu-
dents who cannot make this kind of commitment that an SL course may not be 
right for them.

In choosing your organizational pattern, you should let your specific purpose 
be your guide. What pattern is most likely to produce the response you hope to get 
from your audience? What strategy is most likely to assist in raising their aware-
ness and understanding?

This student 
describes his 
group’s project 
and its impact 
on the commu-
nity at a recent 
Service Learning 
Conference in 
Albuquerque, New 
Mexico.
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HOW AUDIENCES LEARN FROM INFORMATIVE 

SPEECHES

Preview. Listeners who are motivated to learn make the speaker’s job much 
easier. Often, however, listeners are not as motivated as the speaker may hope, 
challenging the speaker to find ways to capture and maintain their interest and 
attention.

Speakers need to understand the strategies available for heightening listener inter-
est and helping them learn and retain information.10 A good place to start is by 
thinking about how listeners are motivated to listen.

The Role of Listener Motivation

Perhaps you have heard the old saying: “You can lead a horse to water, but you 
can’t make it drink.” Any teacher will tell you that the learning process works like 
that: you can give people information, but you cannot make them learn. In infor-
mative speaking, much depends on the listeners and the understanding, beliefs, and 
attitudes they bring to the speaking situation. The ideal listener, as we discussed in 
Chapter 2, is the motivated listener, who is intrinsically interested in the topic, will-
ing to work at listening, and eager to gain some new understanding. When listeners 
are motivated to listen and learn, the speaker’s job is much easier.

Unfortunately, listening sometimes takes place under less-than-ideal circum-
stances. Sometimes audience members do not have the background they need to be 
truly prepared to listen. Sometimes they resent having to listen to a presentation. 
At other times, they are simply bored. Under these circumstances, trying to impart 
information can be challenging.

Usually when we are called on to make informative presentations, audience 
members are a mixed bag. Some are eager, some knowledgeable, and others less 
than motivated. Fortunately, there are things you can do to heighten listeners’ in-
terest and overcome, or at least reduce, initial inertia and apathy.

Capturing and Maintaining the Audience’s Attention

A good place to begin is with thinking about how to interest listeners in what 
you are saying. Interest motivates learning.11 In general, audience members 
respond with interest to ideas and information that are relevant, novel, and 
varied.12

Relevance In Chapter 5, we discussed the importance of choosing a topic that 
the audience will perceive as relevant and important. Some topics will easily be 
viewed as relevant. How presidential primaries function in selecting a party’s 
nominee was of obvious interest to many in 2008 (when the nomination was so 
hotly contested between Democrats Clinton and Obama) and again in 2012 (as 
Romney, Gingrich, and Santorum vigorously competed for the Republican nom-
ination). However, relevance is not always obvious. In some cases, you will want 
to establish the relevance of your topic right away, during the introduction of your 
speech. Why should your listeners want to hear about hybrid cars or the proposed 

Describe 
the dif-

ferent ways that 
speakers can 
make informa-
tion interesting 
and memorable 
to an audience.

13.4
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community public transit system? One student speaker established her topic’s rele-
vance by pointing this out:

Did you ever imagine yourself being the victim of some kind of natural disaster—such as 
an earthquake, flood, tornado, wildfire, or tsunami? Probably not—but neither did the 
people of Japan expect an earthquake, nor the citizens of New Orleans, a devastating 
flood. Recently, I read that the leaders of FEMA and the American Red Cross have asked 
every household to purchase an emergency supplies kit. They argue that it is especially 
important to have one if you live in a region that is vulnerable to natural disasters. As you 
know, our college is located in an area where wildfires are quite common. There were three 
within 20–30 miles of our community over the past 18 months. So, knowing what items to 
collect for this kind of emergency kit should be a real priority for us.

Of course, the relevance of your topic should be clear throughout the speech, 
not just during the introduction. Your listeners will probably not learn much if, 
midway through your speech, they begin to think: “Wait a minute! What does this 
have to do with me?”

Novelty Listeners are often interested in things they find startling, unusual, or 
new. Novelty gains attention. By contrast, overly familiar or commonplace topics 
are often perceived as boring or unimaginative. Of course, topics that lack novelty 
for some audiences may be fine for others. For example, a speaker who explains 
how to organize a town hall meeting to an audience of seasoned community lead-
ers would likely find her listeners bored by what for them is a familiar subject. 
However, the same topic may be seen as novel and engaging by an audience of lis-
teners who want to organize such a meeting but have had no experience doing so.

Whether information is seen as novel, then, will depend on the audience 
and what they already know. If listeners know little about urban sprawl, how 
to protect themselves from identity theft, or recognizing Internet scams, such 
topics may generate interest. With any topic, some initial audience interest must 
exist—a readiness to learn or at least openness to becoming interested. If a topic 
is seen as bizarre or irrelevant, the fact that it is also seen as new or unusual may 
not help much.

Sometimes a speaker can approach a topic in a novel or unusual manner and im-
mediately gain the audience’s interest. In general, when a speaker has personal, direct 
experience with a topic, he or she brings a fresh perspective that audience members 
may find interesting. During National Homelessness and Hunger Awareness Week in 
2008, several citizens in a small Indiana community agreed to live on the budget of 
a federal food stamp recipient—$21.00 for the entire week. At the end of the week, 
they participated in a community forum, where they addressed the challenges they 
had faced and the feelings they had experienced. The speakers included the publisher 
of the local newspaper, the city’s mayor, a county judge, a prominent real estate agent, 
and a woman living in poverty. By far, the most interesting and engaging presentation 
was given by the woman who had had actual, long-term experience with homeless-
ness and poverty. As she spoke about her and her family’s months of homelessness, her 
quest for a job that paid a living wage, and her ongoing struggles to provide nutritious 
food for her two children, the audience sat riveted. Because of her direct and extensive 
experience, she provided a unique perspective on the topic—one the audience found 
illuminating and memorable.



320 CHAPTER 13 Speaking to Inform

Variety Most of us have had the experience of being bored during others’ presen-
tations. Speakers can be predictable, overly repetitious, or dull. Longer presenta-
tions entail special challenges in this regard, because listener attention spans are 
often far too short.13

Speakers can help sustain the audience’s interest by introducing some variety 
into their presentations. Variety is not so much about the topic chosen for a speech 
as it is about the way the speaker presents it. Variety can come in many forms. 
Speakers may mix humor with more serious speech segments. They may use pre-
sentational aids in imaginative ways to create visual variety. Speakers may deliver 
a speech with varied movement, voice, and facial expressions. In almost all cases, 
they will want to use a variety of supporting material, such as testimony, statistics, 
comparison, and narrative. These are just a few of the options available to help 
sustain listener attention. With variety comes unpredictability—a certain level of 
suspense and increased interest.

In a speech to a group of donors, the executive director of a hunger relief pro-
gram varied his presentation by using colorful slides that showed the faces of some 
of the men, women, and children who had benefited from the program. He also 
presented graphs that revealed a statistical increase in poverty in the community, 
and he concluded with a brief video in which the program’s patrons thanked the 
donors in their own words. At the same time, the speaker varied his movement and 
gestures, walking to the screen to point out specific points on the graphs and step-
ping out into the audience as he responded to their questions.

An effective speaker will use these sorts of attention-capturing techniques in 
combination and in varying ways throughout his or her speech. For instance, a 
novel topic may be of little interest to the audience unless the speaker can show 
its importance. And even the most relevant topic may seem uninteresting if the 
speaker presents it in a less-than-engaging way. Establishing and maintaining the 
audience’s attention should be an ongoing concern for every speaker.

Helping Listeners Learn

In Chapter 2, we discussed the audience’s listening challenges, including ways to help 
them better attend to messages. If you are to give a successful informative speech, 
you have to present information that is, among other things, new to your listeners. 
However, new information can also be overwhelming if it is not presented effectively. 
You will want to pace yourself carefully, provide visual reinforcement as needed, and 
use language that is well adapted to the audience’s existing knowledge and background.

We have discussed other ways to promote listener attentiveness and learning 
throughout this book. You can help listeners learn when you limit the number of 
main points you address (as discussed in Chapter 8). You can also avoid presenting 
excessive details, and you should translate statistics into terms that listeners can 
understand (see Chapter 7). Ask yourself, “What is essential for my audience to 
understand, recall, and perhaps use?” When you decide that something is really im-
portant, you will want to emphasize it—perhaps by using restatement or repetition 
(Chapter 10) or by altering your delivery to signal its significance (Chapter 11). You 
will also want to take the time to respond to audience questions. For an extended 
discussion of the question-and-answer period, refer to Chapter 11.

Watch the Video
“Learn CPR” at
MyCommunicationLab
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Cognitive experts agree that people learn far more when they are actively in-
volved in the learning process than when they remain passive.14 Do all you can to 
engage your audience. Choose a topic that allows you to share relevant, important, 
or novel information that you hope the audience will find intrinsically interesting. 
Beyond that, you may pose provocative rhetorical questions, quiz listeners with a 
few select questions that simultaneously review and reinforce what you covered, or 
ask them to write down their own questions.

With a longer presentation, such as a workshop, you may build in all sorts of 
activities, such as small discussion groups or exercises. You may present a concept, 
illustrate it with a brief video example, and then follow up with an audience discus-
sion. You may provide breaks, which allow time for informal chitchat. Be creative in 
thinking of ways to get the audience involved. A student speaker recently gave an in-
formative presentation on the barriers faced by disabled students at the university. As 
part of her presentation, she asked listeners to try to exit the room in a wheelchair, to 
climb a stairway with a leg brace, and to brush their teeth using only one arm.

Ethical Considerations

When you give an informative speech, be certain of the accuracy of the information 
you present. Invite the audience to investigate on their own, encourage them to listen 
to you critically and constructively, and give them sufficient time to raise questions 
and clear up misunderstandings. When they do ask questions, respond honestly, indi-
cating when you are uncertain or when you need to do further research.

Of primary importance is the point we made earlier in the chapter: it is inher-
ently unethical to camouflage a persuasive purpose by portraying it as informative. 
To reinforce the value of ethical communication, you may want to think of yourself 
as a teacher. Ask yourself, “What have I learned from good teachers?” You know that 
good teachers have your best interests at heart. They go to great pains to make sure 
that you understand. They strive to be clear as they make abstract concepts concrete 
through excellent examples. They watch for your confusion and respond to it. They 
ask you questions to make sure you are following. They encourage you. Striving for 
this degree of integrity lies at the heart of effective and ethical informative speaking.

Functions of Informative 
Presentations

13.1
  Describe the different functions of 
informative speeches.

j Informative speeches are commonly delivered in 
diverse business, professional, classroom, and com-
munity settings.

j Such speeches should not be given when the 
speaker’s aim is really persuasive, as is the case 
with most issues of public controversy.

j In presenting an informative speech, the speaker 
may hope to do the following:
j Share ideas and information
j Shape listeners’ perceptions
j Articulate alternatives

SUMMARY

Listen to the Audio Chapter Summary at MyCommunicationLab

Study and Review materials for this chapter are at MyCommunicationLab
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Types of Informative Speeches

13.2
  Compare and contrast the different 
types of informative speeches.

j Even though all informative speeches aim to 
help listeners gain understanding, several dif-
ferent types of informative presentations can be 
distinguished:
j The speech of description
j The speech of demonstration
j The speech of explanation
j The informative oral report

Organizing the Informative Speech

13.3
  Use appropriate strategies to organize 
your informative presentations.

j Various organizational strategies are available for 
arranging informative speeches. Among the orga-
nizational patterns commonly used for informative 
speaking are the following:
j Chronological/sequential
j Spatial
j Categorical
j Causal

j Like other speeches, informative speeches can be 
approached in a variety of ways, depending on the 
speaker’s specific purpose.

How Audiences Learn from Informative 
Speeches

13.4
  Describe the different ways speakers 
can make information interesting and 
memorable to an audience.

j Every informative speaker must be concerned with 
how listeners learn.
j Unfortunately, not all listeners are intrinsically 

motivated to learn.
j If listeners are resentful, bored, or simply not 

convinced that they need to know what is being 
discussed, they can present real challenges for 
the speaker.

j Listeners pay more attention if the speaker can show 
how his or her ideas are relevant, useful, and novel.

j The informative speaker should think about 
the learning process and strive to help listeners 
acquire information with a concern for ethical 
communication.
j Learning is more likely to take place if the 

speaker limits main points and details, provides 
emphasis, responds to audience questions, and 
actively engages the audience.

j The ethical informative speaker avoids giving a 
persuasive speech under the guise of an infor-
mative one and has the listeners’ best interests 
at heart.

Functions of Informative Speeches

13.1
  Describe the different functions of 
informative speeches.

1. What is the overarching purpose of an informative 
speech?

2. What are the three functions of informative 
speeches discussed in this chapter? Describe special 
issues and challenges associated with each.

Types of Informative Speeches

13.2
  Compare and contrast the different 
types of informative speeches.

3. What are some topics that may be appropriate for 
a speech of description? How important are visual 
aids to this kind of speech?

4. Under what circumstances might a speaker be 
asked to present a speech of demonstration?

5. What are some of the key points you will want to 
address in giving a speech of explanation?

6. Think of one context in which a speaker (student, 
community leader, or professional) might be called 
on to give an informative oral report. What are the 
keys to effectiveness in this situation?

Organizing the Informative Speech

13.3
  Use appropriate strategies to 
organization your informative 
presentations.

7. Which patterns of organization are especially well 
suited to organizing informative presentations? 
Under what circumstances might you use each?

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW AND REFLECTION
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8. Table 13.1 lists possible speech topics that would 
work well with each of the informative organiza-
tional patterns. What other topics might you add 
to the list?

How Audiences Learn from 
Informative Speeches

13.4
  Describe the different ways that 
speakers can make information 
interesting and memorable to an 
audience.

9. Describe the role of listener motivation in informa-
tive speaking.

10. What are some ways speakers can make their 
ideas and information interesting to listeners? 
Which are the most important and why? Can you 
think of other ways of capturing the audience’s 
attention?

11. The informative speaker’s challenge is to help lis-
teners learn. Think of your most effective teachers. 
What do they do to facilitate your learning in the 
classroom? How can you apply what they do to 
your own informative presentations?

12. When you listen to someone make an informative 
presentation, how do you determine whether he or 
she is communicating ethically? How will you en-
sure that you communicate ethically?

Study and Review the Flashcards at MyCommunicationLab



Cecilia Orphan is a Ph.D. student in the Higher Education Division of the Graduate School of Education at the 
University of Pennsylvania. Prior to coming to Penn, Ms. Orphan directed the American Democracy Project 
(ADP), an initiative of the American Association of State Colleges and Universities (AASCU), which focuses on 
higher education’s role in preparing informed, engaged citizens. In 2011, she was awarded the John Saltmarsh 
Award for Emerging Leaders in Civic Engagement. In the speech that follows, Ms. Orphan helps listeners 
understand the vital role the ADP has played in colleges and universities by encouraging students’ engagement in 
civic affairs. She has delivered versions of this speech to audiences of students, faculty, and administrators.

One of the most celebrated features of American society is its democratic government. Indeed, 
many countries around the world have sought to replicate the unique form of democracy that 
is enjoyed by citizens of the United States. Yet democracy in the U.S. is not guaranteed as a 
permanent feature of American culture. In the words of the political philosopher John Dewey, 
“democracy must be reborn in every generation.” For a democracy to work, an informed, 
engaged citizenry must guide the country through times of prosperity and difficulty. Historically, 
Americans have been deeply engaged in their communities and local and federal government. 
However in the last 50 years, there has been a drop-off in certain forms of engagement, most 
notably voting, political activities, and participation in voluntary associations. Because of 
this decrease in civic engagement, American democracy is suffering. While young people are 
volunteering at high rates, their service activity is not often extended into deeper acts of civic 
engagement such as voting, protesting, and community organizing. We can look to one form 
of political engagement to demonstrate this trend. Young people do not vote as much as their 
older counterparts. Tufts University’s Center for Learning and Research on Civic Learning and 
Engagement report that only 24 percent of college-aged youth voted in the 2010 midterm 
election, and 62 percent voted in the 2008 presidential election. Additionally, public knowledge 
about democratic institutions is very low. For example, in 2011, the Pew Research Center 
reported that just over half (56 percent) of Americans correctly identify John Boehner as 
Speaker of the House, while only 47 percent know that Justice Roberts is conservative, and only 
43 percent know that Republicans have a majority in the House.

So what is being done to reverse this tide of ignorance and disengagement in the 
United States? Leaders in higher education have taken notice of these alarming trends and 
are working to reclaim the democratic dimensions of their work. Starting with Campus 
Compact, an organization focused on creating opportunities for community service as 
part of the college curriculum, a movement has gained momentum to leverage the vast 
intellectual and human resources of the academy to prepare the next generation of informed, 
engaged citizens. In 2003, the American Association of State Colleges and Universities 
(AASCU) launched the American Democracy Project (ADP) in order to shift the trends of 
disengagement toward deeper involvement. What began as a set of marginal, celebratory, and 
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episodic activities on just over 100 college campuses has now grown into a national effort on 
240 campuses to prepare informed, engaged citizens for our democracy. Since its beginnings, 
ADP has focused on building the civic agency of undergraduate students. Civic agency can 
be defined as an individual’s ability and desire to engage in their community and political 
institutions. Civic agency involves the development and use of civic skills that are used in 
community-based problem solving and political engagement efforts. By focusing on building 
the civic agency of undergraduate students, ADP has become a national leader in higher 
education’s effort to strengthen American democracy.

In the last ten years of the project, ADP has made many important discoveries. The first and 
perhaps most promising discovery is the deep desire on the part of young people to solve local 
problems. This desire is evidenced by the high volunteer rates of college-aged citizens. Indeed, 
young people around the country are eager for meaningful opportunities for civic engagement. 
In addition to this important finding, the leaders of ADP have learned four important lessons 
through their work to prepare students as citizens. The first is that for students to become 
engaged and politically knowledgeable, they must have multiple opportunities to develop 
their democratic skills throughout their undergraduate careers. This means that universities 
must take a holistic approach to civic education and institutionalize civic efforts throughout 
all aspects of the undergraduate experience. ADP found that those campuses that were able 
to produce the largest gains in student civic agency were ones that provided a variety of 
opportunities for civic engagement in major requirements, general education, extracurricular 
activities, and campus/community partnerships.

Another important lesson the ADP leaders learned was to let 1,000 flowers bloom. AASCU 
is a membership association composed of 400 universities and colleges. AASCU institutions 
are highly diverse in terms of size, location, local circumstances and academic focus. Some 
examples include: San Francisco State University, Rhode Island College, Texas Women’s 
University, the University of North Carolina at Greensboro, Massachusetts College of Liberal 
Arts, and Wayne State University in Detroit. Given this great institutional diversity, the leaders 
of ADP quickly discovered that they could not be prescriptive about what the project should 
entail. It became apparent very quickly that for the project to work, campuses would have 
to adapt the national initiative to their own specific environments. Maintaining a focus on 
institutional intentionality, as I mentioned earlier, ADP campuses have created a dynamic set of 
best practices that can be shared throughout all of higher education because they represent the 
varied landscape of American academia. Thus, letting 1,000 flowers bloom has been an integral 
part of ADP’s success.

Because of the large number of campuses involved, ADP found that the project was most 
useful to its members when it served as an umbrella organization that housed many different 
coordinated efforts. This discovery gave birth to the Civic Engagement in Action (CEIA) 
Series. CEIA is a set of initiatives that allow smaller groups of campuses to experiment with 
programs and develop a set of best practices. The leaders of ADP often refer to the CEIA 
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Series as laboratories for democracy because campus leaders are able to experiment with best 
practices for educating students for civic engagement and then share these findings with the 
rest of the campuses in ADP. For example, ADP partnered with the Yellowstone Foundation 
to lead faculty through a week-long institute where they learned about controversies facing 
Yellowstone National Park and how the public can get involved in finding solutions to these 
controversies. The faculty then brought their knowledge of this process back to their own 
campuses where they taught their students how to become involved in local controversies and 
work constructively with other solution-seekers from around the community. The CEIA Series 
is now an important source for innovative strategies for campuses to use to educate students 
as citizens.

The final lesson that was learned is the need for meaningful student leadership. This 
realization grew out of the eCitizenship: New Tools, New Strategies, New Spaces initiative, 
which is part of the CEIA Series. As the name implies, ADP faculty members and leaders 
had the goal of using online spaces to enhance student civic development. Because social 
networking sites and tools are often foreign territory for professors, ADP leaders quickly 
decided that they would need student leadership in the design and implementation of the 
project. The leaders of ADP were so impressed with the student involvement in eCitizenship 
that they decided to incorporate student leadership into all ADP initiatives. After all, who else 
is better equipped to design civic engagement opportunities that will appeal to undergraduate 
students than students themselves?

ADP stands as one of many civic engagement efforts in higher education. These efforts 
are extremely important because the future of American democracy depends on our ability to 
educate informed, engaged citizens. I mentioned John Dewey in the introduction to this speech. 
The second half of this quote helps us understand the importance of education in protecting 
American democracy. Dewey believed that democracy must constantly be evolving and that 
education was its midwife. Thanks to the efforts of the American Democracy Project and other 
similar organizations, higher education is stepping up to serve in this important role.

Source: Reprinted by permission from Cecilia Orphan, “Preparing Students for Community Involvement.”
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Astudent urges his fellow students to boycott a speech by a controversial 
public figure. A public health nurse urges the distribution of condoms 
in the local high schools. A lawyer argues against imposing limits on the 

money juries can award in medical malpractice cases. The president of the United 
States goes on national television to urge public support for his economic policies.

Every day, all sorts of people—from ordinary citizens to world leaders—try to 
persuade other people. That is, they seek to influence the beliefs, values, or actions of 
others or “make the case” for a new policy or program. Sometimes you try to per-
suade others about trivial or purely personal matters. You may persuade a friend to 
go to a movie, for example, or to take up yoga. In a democracy, however, persuasion 
takes on greater significance. Persuasion is the chief mechanism through which we 
select our leaders, determine our civic priorities, resolve controversies and disputes, 
and choose among various policies. Indeed, the reliance on persuasion rather than 
force is what most clearly distinguishes a democracy from a dictatorship.

Perhaps you have studied persuasion in another public speaking class. Or 
you may have studied persuasion in psychology, sociology, or public relations and 
advertising. In all of these fields, persuasion is important, because to understand 
persuasion is to understand human behavior. In this chapter, however, we are con-
cerned with the role of persuasion in our democratic society. We will consider, first, 
how public controversies invite persuasion and the sorts of issues we debate as 
citizens in a democracy. Then we will reflect on some of the means of persuasion 
and the ethical constraints on persuasion in a democracy.

THE ANATOMY OF PUBLIC CONTROVERSY

Preview. Persuasion is rooted in controversy. We deal with personal controver-
sies every day, but not all controversies involve matters of public importance. When 
you speak about a public controversy, you have a responsibility to do more than 
simply express your opinion. As a citizen, you have an obligation to back up your 
opinions with arguments and evidence and to “test” those opinions in the give-
and-take of public debate.

Prayer in the schools. The future of Social Security. Illegal immigration. Affirmative 
action. Health care reform. Same-sex marriage. All of these issues spark contro-
versy because people have strong yet conflicting opinions. They are public contro-
versies because they affect large numbers of people—and because they require that 
we make decisions about new laws, how to spend our tax dollars, or what pro-
grams and policies to adopt. Not every difference of opinion leads to a public con-
troversy, of course. You may have disagreed with your parents over which college 
you should attend, or perhaps you have debated with your friends over where to 
go on spring break. These issues may be important to you personally, but they are 
not public controversies. Public controversies involve the choices we must make as 
citizens; they affect the whole community, perhaps even the nation or the world.

Some public controversies literally involve matters of life or death. When we 
debate whether the government should restrict stem cell research, for example, 
our decision could affect tens of thousands who potentially may benefit from such 
research. So, too, do people’s lives hang in the balance when we debate how much 
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aid to send to the scene of a natural disaster or whether to send troops to some 
trouble spot on the other side of the globe. Obviously, not all public controversies 
have such grave implications. Sometimes we may address little-known controver-
sies or try to call attention to some problem that we believe has been ignored. In 
just the past decade or so, for example, we have begun to hear warnings about the 
environmental hazards posed by “e-waste,”1 and now we also hear warnings of a 
new “health care crisis”: a projected shortage of trained nurses.2 Every day, new 
controversies arise over our nation’s economic, social, and political problems and 
policies. As citizens, we need to participate in public discussions of these important 
issues. Indeed, that’s what it means to be a citizen in a democracy: participating in 
the process of governing ourselves.

Let us begin by reflecting on one recent controversy and what that controversy 
can teach us about the anatomy—that is, the shape, structure, and parts—of a 
public controversy. Since at least 2004, there has been an ongoing debate over the 
use of so-called enhanced interrogation techniques by U.S. military and intelligence 
personnel in the war against terrorism. Inspired by allegations of torture and pris-
oner abuse, this debate has pitted former members of the George W. Bush admin-
istration against a variety of critics, including Bush’s successor as president, Barack 
Obama. In one of his first major foreign policy addresses as president, Obama 
denounced “so-called enhanced interrogation techniques” as both ineffective and 
immoral. “I know some have argued that brutal methods like waterboarding were 
necessary to keep us safe,” he stated. “I could not disagree more.” In Obama’s view, 
such methods not only were ineffective, they also undermined the “rule of law,” 
alienated our allies, and served as a “recruitment tool for terrorists.” They also 
risked the lives of American troops by making it less likely that enemy combat-
ants would surrender and more likely that captured Americans would be tortured. 
Those who defended such techniques were simply “on the wrong side of the de-
bate, and the wrong side of history,” Obama argued. “We must leave these methods 
where they belong—in the past. They are not who we are. They are not America.”3

On the other side of the debate, former vice president Dick Cheney defended 
enhanced interrogation techniques as both lawful and effective. According to 
Cheney, the legal authority for such methods was drawn from the Constitution and 
from a congressional resolution authorizing the Bush administration to use “all 
necessary and appropriate force” to protect the American people after the 9/11 at-
tacks. Calling the interrogations “legal, essential, justified, successful, and the right 
thing to do,” Cheney insisted that such methods were used only on “hardened ter-
rorists” after “other efforts failed,” and he claimed that the information gathered 
had prevented the “violent death of thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, of 
innocent people.” From the start, Cheney explained, “there was only one focused 
and all-important purpose” for the interrogations, and that was to obtain “specific 
information on terrorist plans.” That purpose was fulfilled and terrorist plots were 
“averted.” To rule out such techniques in the future, Cheney concluded, would be 
“recklessness” and “make the American people less safe.”4

Like most complex public controversies, the debate over enhanced interrogation 
techniques raised a number of factual questions: What sorts of interrogation tech-
niques were actually employed by U.S. agents, and what exactly did waterboarding 
and other such methods entail? How many alleged terrorists were subjected to such 
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techniques, and what information was obtained from them? How, if at all, did that 
information help the U.S. avert terrorist attacks? Was President Obama right that 
such methods hurt America’s reputation around the world and helped to recruit 
new terrorists? Or was Dick Cheney right that such methods are necessary to save 
innocent lives? Beyond these questions, the whole controversy raised larger, more 
difficult questions about the legal and ethical justifications for such actions. Did the 
Bush administration have the legal authority to authorize such techniques? What 
rights, if any, do alleged terrorists have? In time of war, are such methods really nec-
essary to protect our national security? Are they morally justifiable? These are just a 
few of the larger and more difficult questions raised by the debate.

In today’s political climate, some people inevitably try to exploit such contro-
versies for personal or political gain. On talk radio and TV debate shows, politicians 
and representatives of various special interests put their own spin on the controversy, 
eager to score points. For most Americans, however, the debate over enhanced inter-
rogation methods was not about who might gain the political advantage. Rather, it 
was about finding the truth and striking the right balance between equally worthy 
goals—upholding our ideals and protecting our national security. Unfortunately, an-
swers to the factual, legal, and political questions raised by the controversy were 
neither simple nor obvious. Historians will someday judge whether the Bush admin-
istration acted properly in authorizing such methods. But the larger issue will always 
be with us: how far are we willing to go to protect our national security?

As citizens in a democracy, we have a right to our opinions on such contro-
versial issues. If we express those opinions in public, however, we assume a greater 
responsibility—the responsibility to back up our opinions with arguments. By 
speaking out in public, we also invite those who disagree to speak out as well. 
As citizens, we have an ethical obligation to respond sincerely and respectfully to 
those who accept that invitation. The success of our democracy depends on our 
willingness to subject our ideas to the scrutiny of public debate—and to be open-
minded and respectful toward those who disagree.

Deliberating in Good Faith

In Chapter 1, we introduced the phrase deliberating “in good faith.” Among other 
things, we noted that deliberating in good faith means making arguments in sup-
port of your opinions. But what is a good argument? What does deliberating in 
good faith mean in terms of your responsibilities as a speaker?

First, it means telling the truth, at least as you see it. Your beliefs and opinions 
may not always turn out to be right. Yet speakers who deliberately misrepresent 
the facts, or speakers who publicly advocate ideas that they do not sincerely be-
lieve, are not merely mistaken; they are unethical. They deserve to be condemned 
by all who value free and open debate.

Second, deliberating in good faith means backing up your personal opinions 
with evidence and reasoning. In public debate, you have an obligation not only to 
be honest but also to prove your claims. Proving one’s claim does not mean pre-
senting conclusive or irrefutable evidence; it does not mean settling an issue once 
and for all. It does mean presenting a reasonable argument—one at least worthy of 
serious consideration and further debate.
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Third, deliberating in 
good faith means accept-
ing your burden of proof,
or your responsibility to 
meet a certain standard 
of proof in a particular 
context. Perhaps you have 
heard the phrase burden 
of proof in a legal con-
text. In a courtroom, the 
burden of proof refers to 
the level of proof neces-
sary for the prosecution to 
win the case. Depending 
on the type of case, that 
burden of proof may 
range from a preponder-
ance of the evidence—the 
standard typical in a civil 
case—to the much higher 
standard required in criminal cases: beyond a reasonable doubt. In public debate, 
the burden of proof is not so clearly defined, yet we expect some advocates to meet 
a higher standard of proof than others. As in the courtroom, those who accuse oth-
ers of wrongdoing carry a heavier burden of proof than those who speak in self-
defense. Likewise, those who advocate new policies carry a heavier burden of proof 
than those who defend well-established or existing policies. After all, the existing 
policy at least has a track record, and there is always some risk to trying something 
new. In public debate, of course, there will be no judge to instruct you on your bur-
den of proof or to enforce the rules of debate. Nevertheless, it is important that you 
understand the expectations and standards of proof in public debate.

We will return to the practical implications of meeting your burden of proof 
in Chapter 15. For now, it is enough to understand that public deliberations, like 
courtroom debates, are governed by rules and that you have an obligation to live 
up to those rules—however irresponsible or unconstrained other speakers may 
seem. No doubt you have seen speakers attack their political opponents, cite dubi-
ous evidence, or stir up ugly emotions. That does not mean you have a right to re-
sort to the same tactics. The fact that other speakers may be irresponsible is all the 
more reason for you to uphold higher standards. By following the rules yourself, 
you can set a good example and contribute to more constructive public discussion.

QUESTIONS OF FACT, VALUE, AND POLICY

Preview. Persuasive issues revolve around questions of fact (what is true), value 
(what is good or bad), and policy (what we should do in the future). As you pre-
pare to speak about a particular topic, you need to identify the types of issues sur-
rounding that topic and focus your efforts on unresolved controversies.

The “rules” 
of democratic 
deliberation often 
break down on TV 
talk shows, where 
participants 
sometimes seem 
more interested in 
“scoring points” 
than in finding 
common ground.
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Is That the Truth?

Normally, we use the word fact to describe something that is already established 
as true. We think of a fact as something that we can just look up in a reference 
book or that we can establish by using the appropriate measurement device. 
Thus, we may say that it is a fact that Peru is in Latin America or that it is cur-
rently 80 degrees—based on a thermometer reading. These are not the sorts of 
facts that are disputed or debated. In ordinary usage, a fact is something that we 
all agree is true.

On many occasions, however, we disagree over the facts relating to a particu-
lar subject, and we discuss and debate what may or may not be “true.” Does the 
Loch Ness Monster really exist? How many people are currently unemployed in 
this country? Do artificial sweeteners cause cancer? What might account for the 
rash of hurricanes in recent years? These are the sorts of issues where the “facts” 
themselves are in dispute. Many public controversies, such as the debate over Social 
Security and disagreements over the causes of global warming, rest on unresolved or 
debatable questions of fact.

A question of fact typically involves issues of existence, scope, or causal-
ity. We would address a controversy over existence if, for example, we tried to 
persuade our audience that the ivory-billed woodpecker, a bird once thought 
extinct, still survives in remote forests of the American Southeast. Issues of 
scope may emerge in debates over how many Americans are unemployed or 
the extent of a flu epidemic, whereas we debate causality when we disagree 
over the causes of juvenile delinquency or the epidemic of obesity in the United 
States. In addition to involving different sorts of questions, some factual con-
troversies may revolve around questions about the past (How many people 
have died from breast cancer in the past decade?), whereas others may involve 
predictions about the future (Will the Obama administration’s plan to discour-
age “outsourcing” through tax incentives bring manufacturing jobs back to 
the United States, as the president promised in his 2012 State of the Union 
address?).5

Whatever the specific focus, issues of fact invite empirical proof: real ex-
amples, statistics, and testimony from experts. In addition, we typically try to 
resolve questions of fact before we debate questions of value or policy. If, for 
example, we cannot agree about the existence or causes of global warming, it 
makes little sense to discuss possible solutions. Similarly, before we debate how 
best to control illegal immigration, we should first answer some factual ques-
tions: How many immigrants enter America illegally each year? Where and how 
do they enter the country? And what motivates them to risk arrest or even death 
to get into the United States? Again, an analogy to courtroom debates may help 
clarify how controversies evolve. In a criminal trial, lawyers must first establish 
the facts of the case. Only then do they debate which laws may have been vio-
lated. And only after the court has decided which laws have been broken do the 
lawyers debate the appropriate sentence. In public controversies, the rules are 
less clearly defined, but the process is essentially the same: only after we have 
resolved major factual controversies does it make sense to debate how to evalu-
ate those facts or how to act in response.

Watch the Video
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Is This Good or Bad?

A question of value focuses on what we consider good or bad, right or wrong, just or 
unjust, and moral or immoral. Questions of value focus not just on what we believe 
to be true but what we consider appropriate, legal, ethical, or moral. Advocates of 
animal rights try to persuade us that medical experiments on animals are morally 
wrong, for example, whereas their opponents deem them necessary to save human 
lives. Opponents of affirmative action contend that racial preferences violate our 
commitment to equal treatment under the law, whereas those who favor such prefer-
ences deem them necessary to “level the playing field.” In both of these debates, it is 
not so much the facts that are in dispute as the differing values applied to those facts 
by the advocates involved. That is what debates over questions of value are all about: 
determining how we should evaluate specific facts, ideas, or actions.

In a courtroom, the law itself provides the general principles we use to evaluate 
facts. Yet it is not always clear which laws ought to apply in a particular case, and 
the meaning of the law itself is sometimes in dispute. Once they have determined the 
facts of the case, for example, lawyers in a murder trial still might debate whether the 
facts warrant a verdict of first- or second-degree murder. Outside the courtroom, the 
general principles or criteria that we use to evaluate ideas and actions are even more 
diverse and unsettled—and hence more “debatable.” During the civil rights debates 
of the 1960s, for example, some people condemned civil rights protestors for delib-
erately breaking local laws that segregated the races in the South, whereas the activ-
ists themselves invoked “higher laws”—the Constitution’s guarantee of equal rights 
under the law, for example, or even “God’s law” that all people are created equal.

How do we choose and define the general principles that we employ in value 
arguments? In some cases, we may find such principles written in a law book or 
in a professional code of ethics. In other cases, we might rely on reputable au-
thorities to suggest the appropriate principles or criteria of judgment. If we wish to 
judge the constitutionality of a particular action, for example, we may consult with 
experts in constitutional law. If we wish to render a moral judgment, we should 
consult whomever our audience considers a credible moral authority—a religious 
leader, perhaps, or maybe a well-known philosopher or ethicist. In many cases, the 
best source of the standards or criteria we employ in our arguments will be the 
audience itself because such arguments work best when they are grounded in our 
listeners’ own value systems. Only after we have convinced our audience that a 
problem exists or that some wrong has been done does it make sense to move on 
to the highest level of controversy: issues of policy.

What Are We Going to Do?

A question of policy has to do with our actions in the future: there is something 
wrong in our world, and we need to correct it; we have a problem that needs to 
be solved. Yet even when we agree that we have a problem, we still may not agree 
about how best to solve it. In our complex society, we inevitably have a variety of 
options for addressing various problems. And in considering each option, we must 
weigh not only its effectiveness in solving the problem but also its costs, its feasibil-
ity, and any advantages or disadvantages that it might have.
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We may all agree that health care for the poor and the elderly in the United 
States is a serious problem. Yet we continue to debate how best to respond to that 
challenge, with some arguing for universal health care coverage and others em-
phasizing “market solutions.” Likewise, everybody seems to agree that our current 
income tax system should be reformed. Still, we debate a wide variety of policy 
alternatives, ranging from minor changes in the existing tax code to a “flat tax” or 
even a national sales tax that would eliminate income taxes altogether.

Even when we all agree on a particular approach to some problem, we may find 
ourselves debating the details of implementation, financing, or administration. We may 
agree that wealthy nations should do more to fight the spread of AIDS in developing 
nations. But exactly how much should the United States contribute to that effort? And 
where should our aid go? People worried about the effects of television on children 
likewise seem to agree that there are problems with children’s programming. But does 
that mean we need more government regulations? What should those regulations say, 
and how would they be enforced? And how, if at all, do we balance the protection of 
children with the rights of those who produce and advertise on children’s television?

Whatever issues you address in your speeches, it is important that those 
choices be grounded in thorough research and analysis of both your topic and 
your audience. Controversies evolve, and what were once hotly contested issues 
may no longer be seriously debated. At one time, for example, there was a vigor-
ous debate over whether cigarette smoking caused cancer—a question of fact. That 
debate has largely been settled now, of course, and the debate over smoking now 
revolves around questions of policy: Should smoking be banned in more public 
places? Should tobacco companies be held liable for the health costs of smoking? 
In some persuasive speeches, your sole purpose may be to establish a disputed fact, 
whereas in other speeches, your audience may already agree that there is a serious 
problem. In that case, you can focus on policy issues. Whatever your purpose, it 
should reflect the current status of the public controversy surrounding your topic 
and the existing beliefs and opinions of your audience.

It is important that you make your persuasive purpose clear when you speak. 
Given the nature of the issue and the existing attitudes of your audience, do you 

HIGHLIGHTING THE CHALLENGE 
OF PERSUADING OTHERS

In a study of people’s willingness to donate blood, a 
group of people reluctant to donate were asked to 
listen to a powerfully emotional speech, delivered 
by a young hemophiliac. Immediately following the 
speech, a questionnaire revealed an impressive change 
in attitudes. More than 70 percent of those who 
previously had refused to give blood now indicated 
that they would donate blood if given the opportunity! 
Yet when presented with official Red Cross blood 

donation sign-up cards, nearly 80 percent of those 
with “changed” attitudes still declined to commit 
themselves to the action of donating blood. The 
authors concluded from this study that it is one thing 
to change minds, but motivating people to act is an 
even greater challenge.

Source: Patricia Hayes Andrews and John E. Baird Jr., 
Communication for Business and the Professions, 6th ed. 
(Madison, WI: Brown & Benchmark, 1995), 359–60.

Will You Give Blood?
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hope merely to stimulate their thinking—that is, to get a previously apathetic or 
indifferent audience thinking about some issue? Or do you aspire to change minds, 
persuading listeners to reconsider their opinions? Do you hope to inspire your 
audience to act in some way, perhaps by sending money to some organization or 
volunteering their time? As you might imagine, getting people to do something is 
harder than getting them merely to think about it.

ETHICAL PROOF IN PERSUASIVE SPEAKING

Preview. Since ancient times, theorists of persuasion have recognized three broad 
categories or “modes” of proof: ethos, pathos, and logos. We begin our exam-
ination of the modes of proof with ethos, or ethical proof, which refers to the 
audience’s perception of the credibility of the speaker and his or her sources. The 
constituents of strong ethos are trustworthiness, competence, open-mindedness, 
and dynamism. Your ethos as a speaker is shaped by the content, structure, and 
clarity of your speech as well as by how you deliver it

Have you ever responded negatively to a speech, only to realize later that it was 
not the content of the speech that bothered you so much as the person delivering 
it? Perhaps the speaker’s voice irritated you. Or maybe the speaker belonged to 
a group or political organization that you have always distrusted. On the other 
hand, you may also have followed someone’s advice not so much because he or 
she gave you good reasons, but because that person seemed knowledgeable and 
trustworthy. For good or ill, we all react to messages on the basis not only of what 
is said but of who says it. The perception we have of a speaker—whether that per-
ception is positive or negative—constitutes that person’s ethos.

Students of public speaking have long recognized the importance of ethos. 
More than 2,000 years ago, the Greek rhetorician and philosopher Aristotle identi-
fied the speaker’s character, intelligence, and goodwill as the most important di-
mensions of ethos.6 Later theorists have refined and modified Aristotle’s original 
concept. Modern researchers have stressed that ethos depends on what an audience 
thinks about the speaker, and they have noted that people sometimes have very 
different perceptions of the same speaker. In other words, ethos refers to how the 
audience sees a speaker, not to the actual intelligence or character of that person.

Ethos is not the same thing as ethics, but the two concepts are closely related. 
A person who is perceived as ethical has a good reputation—a positive ethos—
even before he or she speaks. If, on the other hand, a speaker is perceived as unethi-
cal, we may find his or her arguments less convincing. Whatever the speaker’s true 
ethical commitments, what is important, again, is our perception of the speaker.

Scholars have identified several specific qualities that influence our perceptions 
of a speaker.7 From their research, we can identify four major qualities that con-
tribute to a positive ethos:

j Trustworthiness
j Competence
j Open-mindedness
j Dynamism
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and discuss 
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Trustworthiness

Not surprisingly, we are more likely to listen to and act on the advice of people 
who we think are honest and concerned about our best interests. Integrity and 
sincerity are qualities that inspire trust. Suppose, for example, you were trying 
to decide what to do after you graduate from college. An older friend whom you 
trust—a teacher, a counselor, or a family friend—suggests that you join Teach for 
America, a program in which college graduates spend two years teaching in public 
schools in economically depressed areas. You are more likely to take this advice if 
you believe this person not only is knowledgeable about the program but also has 
your best interests at heart.

Public figures rely heavily on perceptions of their trustworthiness to persuade 
listeners. In 1986, for example, President Ronald Reagan survived the biggest scan-
dal of his career by assuring Americans that he had tried to do the right thing in 
trading arms for American hostages being held in Iran. In his 1987 State of the 
Union address, Reagan admitted his mistakes but asked Americans to trust that his 
intentions were good:

I have one major regret. I took a risk with regard to our action in Iran. It did not work, 
and for that I assume full responsibility. The goals were worthy. I do not believe it was 
wrong to try to establish contacts with a country of strategic importance or try to save 
lives. And certainly it was not wrong to try to secure freedom for our citizens held in bar-
baric captivity. But we did not achieve what we wished and serious mistakes were made 
trying to do so.8

Reagan survived the so-called Iran-Contra affair because of his strong personal 
ethos.

In contrast to Reagan, former Illinois governor Rod Blagojevich inspired only 
skepticism and ridicule when he denied any wrongdoing following his arrest on 
federal corruption charges on December 9, 2008. Accused of trying to “sell” the 
U.S. Senate seat vacated by Barack Obama, Blagojevich was impeached and re-
moved from office by the Illinois Senate, despite more than a dozen TV appearances 
and a 47-minute “closing argument” before the senators themselves. In proclaim-

ing his innocence, Blagojevich insisted that 
he “never, ever intended to violate the law” 
and that there was “no evidence, zero” that 
he had done so. Yet not a single senator 
rose to his defense, and he was impeached 
by a unanimous vote, with senators calling 
him a “devious, cynical, crass, and corrupt 
politician” and an “unusually good liar.”9

In Time magazine, commentator James 
Poniewozik compared Blagojevich to one 
of those “bad auditioners” on American 
Idol: “Does he really have no idea how he 
sounds to other people? It’s gotta be an 
act, right?”10 Obviously, Blagojevich had 
lost the trust of his fellow politicians; his 
personal ethos had been destroyed.Source: Reprinted by permission from www.cartoonstock.com.

www.cartoonstock.com
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Competence

Listeners tend to be persuaded more easily by speakers they view as intelligent, 
well informed, or personally competent. Whether it comes from native intelligence, 
education and training, or firsthand experience, the perceived competence of a 
speaker is a crucial part of his or her ethos. Indeed, competence is often the issue in 
a political campaign, especially when candidates have similar views on policy ques-
tions. In announcing his bid for the 2012 Republican nomination for president, for 
example, Mitt Romney reminded voters of his vast experience, both as a business-
man and as a public servant. After leaving a “steady job” to start his own business, 
Romney explained, he grew that business from “ten employees to hundreds” and 
then became “deeply involved” helping other businesses to succeed, “from innova-
tive startups to large companies going through tough times.” Subsequently, he left 
his own business to head the organizing committee for the 2002 Winter Olympics 
in Salt Lake City, helping to get that effort “back on track.” Finally, he went home 
to Massachusetts to serve as Governor, digging that state out of a “$3 billion bud-
get hole” and balancing the budget each of his first four years in office. “All of 
these experiences,” Romney concluded—“starting and running businesses for 25 
years, turning around the Olympics, governing a state”—helped “shape who I am 
and how I lead.”11

By emphasizing his extensive experience, of course, Romney hoped to contrast 
himself with President Barack Obama, who came into office in 2009 without much 
experience in either business or politics. Concerns about Obama’s youth and lack 
of experience—his competence to assume perhaps the most challenging job in the 
world—were common during the 2008 presidential campaign. They were the main 
reason many voters supported his rival in that year’s presidential election, Senator 
John McCain of Arizona.

Open-Mindedness

A speaker’s ethos is also influenced by the impressions listeners have of his or her 
open-mindedness. Nobody is perfectly objective. But audiences value speakers 
who seem willing to enter into a dialogue, consider various points of view, and 
search for common ground. Of course, open-mindedness is not the same thing 
as empty-headedness; a speaker has the right to take sides in a controversy. Yet 
that does not mean you should distort, exaggerate, or otherwise misrepresent the 
facts to “win” a debate. Nor does it give you the right to dismiss the arguments, 
values, or feelings of those who disagree with you. To say that you are open 
minded is not to say that you are wishy-washy. Rather, it means that you are 
willing to listen to others, treat their ideas fairly, and remain open to at least the 
possibility of changing your own mind.

In many situations, a speaker’s objectivity may be in doubt because of his or 
her position or reputation or because of the setting in which the speech takes place. 
In one of the most celebrated political speeches in history, for example, an African-
American congresswoman from Texas, Barbara Jordan, rose above partisanship 
and displayed a broader vision of America’s promise at the 1976 Democratic 
National Convention. Jordan had become famous for denouncing President 
Richard Nixon during the Watergate scandal, and some of her fellow Democrats 
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might have expected a hard-hitting attack on the Republicans. Instead, Jordan 
talked about our common dreams and the need for all Americans to come together:

I could easily spend this time praising the accomplishments of this party and attacking the 
Republicans but I don’t choose to do that.

I could list the many problems Americans have. I could list the problems which cause 
people to feel cynical, angry, frustrated;...I could recite these problems and then I could 
sit down and offer no solutions. But I don’t choose to do that either.

The citizens of America expect more. They deserve and they want more than a recital of 
problems.

We are a people in a quandary about the present. We are a people in search of our future. 
We are a people in search of a national community.

We are a people trying to solve the problems of the present ...but we are attempting on a 
larger scale to fulfill the promise of America. We are attempting to fulfill our national pur-
pose; to create and sustain a society in which all of us are equal.12

Jordan was hardly an objective observer. But by rising above partisanship, she 
earned a positive ethos and delivered a speech that we still remember as one of the 
great keynote addresses in U.S. history.

Dynamism

Finally, audiences look positively on speakers who are energetic and enthusiastic—
in other words, speakers who are dynamic. Dynamism does not mean ranting and 
raving; it means achieving the right balance of enthusiasm and self-control. It means 
setting the right tone for the occasion. On the one hand, we want to avoid appear-
ing as if we’re just “going through the motions,” talking in a colorless monotone 
or focusing more on our notes than our listeners. On the other hand, we do not 
want to scream at our audience, engage in distracting physical gyrations, or appear 
so intense that our audience thinks we’re crazy! A dynamic speaker takes the mid-
dle ground, enthusiastically engaging the audience but not getting “in their face.” 
Dynamic speakers talk with us rather than at us, communicating their personal 
enthusiasm but remaining “tuned in” to our reactions.

Perhaps the best way to summarize ethos is to think about it as a kind of filter: 
everything you say is filtered through the perception your audience has of your trust-
worthiness, competence, open-mindedness, and dynamism. What an audience thinks 
of a speaker—a speaker’s ethos—may sometimes be determined by his or her past 
reputation. Still, every speech should be viewed as an opportunity to improve your 
ethos by demonstrating that you have the qualities we admire in a speaker.

How Context Affects Ethos

Although ethos is always important, the characteristics that we admire in speak-
ers may vary from situation to situation. If we attend a public briefing on a new 
sewage-treatment plant, we may not care whether the engineers explaining the sys-
tem are dynamic or open minded. We are more concerned with whether they can 
explain technical aspects of the plant clearly—whether they have the competence
to answer our questions about how the plant would work. Conversely, we do not 
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expect everybody at a town hall meeting to be an “expert” on every issue. Not 
everybody understands the tax laws or the best way to build a bridge. In that situa-
tion, we may be more concerned with the speaker’s sincerity and open-mindedness, 
or we may be impressed by how passionately a speaker feels about some issue.

The context in which we speak thus determines what characteristics—or com-
bination of characteristics—will affect our ethos. As speakers, we should reflect on 
which of the constituents of ethos may be most important to our audience in par-
ticular situations. As citizens, we should ask whether other speakers have earned
the right to be trusted. Do they have the experience or knowledge necessary to 
speak convincingly about that issue?

In today’s society, we are often tempted to judge the credibility of speakers by 
standards that have little to do with their background or training. Many advertis-
ers, for example, pay celebrities to endorse their products. Perhaps it makes sense 
for a basketball player to endorse Nike shoes or a nutritional supplement. But even 
before he famously crashed his Cadillac Escalade following a domestic dispute, did 
we really believe golfer Tiger Woods when he claimed to drive a Buick? Is stock 
car driver Mark Martin really a good source of information about the prescription 
drug Viagra? Should we believe Jessica Simpson when she tells us that Proactiv 
cured her acne? Does anybody really believe that Paris Hilton eats at Hardee’s? 
Perhaps these celebrities have at least tried some of the products they endorse. But 
it would be naïve to think that their endorsements have nothing to do with the mil-
lions of dollars they get from advertisers.

Sometimes factors beyond our control influence our ethos. When Barbara 
Bush was invited to deliver a commencement address at Wellesley College in 1990, 
some students objected that she had done nothing to earn that honor— besides 
marrying the president of the United States! To her credit, Bush won over her au-
dience by establishing her own ethos during the course of the speech. Reflecting 
on the challenges of balancing life as a mother with her role as First Lady, Bush 
concluded on a humorous note: “And who knows? Somewhere out in this audience 
may even be someone who will one day follow in my footsteps, and preside over 
the White House as the president’s spouse. And I wish him well!”13 Disarming her 
critics with humor, Mrs. Bush also communicated that she shared the ideals of her 
listeners at this progressive women’s college.

Depending on the context, the same individual may have both a highly nega-
tive and a highly positive personal ethos. Indeed, many public figures who might 
be described as controversial or polarizing provoke widely differing audience re-
sponses, depending on the situation. On February 28, 2009, for example, talk show 
host Rush Limbaugh received an “immense ovation” when he delivered the keynote 
address at the Conservative Political Action Conference (CPAC) in Washington, DC. 
Given his frequent criticisms of “feminazis” and “environmental wackos,” how-
ever, he likely would have been greeted differently at a conference of the National 
Organization of Women (NOW) or the Sierra Club. Similarly, the Reverend Jesse 
Jackson Sr., a longtime civil rights activist, received a warm reception when he ad-
dressed an NAACP fund-raising dinner in Detroit on May 3, 2009. Had he been 
speaking instead to the American Jewish Committee, the reception might have been 
cooler. Among many in that group, resentment still lingers over Jackson’s 1984 ref-
erence to Jews as “Hymies” and New York City as “Hymietown.”14
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At this point in your life, you probably do not have to worry about how past 
indiscretions or media coverage of your life might affect your ethos. Each time you 
speak, however, people will form impressions of you, so it is important to keep the 
components of ethos in mind. Even in your speech class, your listeners will draw 
conclusions about your trustworthiness, competence, open-mindedness, and dyna-
mism. It is never too early to begin building a positive ethos—a reputation that will 
help you succeed as a public speaker.

So what can you do to enhance your ethos? There is no simple answer, because 
everything you do affects how listeners perceive you: the content of your speech, 
how you organize and deliver it, and how you come across in general. But here are 
some specific things you can do to strengthen your ethos.

Show Your Audience That You Share Their Experiences and Concerns Showing 
your audience that you have something in common with them can strengthen 
your ethos. We feel a natural attraction to people we perceive to be like ourselves; 
we assume they face the same challenges and understand our values and priori-
ties. In a speech advocating tougher penalties for academic cheating, for example, 
one student recalled the pressures he felt from his parents and others to get into 
a top college. At one point, he even admitted that he had been tempted to cheat 
to get better grades. The students listening to the speech not only appreciated the 
fact that he had chosen a topic relevant to their lives but also that he shared their 
aspirations and understood the pressures they faced. He was honest enough to 
admit that he had been tempted to cheat, yet in the end he realized he would only 
be cheating himself.

Bolster Your Own Ethos with the Ethos of Reputable Experts When you give 
speeches on highly complex or technical issues, you need information from ex-
perts. Your own lack of expertise on such topics need not undermine your ethos. 
When your remarks are supported by acknowledged experts, your audience can 
still have confidence in what you say. In Chapter 7, we explored the use of expert 
testimony in detail, but it is worth repeating here that you can bolster your own 
ethos by using testimony from highly reputable sources.

Suppose, for example, that you wish to speak about the effects of global 
warming on weather patterns or our forest ecosystems. You may have read many 
newspaper articles on the subject, and perhaps you have seen several reports on TV 
about global warming. But does that make you an expert? Of course not. You are 
a concerned citizen, and perhaps you know more about the topic than the average 
citizen. Yet if you hope to be persuasive, you still need testimony from reputable 
experts who have studied the problem, such as meteorologists and climatologists.

If you are genuinely open-minded, you might modify your own opinion as 
you read what leading experts have to say. But once you have settled on a firm 
opinion, the challenge is to communicate your conclusions, along with support 
for those conclusions from credible experts. Remember, a speech is not like a term 
paper, where you can just footnote your sources. Rather, you need to identify and 
establish the credibility of your expert sources in the speech itself. That means both 
naming your sources and saying something about their credentials. If you were to 
cite Paul Krugman in a speech on the economy, for example, you might identify 
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him as an economist from Princeton University who won the 2008 Nobel Prize 
in Economics. By offering support from such renowned experts, you can improve 
your own ethos and make a more convincing argument.

Strengthen Your Ethos with Personal Experiences You are more likely to be 
seen as trustworthy and competent when you have had some personal experiences 
related to your topic. A student aiming to help her audience understand the plight 
of Native Americans, for example, established her special qualifications to speak 
on this topic by recalling how she had spent three weeks on an Indian reservation, 
helping to repair homes and paint schools. Of course, you will not always have 
firsthand experience with the issues you speak about. But when you do, you can 
strengthen your ethos by talking about those experiences.

Strive to Be Clear and Interesting Listeners appreciate speakers who make their 
ideas understandable and who make an effort to keep the audience interested. 
Unfortunately, some speakers try to impress their audiences with “big words.” Other 
speakers make little effort to organize their speeches so they’re easy to follow. Still 
others may come across as not genuinely interested in their topic. We have all sat 

HIGHLIGHTING CREDIBILITY

Credibility is an essential quality for any politician. 
Following are excerpts from former presidential 
candidate Mike Huckabee’s speech to the Republican 
National Convention in September 2008. Notice how, 
even in defeat, Huckabee worked to build a positive 
ethos. By recalling the civil rights movement and 
expressing “great respect” for Barack Obama, he 
demonstrated his goodwill, open-mindedness, and 
devotion to the good of the country. In recalling his 
childhood, he reminded his audience of his humble 
background and displayed his sense of humor. At 
the same time, he countered negative images of 
Republicans as a party of the rich.

I grew up at a time and in a place where the civil 
rights movement was fought. I witnessed firsthand 
the shameful evil of racism. I saw how ignorance 
and prejudice caused people to do the unthinkable 
to people of color not so many years ago.

So I say with sincerity that I have great respect 
for Senator Obama’s historic achievement to 
become his party’s nominee—not because of his 
color, but with indifference to it. Party or politics 

aside, we celebrate this milestone because it 
elevates our country ...

I really tire of hearing how the Democrats care 
about the working guy as if all Republicans grew 
up with silk stockings and silver spoons. In my 
little hometown of Hope, Arkansas, the three 
sacred heroes were Jesus, Elvis, and FDR, not 
necessarily in that order.

My own father held down two jobs, barely affording 
the little rented house I grew up in. My dad worked 
hard, lifted heavy things, and got his hands dirty. 
The only soap we had at my house was Lava.

Heck, I was in college before I found out it wasn’t 
supposed to hurt to take a shower.

I’m not a Republican because I grew up rich, but 
because I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life 
poor, waiting for the government to rescue me.

Source: Reprinted by permission from Associated 
Press, Mike Huckabee’s Speech. Copyright © 2008 by 
Associated Press.
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through dull and uninteresting speeches—speeches that hardly provide any “news” 
at all. Typically, it is not the topic itself that is the problem, but the failure of the 
speaker to consider ways to make the speech relevant and interesting to the audience.

You should try to gain the audience’s attention and interest from the outset 
of the speech—in your introduction. Doing so creates a positive first impression 
and improves your ethos throughout the speech. You can also maintain interest 
by citing examples that are familiar and relevant to the audience and by speaking 
directly to your listeners rather than staring down at your notes or reading from a 
manuscript. Sometimes little things make all the difference in whether your audi-
ence develops a positive view of your ethos. For example, some speakers hurt their 
ethos simply by talking too long. By showing respect for your audience’s comfort 
and expectations, you can enhance your ethos as a speaker.

Show Your Audience That You Have Considered Different Points of View If
you can show that you have considered other people’s opinions, you will dem-
onstrate that you are both well informed and open minded. For example, when 
the Indiana Department of Natural Resources proposed a two-day hunt to thin 

the deer population in Brown County State 
Park, both experts and ordinary citizens dis-
agreed passionately over the idea. A student 
who favored the hunt began by showing that 
she initially shared some of the emotions felt 
by its opponents. She then explained how she 
changed her mind after carefully research-
ing the topic and discovering all the problems 
caused by overpopulation, including disease 
and starvation in the deer herd. Recalling her 
interviews with both activists opposed to the 
hunt and DNR officials who favored it, she 
showed that she was open minded and had 
considered both sides of the controversy.

Develop a Dynamic, Audience-Centered

Delivery How you deliver your speech can 
dramatically affect your ethos. One student 
with a well-prepared speech about crime and 
personal safety on campus failed to persuade 
her audience simply because listeners had 
trouble hearing her. Sitting in the back of the 
room and straining to hear what she said, 
some listeners became irritated and concluded 
that the speaker did not care about her topic or 
her audience. Likewise, speakers who use lots 
of vocalized pauses—um, you know, and like,
for example—often irritate listeners and come 
across as inarticulate or even unintelligent. 
Finally, speakers who read rapidly through 

A dynamic 
delivery can 
contribute to your 
ethos as a sincere, 
passionate, 
and committed 
speaker.
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written manuscripts, without looking up or otherwise engaging listeners, may 
damage their own ethos.

Dynamic speakers remain in touch with their audiences. Speakers who seem 
bored or detached cannot expect their audiences to respond any differently, and 
they may even be perceived as less knowledgeable, competent, or sincere. As we 
suggested in Chapter 11, you can do many things to improve your presentational 
skills. Vocal variation, gestures, facial expressions, and eye contract can all have a 
significant effect on your ethos. Delivery may not be the only thing affecting your 
ethos, but it can make a difference.

Your audience’s perceptions of your intelligence, character, and sincerity can 
affect the success of your speech. You can bolster your ethos by establishing com-
mon ground with your audience, by showing that you share common concerns, by 
citing reputable experts, and by mentioning personal experiences that qualify you 
to speak on your topic. Making an effort to be clear and interesting can also help 

Former presidents George H. W. Bush and Bill 
Clinton were bitter political rivals. During the 1992 
presidential campaign, Bush attacked the challenger 
Clinton as a “tax-and-spend liberal” and, in a moment 
of uncharacteristic enthusiasm, even called him a 
“bozo.” For his part, Clinton portrayed Bush as 
an agent of “privileged private interests” who had 
betrayed his promise of a “kindler, gentler” America. 
In his speech accepting the Democratic nomination in 
1992, Clinton accused Bush of talking a “good game” 
but having “no game plan to rebuild America.”15

Imagine people’s surprise, then, when the two 
former presidents joined hands to lead the U.S. 
relief effort following the devastating tsunami in the 
Indian Ocean in 2004. Traveling to the region and 
raising millions of dollars to help rebuild homes and 
lives ravaged by the disaster, they used their ethos 
as former presidents and political rivals to make an 
important point: that even in an era of deep partisan 
divisions, people can work together for the common 
good. Following Hurricane Katrina, the two again 
joined forces to raise more than $120 million for 
rebuilding colleges and churches devastated by the 
storm. The “Odd Couple,” as Barbara Bush has 
characterized them, not only did a lot of good but 

also became close personal friends. Perhaps most 
important, they took advantage of their return to 
the public spotlight—and their unique ethos as 
former presidential rivals—to call for more civility 
and cooperation in American politics. Following 
the shooting of Congresswoman Gabrielle Giffords 
and nineteen other people in January 2011, Bush 
and Clinton again teamed up to serve as honorary 
chairmen of a new National Institute for Civil 
Discourse at the University of Arizona. “Politics 
doesn’t have to be uncivil and nasty,” Clinton said 
when asked about his relationship with Bush. “Where 
we can find common ground and do something for 
the future of the country and for the future of our 
children and grandchildren, I think we ought to do it.”

Sources: Michael Duffy, “Bill Clinton and George H. W. Bush,” 
Time, May 8, 2006, www.time.com/time/specials/packages/
article/0,28804,1975813_1975847_1976609,00.html (ac-
cessed February 27, 2012); ABC News, “People of the Year: Bill 
Clinton and George H. W. Bush,” World News Tonight, December 
27, 2005, http://abcnews.go.com/WNT/PersonOfWeek/
story?id=1446477#.T0uhgHm-y50 (accessed February 27, 
2012); and JoAnne Allen, “Former Presidents Bush, Clinton 
Team Up for Civility,” Reuters, February 21, 2011, http://blogs.
reuters.com/talesfromthetrail/2011/02/21/former-presidents-
bush-clinton-team-up-for-civility/ (accessed February 27, 
2012).
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your ethos, as can showing your audience that you have considered other points of 
view. Finally, you can enhance your ethos by delivering your speech effectively. By 
engaging your audience and delivering your speech with enthusiasm, you can show 
your listeners that you care about them and your topic.

APPEALING TO AUDIENCE EMOTIONS

Preview. If you hope to persuade your audience, you need to engage their emo-
tions. You can engage your audience’s emotions by using strong, affective language; 
appealing to shared social values; providing specific, vivid details; helping listeners 
visualize what you are talking about; and comparing the unfamiliar to the familiar. 
Emotional appeals, however, can be deceptive and manipulative and should never 
substitute for reasoned arguments.

Listeners who have little or no emotional involvement in a speech are unlikely to 
be persuaded. Appealing to an audience’s emotions is fundamental to motivating 
them to act. You may even need to engage their emotions to get them to listen in 
the first place. If people are not emotionally involved in a topic, they are not likely 
to be persuaded.

Fear, pride, anger, reverence, hatred, compassion, and love—all are strong 
emotions and can be powerful motivators. Successful speakers know that listen-
ers can be motivated by appeals to such emotions. Notice how former president 
Ronald Reagan, a president remembered as the “Great Communicator,” used 
emotional appeals to build support for dramatic increases in military spending. 

Instead of reviewing the “long list of num-
bers” in his defense budget, Reagan tapped 
into some of his audience’s most basic 
emotions: their fear of nuclear war, their 
sense of “duty” as citizens, and their con-
cern for protecting their children and their 
“free way of life”:

The subject I want to discuss with you, peace 
and national security, is both timely and 
important....This subject involves the most basic 
duty that any president and any people share, the 
duty to protect and strengthen the peace.

At the beginning of this year, I submitted to 
the Congress a defense budget which reflects 
my best judgment of the best understanding 
of the experts and specialists who advise me 
about what we and our allies must do to pro-
tect our people in the years ahead. That bud-
get is much more than a long list of numbers, 
for behind all the numbers lies America’s 
ability to prevent the greatest of human trag-
edies and preserve our free way of life in a 
sometimes dangerous world.16

Former presi-
dent Ronald 
Reagan, the Great 
Communicator, 
used emotional 
appeals to build 
support for dra-
matic increases in 
military spending.
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the tech-
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ics of appealing 
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emotions.
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Appeals to your audience’s emotions should never substitute for reasoned ar-
guments backed by the best available evidence. Yet neither can we ignore the role 
of emotions in human behavior, especially if we hope to motivate our audience 
to act. A speech that fails to engage the audience’s emotions is dull, boring, and 
lifeless—and, in the end, probably ineffective. The characteristics of speech that 
engage your audience emotionally include affective language, shared values, vivid 
detail, visualization, and familiar references.

Affective Language

Affective language is strong language that plays on emotions or feelings. Consider 
the emotional impact of this series of statements:

“I see things differently from Bob.”

“I think Bob’s statement is not quite accurate.”

“What Bob is saying seems misleading.”

“Bob is a liar.”

To call Bob “a liar” is to use strong, affective language. As a persuader, you must 
choose your language carefully, taking into account both the ideas you hope to 
convey and the emotional connotations of the words you choose.

Eugene Debs, a four-time Socialist candidate for president of the United States, 
passionately opposed American involvement in World War I. Yet in the pro-war 
climate of the time, Congress passed laws that limited the right to criticize the 
government’s war policies. Along with other antiwar speakers, Debs was arrested, 
tried, and convicted under one of these laws, the Sedition Act of 1917. At his sen-
tencing, however, Debs refused to tone down his rhetoric. Instead, he spoke out 
against social injustice in emotionally powerful language:

Your Honor, years ago I recognized my kinship with all living beings, and I made up my 
mind that I was not one bit better than the meanest on earth. I said then, and I say now, 
that while there is a lower class, I am in it, while there is a criminal element, I am of it, 
and while there is a soul in prison, I am not free ...

I am thinking this morning of the men in the mills and the factories; of the men in the 
mines and on the railroads. I am thinking of the women who for a paltry wage are com-
pelled to work out their barren lives; of the little children who in this system are robbed 
of their childhood ...and forced into the industrial dungeons, there to feed the monster 
machines while they themselves are being starved and stunted, body and soul. I see them 
dwarfed and diseased and their little lives broken and blasted because ...money is still so 
much more important than the flesh and blood of childhood ...

Your Honor, I ask no mercy and I plead for no immunity....I never so clearly compre-
hended as now the great struggle between the powers of greed and exploitation on one 
hand and upon the other the rising hosts of industrial freedom and social justice.

I can see the dawn of a better day for humanity. The people are awakening. In due time 
they will and must come to their own.17

By today’s standards, Debs’s language may seem excessive, even “over the top.” 
Nowadays we do not often hear talk about children “robbed” of their childhood, 
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“dwarfed and diseased,” their “little lives broken and blasted.” But nearly 70 years 
later, César Chavez used equally emotional language to describe the plight of mi-
grant farmworkers in America. In a speech before the Commonwealth Club of 
California in 1984, Chavez began by describing what motivated him to fight for 
the rights of migrant workers:

Today, thousands of farmworkers live under savage conditions, beneath trees and amid gar-
bage and human excrement near tomato fields in San Diego County....Vicious rats gnaw at 
them as they sleep. They walk miles to buy food at inflated prices and they carry in water 
from irrigation ditches.

Child labor is still common in many farm areas. As much as 30 percent of Northern 
California’s garlic harvesters are underaged children....Some 800,000 underaged children 
work with their families harvesting crops across America. Babies born to migrant workers 
suffer 25 percent higher infant mortality rates than the rest of the population. Malnutrition 
among migrant workers’ children is 10 times higher than the national rate. Farmworkers’ aver-
age life expectancy is still 49 years, compared to 73 years for the average American. All my 
life, I have been driven by one dream, one goal, one vision: to overthrow a farm labor system in 
this nation that treats farmworkers as if they were not important human beings. Farmworkers 
are not agricultural implements; they are not beasts of burden to be used and discarded.18

Chavez, of course, had statistics to back up his argument, but it was his affective 
language—his references to “savage conditions,” living amid “garbage and human 
excrement,” sleeping among “vicious rats,” and so on—that gave his speech its 
emotional power.

Shared Values

Listeners are more likely to be emotionally engaged when their own values are 
involved. One way to involve your listeners emotionally is to identify values that 
you share with them and show how your ideas or proposals relate to those values.

After Barack Obama’s election in November 2008, the new president used 
a series of weekly “transition” addresses to rally the country behind his agenda, 
reminding Americans of their shared values and urging them to work together. In 
his first address just a week after the election, he observed that “in America we can 
compete vigorously in elections and challenge each other’s ideas, yet come together 
in service of a common purpose once the voting is done.” America faced “the most 
serious challenges of our lifetime,” he reminded his listeners, but America was “a 
strong and resilient country,” and he expressed confidence that those challenges 
could be overcome if we could just “put aside partisanship and work together as 
one nation.” A week later, he again suggested that we would “rise or fall as one na-
tion, as one people” and argued that the difficult challenges of our time would “re-
quire not just new policies but a new spirit of service and sacrifice, where each of 
us resolves to pitch in and work harder and look after not only ourselves, but each 
other.” Finally, in his third address, he put the burden of success or failure squarely 
on the people, calling on every citizen to recapture that spirit of service and devo-
tion to the common good that historically had made America great:

The survival of the American Dream for over two centuries is not only a testament to its 
enduring power, but to the great effort, sacrifice, and courage of the American people. It 
has thrived because in our darkest hours we have risen above the smallness of our divisions 
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to forge a path toward a new and brighter day. We’ve acted boldly, bravely, and above all, 
together. That is the chance our new beginning now offers us, and that is the challenge we 
must rise to in the days to come. It is time to act.19

Not everybody embraced Obama’s vision of a “new beginning,” of course. But 
many did respond to his call to service, especially young people. On an official 
government Web site entitled United We Serve, people of all ages and backgrounds 
from all around the country share their stories about how they have responded to 
President Obama’s call to serve their communities through volunteer work. The 
site’s “National Service Blog” includes stories about volunteers responding to the 
devastating tornadoes that struck Joplin, Missouri, and other cities and towns in 
2011, a program to feed the hungry in eastern Pennsylvania, and a program in 
Montana to provide tax-filing assistance to returning military veterans.20 These 
and many other stories appeal to our emotions because they invoke shared values: 
sympathy for the less fortunate, honoring those who have served, devotion to the 
common good, and even personal sacrifice and courage.

Vivid Detail

Using vivid detail can help your audience relate to your topic emotionally. Listeners 
respond more positively to concrete examples and stories than they do to abstrac-
tions. Charities that raise money to help sick children, for example, often choose a 
“poster child” who represents thousands of other children afflicted with disease. The 
“poster child” gives potential donors somebody they can relate to emotionally—a 
real person whose suffering they can help relieve.

Persuasive speakers engage audiences’ feelings by reinforcing their ideas with 
vivid details. Before the Civil War, for example, the great abolitionist Frederick 
Douglass painted a vivid portrait of slavery that enhanced the emotional power of 
his most famous speech, “What to the Slave is the Fourth of July?” Highlighting 
the irony of slavery in a nation founded on liberty and freedom, Douglass argued 
logically that slavery violated America’s most sacred ideals. At the same time, how-
ever, he made a powerful emotional appeal by vividly describing the scene with 
a slavemaster, “armed with pistol, whip and bowie-knife,” who drove a group of 
a hundred men, women, and children “from the Potomac to the slave market at 
New Orleans.” “Mark the sad procession,” Douglass continued, “as it moves wea-
rily along,” with an “inhuman wretch” barking out orders. “Hear his savage yells 
and his blood-chilling oaths, as he hurries on his affrighted captives!” Describing 
the sights and sounds of the scene in vivid detail, Douglass encouraged his lis-
teners to “see the old man, with locks thinned and gray,” and the young mother, 
“shoulders ...bare to the scorching sun, her briny tears falling on the brow of the 
babe in her arms.” He also urged his listeners to “see” a girl of thirteen, “weeping, 
yes, weeping, as she thinks of the mother from whom she has been torn!” As the 
march continues, “heat and sorrow” finally overcome the slaves, and “suddenly 
you hear a quick snap, like the discharge of a rifle; the fetters clank, and the chain 
rattles simultaneously; your ears are saluted with a scream, that seems to have torn 
its way to the center of your soul!” That “crack,” Douglass explained, “was the 
sound of the slave-whip; the scream you heard, was from the woman you saw with 
the babe.” Douglass concluded with still more vivid images of the auction itself, 
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where the men were “examined like horses” and the women “rudely and brutally 
exposed to the shocking gaze of .. .slave-buyers.” As the slaves were “sold and scat-
tered forever,” Douglass helped his listeners to “hear” the “deep, sad sobs” of the 
“scattered multitude.”21

Visualization

In an effort to make messages more concrete, speakers often employ visualization,
or techniques that allow their audience to “see” what they are talking about. By 
helping your listeners visualize some problem or crisis, you can stir their emotions, 
get them thinking more deeply about your topic, and clarify information that oth-
erwise may be vague or unclear.

The most obvious way to help your audience visualize a problem is, of 
course, to show them a picture. Perhaps you have heard the old saying “Pictures 
don’t lie.” In an age of digitally altered photos, of course, pictures can lie. But 
used responsibly, they can communicate information that may be difficult to 
communicate in words. Pictures can also have a strong emotional impact on 
your audience. “A picture is worth a thousand words,” goes another old saying, 
and that is especially true for pictures that surprise, shock, scare, or otherwise 
engage our emotions.

Sometimes pictures can provide powerful, irrefutable evidence for a speaker’s 
claims. During the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962, for example, the American am-
bassador to the United Nations, Adlai Stevenson, confronted the Russian am-
bassador with high-altitude reconnaissance photos that dramatically disproved 
Russia’s denial that nuclear missiles had been stationed in Cuba. On other oc-
casions, photos may be used simply to increase the emotional impact of an ar-

gument. Mothers Against 
Drunk Driving, for example, 
personalize their statistics 
with photos of young victims 
of alcohol-related crashes. 
Similarly, supporters of a 
strong defense invoke im-
ages of those two hijacked 
planes crashing into the 
Twin Towers of the World 
Trade Center on September 
11, 2001. By rekindling the 
feelings of horror and anger 
many Americans felt on that 
day, they hope to build sup-
port for a more aggressive 
war against terrorism.

Visualization is not just 
something you do by show-
ing pictures to your audience. 
By painting “word pictures,” 

Blow-ups of 
high-altitude 
reconnaissance
photos pro-
vided dramatic 
support for U.S. 
Ambassador
Adlai Stevenson’s 
speech to the 
U.N., in which he 
accused the Soviet 
Union of station-
ing offensive 
nuclear missiles in 
Cuba.
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you can use language to help your audience visualize a problem, “see” an abstract 
idea, or grasp an otherwise incomprehensible statistic. During the building of the 
Panama Canal 100 years ago, for example, journalists helped their audiences back 
home visualize the magnitude of the project with mind-boggling comparisons. 
One wrote of how the dirt removed from the canal route would build 63 pyra-
mids the size of the Great Pyramid of Egypt. Others compared the canal to dig-
ging a tunnel 14 feet in diameter “through the very heart of the earth,” or building 
a longer version of the Great Wall of China—“from San Francisco to New York.” 
One account even reported that the soil excavated for the canal would fill a train 
long enough to encircle the earth four times—a train that could be pulled only by 
a string of locomotives stretching from “New York to Honolulu.”22

Visualization also can be used to contrast a troubling present with a brighter 
future. In a famous speech at the 1992 Democratic National Convention, for 
example, former New York governor Mario Cuomo asked his audience to vi-
sualize a parade like those we stage to honor military heroes. This time, how-
ever, the parade would celebrate safe communities, affordable housing, adequate 
health care, and economic security. Like parades celebrating the safe return of 
our soldiers, this parade would be spirited and jubilant. The people would sing 
“proud songs, happy songs,” and the parade would include blue-collar workers 
“who have a real stake in their company’s success,” parents glad to be living in 
safe neighborhoods “where children can be children,” and young people who 
have the opportunity to attend college and someday own their own homes. At 
the end of the parade, there would be fireworks and still more celebration, with 
the citizens giving thanks for the nation’s strong economy and for our success at 
“outproducing and outselling our overseas competitors.”23 Regrettably, Cuomo 
concluded, we rarely saw this sort of parade. We often witnessed parades honor-
ing soldiers returning from war, but we seldom celebrated our victories in educa-
tion, housing, health care, or the economy. By allowing his audience to “see” such 
a parade, at least in their mind’s eye, Cuomo helped them imagine how things 
might be different under new leadership.

Familiar References

Speakers often relate new ideas, plans, or proposals to familiar things, not so much 
to prove their value but to help listeners feel more comfortable with something 
new. By this means, complicated and even controversial ideas can be made to 
seem more familiar and “everyday”—and hence more acceptable. Before America 
entered World War II, for example, Franklin Delano Roosevelt defended his con-
troversial plan to supply ships and other war materials to the British—his “lend-
lease” plan—by comparing it to how you might help a neighbor whose house was 
on fire. Logically, perhaps, the two situations were not really comparable. Yet 
FDR’s illustration helped many Americans feel that his lend-lease plan was a good 
idea—the “neighborly” thing to do:

Well, let me give you an illustration: Suppose my neighbor’s home catches fire, and 
I have got a length of garden hose four or five hundred feet away; but, by Heaven, if 
he can take my garden hose and connect it up with his hydrant, I may help him to put 
out his fire. Now what do I do? I don’t say to him before the operation, “Neighbor, my 
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garden hose cost me $15; you have got to pay me $15 for it.”...I don’t want $15—I 
want my garden hose back after the fire is over. All right. If it goes through the fire all 
right, intact, without any damage to it, he gives it back to me and thanks me very much 
for the use of it. But suppose it gets smashed up—holes in it—during the fire....I say 
to him, “I was glad to lend you that hose; I see I can’t use it anymore, it’s all smashed 
up.” He says, “How many feet of it were there?” I tell him, “There were 150 feet of 
it.” He says, “All right, I will replace it.” Now, if I get a nice garden hose back, I am in 
pretty good shape. In other words, if you lend certain munitions and get the munitions 
back at the end of the war, if they are intact—haven’t been hurt—you are all right; if 
they have been damaged or deteriorated or lost completely,...you have them replaced 
by the fellow that you have lent them to.24

By comparing a complicated governmental policy to the familiar act of helping the 
folks next door, FDR made his lend-lease policy feel like the neighborly thing to do.

The Ethics of Emotional Appeals

In advertising, we are constantly bombarded with emotional appeals. Yogurt com-
mercials feature an elderly man and his even older mother, implying that if we eat 
yogurt, we, too, can live to a ripe old age. Ads for athletic shoes exploit the dreams 
and ambitions of young people, suggesting that if they wear the same shoes as their 
heroes, they, too, can be superstars. Political ads show candidates sympathizing 
with the sick or the elderly, or they try to frighten us into thinking that the other 
candidate may take away our Social Security or blow up the world. Advertisers 
know that successful marketing often depends on an audience’s emotional reac-
tions. Thus, they persuade us by associating their products with personal success, 
physical or economic security, or love and “family values.”

Emotional appeals, however, can be deceptive and manipulative. More than 
2,000 years ago, the rhetorician Aristotle warned that emotional appeals could 
warp an audience’s judgment, producing hasty or ill-considered decisions.25 When 
feelings such as fear, anger, love, rage, and guilt are stirred, the results can be power-
ful and unpredictable. Ethical public speakers respect the power of emotions. They 
never use emotional appeals to distract, disorient, or manipulate their listeners.

In speaking persuasively, you should never short-circuit the reasoning process 
or provoke an emotional overreaction on the part of your listeners. Vivid stories 
about brutal crimes, the suffering of victims of natural disaster, or the horrors of 
war may sometimes be appropriate, depending on the situation and the audience. 
However, we all have heard speakers who go too far. In striving to stir audience 
emotions, some speakers use crude or tasteless language and images, justifying 
such tactics as necessary to get people “fired up.” Apart from the possibility that 
such tactics may backfire, the ethical speaker avoids overwhelming listeners with 
emotions so strong that they can hardly think. Appeals to emotion should supple-
ment and complement well-reasoned arguments, not undermine reasoned delibera-
tion or provoke hasty, violent actions.

When in doubt, ask yourself this question: Underneath the emotional appeal, 
do I have a sound argument—a substructure of evidence and reasoning—that can 
withstand critical scrutiny? You do not want your audience members to respond 
unthinkingly. Rather, you want to appeal to their minds while recognizing that 
emotions play an important role in human behavior.
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The Anatomy of Public 
Controversy

14.1
  Define public controversy and discuss 
what it means to deliberate in good 
faith.

j Persuasion is rooted in public controversy, or 
disagreements over matters of political or social 
significance.

j As citizens in a democracy, we have an obligation 
to deliberate “in good faith,” respecting our fellow 
citizens and backing up our opinions with good 
reasons and evidence.

Questions of Fact, Value, and 
Policy

14.2
  Distinguish among the three different 
types of persuasive issues: fact, value, 
and policy.

j Public controversies typically revolve around ques-
tions of fact, value, or policy.
j Questions of fact involve controversies over ex-

istence, scope, or causality.
j Questions of value revolve around how ideas 

and actions should be evaluated or judged.
j Questions of policy involve choices among fu-

ture courses of action.

Ethical Proof in Persuasive Speaking

14.3
  Define ethos and discuss what 
contributes to strong credibility.

j Ethical proof, or ethos, refers to the audience’s per-
ceptions of the credibility of the speaker and his or 
her sources.
j The constituents of ethos are trustworthiness, 

competence, open-mindedness, and dynamism.
j Your ethos will be influenced by the context or 

situation in which you speak.
j You can enhance your ethos by showing your 

audience that you share their concerns, citing 
reputable sources, relating personal experiences, 
striving to be clear, considering different points 
of view, and delivering your speech effectively.

Appealing to Audience Emotions

14.4
  Discuss the techniques and ethics of 
appealing to an audience’s emotions.

j Emotional appeals can be powerful motivators.
j You can engage the emotions of your audience 

by using affective language, identifying shared 
values, using vivid detail, using visualization, or 
comparing the unfamiliar to the familiar.

j Emotional appeals should never be used to de-
ceive or manipulate or to replace well-reasoned 
arguments.

SUMMARY

The Anatomy of Public Controversy

14.1
  Define public controversy and discuss 
what it means to deliberate in good 
faith.

1. Define public controversy and identify two or three 
public controversies that you think are important 
today. Do you believe that public debate over those 

controversies has helped clarify the issues involved 
or the options for resolving those controversies?

2. What does it mean to deliberate “in good faith”? 
Do you think most politicians today deliberate in 
good faith? What about the political commenta-
tors and representatives of interest groups and 
“think tanks” that you hear on radio or TV talk 
shows? Do they deliberate in good faith?

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW AND REFLECTION

Listen to the Audio Chapter Summary at MyCommunicationLab

Study and Review materials for this chapter are at MyCommunicationLab
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Questions of Fact, Value, and Policy

14.2
  Distinguish among the three different 
types of persuasive issues: fact, value, 
and policy.

3. What are the differences between questions of fact, 
value, and policy? Can you think of a major pub-
lic controversy today that revolves mostly around 
questions of fact? Can you identify other contro-
versies that focus more on questions of value or 
policy?

Ethical Proof in Persuasive Speaking

14.3
  Define ethos and discuss what 
contributes to strong credibility.

4. The following is a list of well-known public fig-
ures. How would you describe the ethos of each, 
and what do you think have been the most impor-
tant influences shaping their ethos?
j Barack Obama
j Mitt Romney

j Hillary Clinton
j Oprah Winfrey
j Rush Limbaugh
j Angelina Jolie
j Tiger Woods

Appealing to Audience Emotions

14.4
  Discuss the techniques and 
ethics of appealing to an audience’s 
emotions.

5. What, in your opinion, determines whether ap-
peals to emotion are ethical? Are there certain 
types of emotional appeals—or appeals to certain 
emotions, such as fear or hatred—that you think 
are always unethical? Does a speaker’s purpose in-
fluence your assessment of whether his or her emo-
tional appeals are ethical?

Study and Review the Flashcards at MyCommunicationLab
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CHAPTER

Arguing Persuasively

15

OVERVIEW AND LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES

Persuasion and Demagoguery in a 
Free Society

15.1
Distinguish between persuasion 
and demagoguery.

Constructing a Reasonable Argument

15.2
Define argument and dis-
cuss what it means to make 
a complete and “reasonable” 
argument.

The Forms of Reasoning

15.3
Identify the different types of 
reasoning and discuss what 
makes each different type 
“reasonable.”

Fallacies of Reasoning and Evidence

15.4
Define and describe some com-
mon fallacies of reasoning and 
evidence.

Listen to the Audio Chapter at MyCommunicationLab
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Democracies are fragile things. They require committed, honest leaders, and 
they depend on ordinary citizens to assume the responsibility of govern-
ing themselves. That means that citizens must participate in public delib-

erations and learn to distinguish between good and bad arguments. They must 
be committed to deliberating in good faith, and they must be willing to put the 
common good ahead of their own selfish interests. In a diverse democratic society, 
it is sometimes difficult to reconcile all the competing interests in a major public 
controversy. That is all the more reason that we must learn how to deliberate. If 
our democracy is to thrive, we must learn to discuss and debate public issues with 
intelligence, civility, and respect for our fellow citizens.

Historically, America has not always lived up to this ideal. In the 1950s, for 
example, a reckless demagogue named Joseph McCarthy rose to power by exploit-
ing the fears and uncertainty of the Cold War era. Claiming that “card-carrying” 
communists had infiltrated the government, McCarthy inspired anticommunist 
“witch hunts” across the nation, throwing our political system into chaos and de-
stroying innocent lives. At another time, McCarthy’s outrageous accusations might 
have been ignored. In an era of fear, uncertainty, and political complacency, how-
ever, he caused a national sensation and became the most feared man in America.1

Today we live in another era of widespread apathy and uncertainty. Pointing 
to low voter turnout and declining involvement in civic affairs, some worry that 
another great demagogue might throw the nation into turmoil. Could a modern-
day Joseph McCarthy exploit today’s economic problems or our fears of terror-
ism to advance a dangerously reactionary political agenda? Are we so ill-informed 
and complacent that we would fall for such tactics again? Or have we learned 
the lesson of the McCarthy era: that as citizens in a democracy, we must guard 
against those who seek to manipulate and deceive us? In this chapter, we pick up 
where we left off in the previous chapter, exploring in greater depth the role of 
persuasion in our democratic society. Specifically, we will distinguish between per-
suasion and demagoguery, defining persuasion as “reason-giving argument” and 
contrasting it with the deceptive and manipulative techniques of the demagogue. 
Then we will reflect more practically on what it means to construct a reasonable
argument, examining the components of a complete argument and identifying 
some of the most common fallacies or errors in reasoning and evidence. Contrary 
to what one might conclude from watching TV talk shows, arguing about civic af-
fairs does not have to mean attacking your political enemies or stirring up public 
passions. To the contrary, it can and should mean engaging your fellow citizens in 
a constructive dialogue about issues of mutual concern.

PERSUASION AND DEMAGOGUERY IN A FREE SOCIETY

Preview. Persuasion is an essential tool of democratic governance. Indeed, reli-
ance on persuasion to resolve conflicts and induce social cooperation is the main 
difference between a democracy and a totalitarian or authoritarian state. Yet pre-
cisely because they depend so much on persuasion, democracies are especially 
vulnerable to demagoguery, or deceptive and manipulative speech. With advances 
in technology, demagoguery has become an even greater threat. If we hope to 

Distin-
guish 

between
persuasion and 
demagoguery.

15.1



Persuasion and Demagoguery in a Free Society 355

sustain our democratic way of life, we must understand the differences between 
persuasion and demagoguery and demand high ethical standards from all who 
speak in public.

Persuasion, as we have emphasized throughout this book, is an essential tool of demo-
cratic citizenship. The earliest treatises on persuasion, such as Aristotle’s Rhetoric,2

prepared citizens to participate in the judicial and legislative assemblies of the Greek 
city-state. Passed down over centuries, this classical tradition evolved in response to 
changing social and political conditions, but its essential purpose remained the same: 
to educate people for citizenship. As part of that education, citizens were taught to 
distinguish between good and bad arguments, between the legitimate techniques of 
democratic persuasion and the tricks of the propagandist or the demagogue.

America’s founders were well schooled in this classical rhetorical tradition. 
Taught to view demagoguery as “the peculiar vice to which democracies were sus-
ceptible,” they designed our constitutional system to guard against what Alexander 
Hamilton described as the “temporary delusions” of a public misled by those who 
might “flatter their prejudices to betray their interests.” As James Madison observed, 
there would be times in any democracy when the public might be “misled by the artful 
misrepresentations of interested men.” In those “critical moments,” Madison looked 
to the Senate—the legislative branch more insulated from public opinion—to moder-
ate public passions until the people regained their “cool and deliberate” judgment.3

More than a hundred years later, a young scholar named Woodrow Wilson 
echoed the founders’ concerns. As a student of oratory and politics, Wilson wrote at 
length about protecting our democracy against demagoguery by properly educating 
both our leaders and our citizens. Like the ancient rhetoricians, Wilson drew a clear, 
ethical distinction between the responsible, civic-minded orator— a leader he dubbed 
the orator-statesman—and those “artful dialecticians” who manipulated public opin-
ion through “subtle word-play,” “dialectic dexterity,” or “passionate declamation.” As 
an educator, Wilson taught that “high and noble thoughts” were the hallmarks of the 
orator-statesman, and he professed faith in the ability of ordinary citizens to “exercise 
intelligent discretion.”4 As Wilson wrote early in his career, “A charlatan cannot long 
play the statesman successfully while the whole country is looking critically on.”5

Today, some doubt the public’s ability to “exercise intelligent discretion.” Many 
Americans lack even the most basic understanding of our nation’s institutions and tra-
ditions,6 and advances in communication technologies have created new possibilities 
for the manipulation of public opinion. So how, in today’s world, can we protect our-
selves against demagoguery? In an age of global propaganda and the politics of spin, 
does the ancient distinction between persuasion and demagoguery still have meaning?

We believe that it does, for regardless of the political context or the technolo-
gies of communication, we can still distinguish between sound and unsound ar-
guments. The ancient Greeks lived in very different times, but their basic lesson 
remains relevant: if democracy is to thrive, every citizen must learn to evaluate 
arguments. Today, as in ancient times, reasoned arguments are the substance of 
democratic deliberation, while demagoguery relies on personal and emotional ap-
peals. Claiming special powers to discern the truth, demagogues cultivate a charis-
matic ethos, setting themselves apart from ordinary citizens by insisting that they 
have “supernatural, superhuman, or at least specifically exceptional powers or 
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qualities.”7 Appealing to our fears and prejudices, demagogues use pathos as a dis-
traction, substituting passion for argument and concocting various scapegoats and 
“enemies.” Demagogues do not appeal to what Abraham Lincoln called the “better 
angels of our nature.”8 To the contrary, they exploit the envy, resentment, hatred, 
and fears of their audiences.9

In her 2006 book Godless: The Church of Liberalism,
political commentator Ann Coulter took her 
reputation for making outrageous statements a step 
further by accusing four women who had lost their 
husbands in the September 11 terrorist attacks—the 
so-called Jersey Girls—of exploiting their personal 
loss for political purposes. “These broads are 
millionaires, lionized on TV and in articles about 
them, reveling in their status as celebrities and stalked 
by grief-arrazies,” Coulter wrote. “I’ve never seen 
people enjoying their husbands’ deaths so much.” And 
just for good measure, Coulter added: “And by the 
way, how do we know their husbands weren’t planning 
to divorce these harpies?”

Broads? Harpies? Had Coulter “gone off the deep 
end,” as some observers suggested? Or were her 
remarks simply a marketing ploy, an effort to “rise 
above the din” of the 24-hour news cycle and to stand 
out in the “blogosphere,” where such rhetorical excess 
has become common?

At one level, perhaps, Coulter made a reasonable 
argument: that simply because they lost loved ones in 
the 9/11 attacks, the Jersey Girls should not be given 
a free pass to criticize the Bush administration or 
to make partisan speeches without backing up their 
claims. At another level, however, Coulter was obviously 
trying to provoke people because she deliberately used 
offensive language. Whatever her point, Coulter crossed 
the line of propriety and civility. Not only did Senator 
Hillary Clinton protest the remarks as “vicious” and 
“mean-spirited,” but New York’s Republican Governor 
George Pataki and even Fox News commentator Bill 
O’Reilly criticized her as well.

Of course, Coulter is not the only practitioner 
of the politics of outrageousness. Radio talk show 

hosts have perfected the form, and public figures 
on both the left and the right have become known 
for offensive or outrageous remarks. In our media-
saturated culture, the politics of outrageousness may 
be one way to rise above the din and attract attention 
to one’s self. But as concerned citizens, we ought to be 
asking other questions: Does such rhetoric contribute 
anything constructive to the public dialogue? Does 
it help us understand or resolve important public 
controversies? Does such talk encourage citizens to 
participate in politics and civic affairs? In short, does 
the politics of outrageousness serve the public good?

Ann Coulter and the other practitioners of the 
politics of outrageousness have a right to their 
opinions—and even to their confrontational and 
polarizing ways of expressing those opinions. But 
as citizens, we do not have to listen, much less take 
them seriously. Calling Coulter a “hater,” at least 
one newspaper editor, Bob Unger of the Centre Daily 
Times in State College, Pennsylvania, quit carrying 
her syndicated column, provoking cries of censorship 
from her admirers. But does refusing to publish 
hateful rhetoric constitute censorship? Do media 
“gatekeepers” have a right to decide who gets to be 
heard? Should newspapers banish columnists on both 
the right and the left whom they consider hateful? In 
principle, Unger has a point: Coulter and others like 
her poison the public dialogue. Yet who gets to decide 
who will be censored or silenced? Ultimately, it is up 
to us—as citizens—to decide who has crossed the line 
of acceptable public debate. Coulter and others like her 
may have a right to talk, but we also have the right not
to listen.

Source: Jocelyn Noveck, “Outrageousness an Art Form for Top 
Practitioners,” Centre Daily Times, June 14, 2006, A2.

The Politics of Outrageousness
FOCUS ON CIVIC
ENGAGEMENT
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As rhetorical scholar James Darsey has reminded us, the agitator, even the 
political provocateur, has a role to play in our democratic system. Occasionally, 
we need speakers to shake things up, shattering our complacency and motivating 
us to act. Radical speakers can be a source of democratic inspiration and renewal, 
reminding us of our revolutionary heritage and demanding that we live up to our 
ideals.10 But in the day-to-day business of democratic governance, we still must 
guard against rhetorical excess and extremism. The hard work of self-governance 
cannot be done by a divided and polarized citizenry.

As we discuss what it means to argue persuasively, our emphasis will be on the 
constituents of a reasonable argument. We will first examine the various compo-
nents of an argument and the major types of reasoning. Then we will discuss some 
of the most common errors or fallacies of reasoning and evidence. As we shall see, 
arguing persuasively is not about getting your own way or manipulating an audi-
ence. Rather, it is about coming together with your fellow citizens to discuss and 
debate the issues of the day.

CONSTRUCTING REASONABLE ARGUMENTS

Preview. A good argument is not one that echoes our own views, nor is a good 
argument simply one that “works.” To the contrary, a good argument is one that 
adheres to certain rules of evidence and reasoning. A good argument may not al-
ways win the day. Indeed, the best argument may be one that forces us to recon-
sider our own opinions. Good arguments engage our listeners’ emotions and draw 
strength from our ethos. But in the final analysis, a good argument is one that 
meets certain tests of reasoning and evidence and fulfills its burden of proof.

We all know that there are good and bad arguments. But what do we mean when 
we make that judgment? Unfortunately, many of us seem to think that a good 
argument is one that confirms what we already believe—an argument that has 
us shaking our head in agreement. Others take a more pragmatic view: a “good” 
argument is one that “works”—one that persuades other people. That, too, seems 
a bit shortsighted. As we have noted, a demagogue’s arguments may “work,” but 
they have ethical shortcomings—they twist the truth, or they appeal to ugly emo-
tions. Obviously, we do not want to praise a speaker for being an effective liar.

Like any artistic creation, an argument can be judged not only in terms of how 
it is received but also by certain theoretical and ethical principles. We already have 
suggested some of those principles: truth, for example, and a commitment to the 
common good. Those are ethical standards we already have discussed. But what 
does it mean to say that an argument is theoretically sound? What, in theory, de-
fines a “good” argument, and how do we go about evaluating an argument?

Unfortunately, there is no simple list of rules defining a “good” argument. The 
whole tradition of rhetorical studies, dating back more than 2,000 years, might 
be seen as a search for such rules. Today, some even reject the need for rules al-
together, arguing that any such rules reflect cultural biases or “silence” some 
voices.11 Yet most who study speech would still agree on a couple of points. First, 
a good argument must be complete—that is, it must have all the basic components 
of the so-called Toulmin Model of Argument (see Figure 15.1): a claim, evidence 
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to back it up, and a warrant (or general principle) that links the evidence to the 
claim.12 Second, a good argument must be reasonable—that is, it must be worthy 
of serious consideration by a hypothetical listener who is reasonably intelligent, 
well informed, and fair minded. Perhaps you have heard of the reasonable person
test in a court of law.13 Something like that test can help us distinguish between 
reasonable and unreasonable arguments in public debate.

Claims

Claims are the debatable assertions put forward by a speaker. They are the con-
tested positions you want your audience to accept, such as the claim that illegal 
immigration poses a threat to our national security or the claim that capital pun-
ishment deters crime. When you make a claim, you do not expect your listeners to 
automatically nod their heads in agreement. By definition, a claim takes sides on a 
controversial matter and invites debate. If you hope to prevail in that debate, you 
still need to prove your claims, or provide convincing evidence and reasoning in 
support of those claims.

Claims take many different forms, mostly arising out of the types of persuasive 
issues or controversies discussed in Chapter 14. If we are debating whether some-
thing exists, what caused something to happen, or the scope or magnitude of some 
phenomenon, we are debating claims of fact. If we are debating whether something 
is good or bad, we are considering claims of value. Value claims assume a vari-
ety of forms, including claims about what’s effective or ineffective, just or unjust, 
moral or immoral, legal or illegal, and beneficial or harmful. In debates over what 
we should do—debates over future courses of action—we make claims of policy.
These are, by their very nature, the hardest to prove because they involve, in effect, 
predicting the future.
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Precisely because they are the hardest to prove, policy claims tend to come 
more heavily qualified than other sorts of claims. Qualifiers are words that indi-
cate our level of confidence in our claims—words such as possibly, probably, or be-
yond any doubt. So, for example, we may qualify a factual claim if our evidence is 
not conclusive: “The major cause of increased levels of mercury in fish is probably
emissions from coal-fired power plants.” If we overqualify our claims, of course, 
we sound unsure or wishy-washy, but if we do not qualify our claim at all, we may 
overstate our case. A reasonable argument is qualified at a level appropriate to the 
strength of the reasoning and evidence supporting it.

Reservations are exceptions to our claim, or stipulated conditions under which 
we no longer hold to our claim. Thus, for example, the chairman of the Federal 
Reserve might argue that a proposed increase in interest rates will be sufficient 
to control inflation—unless energy prices continue to escalate. As with qualifiers, 
reservations can be overdone, leaving virtually no conditions under which you still 
hold to your claim (“I predict that inflation will remain low unless prices for food, 
shelter, clothing, and energy go up!”). By identifying one or two major reserva-
tions, however, you can assert your claim more confidently (“Inflation will almost
certainly remain low, unless energy prices go up.”) and still make a reasonable 
argument.

Whatever sorts of claims you make, you will be expected to back them up with 
evidence or other supporting materials. Evidence, as we discussed in Chapter 7,
may include statistics, testimony, examples, or comparison/contrast. But whatever 
types of evidence you choose, you need to use it properly and make sure that it 
meets certain tests of quantitative and qualitative sufficiency.

Evidence

When attempting to persuade an audience to accept a factual claim, you might 
use statistics, specific examples, testimony by experts, and other sorts of evidence. 
When long-distance telephone companies sought approval from the public utilities 
commission for a reduction in the fees they paid to local phone companies, for 
example, one student used a variety of evidence to persuade his audience that con-
sumers would save little, if any, under the plan. His factual claim and supporting 
material looked like this:

The proposed reduction in fees will not result in lower costs for consumers.
A. According to the New York Times, documents filed by AT&T indicate that basic rates 

on One Rate plans would increase by 66 percent. (statistic)
B. According to a spokesperson for the Consumers Union, new per-minute fees would 

go up every day except Sunday, resulting in higher bills for low-volume callers. 
(testimony)

C. A customer who made 45 minutes of long-distance calls on Saturday would pay 
$4.95 under the old plan and $13.05 under the new plan. (statistics/contrast)

D. Even if the companies changed to a flat 5-cents-per-minute rate, the cost to 
consumers would still go up an average of $8.55. (example/statistics)

In proving claims of value—claims about good and bad, right and wrong—
you need more than just factual evidence. Not only must you cite examples, 
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statistics, and other empirical evidence, but you must also consider the criteria
or standards that support your evaluations of those facts. In a murder case, for 
example, it is one thing to prove that that the accused pulled the trigger, result-
ing in the death of the victim. It is quite another to convince a jury that the 
defendant committed first-degree murder—that he pulled the trigger as part of 
a premeditated plan to commit murder. Depending on the circumstances, the 
same action—shooting another person dead—might be considered first-degree 
murder, or it may be reckless homicide or even self-defense. In this sort of case, 
the facts alone do not determine the verdict. The facts must be considered in 
light of the law.

In public policy debates, the standards of judgment are rarely as clear as they 
are in a court of law. Still, it is important that we reflect on the rules, principles, or 
standards we employ in making our judgments. In a speech on medical malprac-
tice, for example, one student cited the example of her uncle, who had undergone 
what was supposed to be a routine operation but ended up seriously disabled. She 
also cited other examples of people hurt by medical errors. Yet in order to convince 
her listeners that medical malpractice was a “very serious problem” in America, 
she needed some broader basis for her judgment. She was able to establish that 
basis with statistics on the leading causes of death and through comparisons to 
other, more familiar health threats such as car accidents and various diseases. With 
this evidence, she was able to show that medical malpractice posed as “serious” a 
threat as these other, more familiar dangers.

Policy arguments pose the greatest challenge because they involve choices 
about what we should do in the future. Because we cannot present direct evidence 
of a proposed policy’s feasibility, costs, or effects, we typically must rely on com-
parisons to similar policies, or we may use testimony from experts in the field. If 
we wish to propose a new program for recycling high-tech waste, for example, we 
might look for evidence of how similar programs have worked in other communi-
ties. Or we might turn to experts in waste management for testimony on the value, 
cost, feasibility, and benefits of such programs. In the final analysis, however, we 
really cannot say for sure how a policy that may have worked well elsewhere in the 
past will work under different circumstances in the future.

Whatever sort of evidence you use, it needs to be sufficient, both quantitatively 
and qualitatively, to convince a “reasonable person” that your claims are worthy of 
serious consideration. There are three basic tests of the adequacy of your evidence.

First, the quality of the evidence should justify the audience’s acceptance. As
we discussed in Chapter 7, certain questions should always be asked about particu-
lar types of evidence, such as the following:

j Are the examples representative?
j Are the statistics reliable?
j Is the testimony authoritative?
j Are the comparisons sound—that is, are the objects or ideas being compared 

really comparable?

Beyond these questions, there are some general “tests” of evidence that we should 
always apply: Is the evidence accurate, recent, and complete? Is the source of the 
evidence credible?
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Second, the evidence must be relevant to the 
claim. Evidence can be accurate and truthful and 
still not prove the claim. Consider, for example, 
Meagan’s argument in favor of voting for Josh as 
student government president:

What we need most in a president is strong leader-
ship. Josh has been my friend since we arrived here 
at the university. He has always been there for me, 
often putting aside his own problems or needs to 
help me when I needed help.

Everyone likes Josh. He has a great sense of humor. 
When things got tense in our study group, Josh 
always found something funny to say to break the 
tension.

Everything that Meagan said about her friend 
may be true; Josh is no doubt a nice guy. But is 
that relevant to Meagan’s claim? Does the fact 
that Josh has been a good friend to Megan, or 
the fact that he makes people laugh, prove that 
he would be a strong leader?

Third, the amount of evidence used must be 
sufficient to support the claim. Your evidence 
must not only be true and relevant but must also 
be quantitatively sufficient. Of course, what constitutes a sufficient amount of evi-
dence depends on your topic and your audience. If you are addressing a highly 
controversial issue or an especially skeptical audience, you will need to present 
more evidence. If your topic is relatively uncontroversial and your audience is open 
minded, less evidence may be required.

Consider, for example, what would be “sufficient” evidence to refute claims 
made by former player Jose Canseco that steroid use is widespread in Major 
League Baseball (MLB). To fans of sluggers Barry Bonds and Sammy Sosa, the play-
ers’ denials that they used performance-enhancing drugs might be sufficient. When 
the scandal reached Congress in March 2005, however, members of the House 
Government Reform Committee demanded more proof. Sosa, Rafael Palmeiro, 
and Mark McGwire all denied—or at least refused to admit—that they had used 
illegal substances. Yet when MLB executives appeared before the committee, the 
legislators “all but scorned” their denials that baseball had a drug problem. Despite 
more than eleven hours of testimony, the committee remained unconvinced. “I 
have not been reassured one bit,” Representative Steven Lynch of Massachusetts 
concluded.14 Obviously, the baseball executives failed to provide sufficient evi-
dence to overcome the committee’s doubts.

There are, of course, no set rules to determine what constitutes sufficient 
evidence. In the final analysis, that depends on your audience—their existing 
knowledge and beliefs, their attitude toward the topic and the speaker, and their 
willingness to take the evidence you present at face value. That is one more reason 
to always analyze your audience carefully.
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Warrants

Warrants are the general assumptions, principles, or rules that connect our evi-
dence to our claims. Suppose, for example, that a politician claims that his op-
ponent in the election is “unfit for office.” And suppose further that he bases that 
claim on the fact that his opponent never served in the military. In this debate, the 
evidence may not be in dispute; the candidate’s service record is a matter of public 
record. But does fitness for office require military service? Is the claim that the can-
didate is unfit for office warranted by the fact that she did not serve in the military? 
In this case, the argument turns not on the evidence but on a general principle: 
that politicians who have not served in the military are unfit for office. For most 
Americans, of course, that would be a dubious assumption. Military service may 
contribute to one’s fitness for office, but few would agree that military service is a 
necessary qualification.

Some warrants may already be accepted by your audience and may go un-
stated in your argument. In the United States, for instance, most listeners would 
agree that under our Constitution, everyone is entitled to fair and equal treatment 
under the law. Thus, we may use that warrant to link evidence about a particular 
policy—say, racial profiling by police—to the claim that the policy is unconstitu-
tional. In that argument, there would be little need to back up or even state the 
warrant; most Americans agree that our Constitution entitles us to fair and equal 
treatment. Our main burden, then, would be to prove that racial profiling does 
exist, and that it violates the principle of “fair and equal treatment” under the law.

When we invoke general rules or principles that are themselves controversial, 
we may need to provide backing for those warrants. Returning to our earlier ex-
ample, suppose that our hypothetical candidate claimed that his opponent was 
unfit for office because she was divorced or because she was gay. Does either of 
these characteristics warrant the argument that she is unfit for office? Fifty or sixty 
years ago, many people did view divorce as a moral failing that disqualified people 
from high political office. Today, some people still think one’s sexual preference is 
a relevant political credential. Yet in an age of greater social tolerance, divorced 
candidates are now routinely elected to political office, and in many communities, 
homosexuality is no longer a political liability. The point, of course, is that war-
rants themselves are sometimes controversial and that you may need to back them 
up with additional support.

The Burden of Proof

There is no such thing as an argument that is “reasonable” under any and all cir-
cumstances. What qualifies as a reasonable argument in one situation may not 
seem so reasonable in another, depending on the audience and the situation. One 
way to anticipate what might be considered a reasonable argument is to reflect on 
your burden of proof. Although meeting your burden of proof does not guarantee 
that you will “win” a debate, it does mean that you have made an argument that 
is at least reasonable enough to warrant serious consideration and further debate.

As we noted in the previous chapter, the theory of presumption and burden of 
proof is most familiar in the legal context. We have all heard how, in a court of law, 
we are presumed innocent until proven guilty. That means that a defendant has the 
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presumption of innocence; the prosecution has the burden of proof. In civil cases, 
that burden of proof means that the prosecution must prove the defendant guilty 
by a preponderance of evidence, whereas in criminal cases, the burden of proof is 
greater: beyond a reasonable doubt. Because more is at stake in a criminal trial, it 
makes sense that our system demands a higher burden of proof.

In public debates, the burden of proof is not so clearly defined, but there are 
certain expectations about what constitutes a reasonable case. In debates over 
public policy, for example, advocates of change have the burden of proof because 
change involves risk—because it means abandoning the known for the unknown. 
Advocates of new policies are therefore expected to establish, first, that there is 
some need for change. Then we expect them to present a specific plan, not only 
describing their proposed policy or program, but also explaining how it is to be 
implemented, funded, and enforced or administered. Finally, we expect policy ad-
vocates to prove that their plan is workable—that is, it is feasible, will solve some 
problem, and perhaps even produce some benefits or advantages over other pos-
sible solutions. In sum, a reasonable argument for a policy change provides at 
least preliminary answers to these questions: Why do we need a new policy? What 
would that new policy entail? How would the plan be implemented? Would it be 
workable and solve the problem? And why should we prefer that plan over other 
alternatives?

A reasonable argument does not end but begins the discussion. If you make an 
argument that is, on its first face, reasonable (in Latin, a prima facie case), you have 
a right to expect that your listeners will take it seriously. At the same time, you 
should be willing to defend your position, perhaps responding to questions or even 
offering additional arguments and evidence. Part of making a reasonable argument 
is remaining open to further discussion. Democratic deliberation is an ongoing 
conversation, and you should never expect to have the “final word.”

THE FORMS OF REASONING

Preview. The process of reaching a sound conclusion involves reasoning, or the 
process of drawing inferences from known facts. Reasoning always involves some 
mental leap from the known to the unknown. There are four common types of 
reasoning: inductive, deductive, causal, and analogical. Understanding these types 
of reasoning and how they work can help you build solid, well-reasoned persuasive 
speeches.

Rarely do the facts speak for themselves. More commonly, we must reason from 
facts to conclusions, asking our audience to accept certain inferences we make. 
Thus, for example, we may know that 1,200 respondents to a poll said they 
planned to vote for the incumbent in an upcoming election—by a margin, say, of 
55 to 45 percent. But to predict the outcome of the election based on that evidence 
involves several assumptions and inferential leaps. First, of course, we assume that 
the respondents did not lie to the pollster. More important, we trust that those 
1,200 respondents are representative of the larger population. Finally, we assume 
that no major events will change voters’ minds between the time the survey was 
taken and election day. In short, we assume a lot when we reason from a poll to a 
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prediction of how an election will turn out. All that we really know is how 1,200 
people said they planned to vote. To predict the outcome of the election from that 
evidence requires an inferential leap.

The process of making inferential leaps is called reasoning, and it commonly 
assumes one of four forms: (1) inductive reasoning, where we reason from spe-
cific instances to a more general conclusion, (2) deductive reasoning, or reasoning 
from an accepted generalization to a conclusion about a particular case, (3) causal
reasoning, which means reasoning from cause to effect or effect to cause, and (4) 
analogical reasoning, in which we reason that what is true of one case will be true 
of a similar case. Each of these types of reasoning involves inferences; none leads to 
conclusions that are absolute or certain. All lead to probable conclusions, with the 
strength of those conclusions dependent on the strength of our evidence and the 
quality of our reasoning.

Inductive Reasoning

Inductive reasoning involves reasoning from a set of specific examples or a series 
of observations to a general conclusion. So, for example, we may investigate ten 
medical malpractice cases in order to draw a more general conclusion about the 
typical case—and whether such cases tend to be justified or frivolous. Polls and 
surveys also rely on inductive reasoning, of course, because they generalize from a 
small but representative sample to some larger population. So, too, do many other 
kinds of scientific research rely on inductive reasoning: the forester reasons induc-
tively about the threat posed by pine beetles after examining only a sample of trees; 
the sociologist interviews a sample of juvenile delinquents before drawing conclu-
sions about what, in general, motivates such bad behavior; and the communication 
researcher tests reactions to violent images on a small group of experimental sub-
jects before drawing larger conclusions about the effects of media violence.

The strength of inductive reasoning rests on the number of cases examined 
and the representativeness of those cases. The first questions one should ask 
about inductive reasoning are thus obvious: How many examples support the 
generalization? And is that a sufficient number to warrant the generalization? 
Representativeness is a trickier matter because it requires us to think about the 
characteristics that might be most relevant to the generalization. When design-
ing election surveys, for example, pollsters go to great lengths to design samples 
that reflect all the characteristics that they think might affect how one votes: age, 
gender, race, education, income, occupation, party affiliation, and so on. Similarly, 
it would be crucial to ask, when generalizing about the problem of medical mal-
practice, whether the cases examined were typical of malpractice suits. Did the 
cases involve errors commonly made by doctors? Or were they the sort of “freak 
accidents” that make headlines but do not commonly occur?

When reasoning inductively, you should qualify your claims carefully, avoiding 
sweeping generalizations based on just one or two examples. You might also attach 
reservations to your claim, identifying conditions under which your generalization 
may not hold true. Thus, a pollster might conclude that the incumbent president 
will win reelection—unless there is a major crisis or an economic downturn before 
election day.



The Forms of Reasoning 365

Finally, inductive reasoning can be strengthened by testimony and statistics 
that establish the reliability or representativeness of your examples. Are experts 
willing to testify that your examples are typical of those they have encountered 
in their research? Do statistics show that the examples you cite are common or 
widespread? In inductive reasoning, it is important not only that you have enough
examples but also that your examples are both true and typical.

Deductive Reasoning

Deductive reasoning is the process of drawing conclusions about specific cases 
based on inferences from a generally accepted premise or principle. A classic ex-
ample of deductive reasoning, called a syllogism, looks like this:

A. All Democrats are liberal. (major premise)
B. My neighbor Tim is a Democrat. (minor premise)
C. Therefore, we may conclude that Tim is a liberal. (conclusion)

Most of us do not think or talk this formally, of course, and in the real world very 
few universal premises—like “all Democrats are liberal”—hold true. As a practical 
matter, then, we more commonly reason from qualified premises (“Most Democrats 
are liberal”) to probable conclusions (“My neighbor Tim is probably liberal”).

Suppose, for example, that you were trying to persuade an audience that we 
cannot win the war in Afghanistan because we are fighting an indigenous, or “home-
grown,” religious insurgency. Your claim is that we cannot win; perhaps you have 
evidence that the insurgency is indigenous and motivated by religious beliefs. What’s 
missing, of course, is what we earlier called the warrant: the assumption that, in gen-
eral, indigenous religious insurgencies are difficult to defeat. Of course, history may 
show that it is not always true that indigenous religious insurgencies prevail in wars 
on their home turf, and you may also discover evidence that some of the Afghan 
insurgents are neither homegrown nor religiously motivated. Thus, you would want 
to qualify your argument: “It will be difficult to win the war in Afghanistan because 
many of the insurgents are indigenous and motivated by strong religious beliefs.”

Often speakers do not even state their premises because they are already ac-
cepted by their audience. That is, they assume that the audience will supply the 
missing premise from their own store of beliefs and values. Thus, for example, we 
might assume that our audience already believes that “politicians who have lied in 
the past will lie in the future.” If we can prove that a particular politician has lied 
in the past, our audience will probably accept the conclusion that he or she is likely 
to lie again. This sort of reasoning is called a rhetorical syllogism, or enthymeme.
It reflects how we typically construct deductive arguments in everyday talk. If our 
audience does, in fact, already accept our general premises, these arguments can be 
persuasive.

If your audience is likely to be skeptical of your premises, you should not only 
state them but also provide evidence to back them up. Suppose, for example, that 
you want to argue for a ban on selling carbonated soft drinks in school vending 
machines. Your deductive reasoning may look something like this:

Major premise: Sugary carbonated sodas are the major cause of an epidemic 
of obesity and related health problems in America.



366 CHAPTER 15 Arguing Persuasively

Minor premise: School vending machines are the chief source of carbonated 
sodas for millions of young people.

Conclusion: Therefore, banning the sale of carbonated sodas in school vend-
ing machines is the best way to combat the epidemic of obesity and related 
health problems.

As with all deductive reasoning, the persuasiveness of this argument depends, 
in part, on whether you can prove that school vending machines are the “chief 
source” of carbonated sodas consumed by young people. But it also depends on 
whether your audience is willing to accept the major premise: “Sugary carbonated 
sodas are a major cause of an epidemic of obesity and related health problems 
in America.” Thus, just to be sure, you might provide backing for that warrant, 
quoting something like the following statement from the Center for Science in the 
Public Interest:

More than two-thirds of Americans are overweight or obese, and soft drinks are the only 
food or beverage that has been shown to increase the risk of ...obesity. Obesity costs 
$95 billion a year in medical expenditures....Obesity also causes numerous other problems, 
including reduced self-esteem and lower productivity ...

Several scientific studies have shown that soft drinks are directly related to weight gain. 
Weight gain is a prime risk factor for type 2 diabetes, heart attacks, strokes, and cancer. 
Frequent consumption of soft drinks is also linked to osteoporosis, tooth decay, and dental 
erosion.15

Causal Reasoning

Another everyday form of inference is causal reasoning—reasoning from effect to 
cause, or from cause to effect. Suppose, for example, that we notice a significant 
increase in crime or a decrease in the number of traffic deaths across the nation. 
We naturally want to know about the causes of these trends. By the same token, 
we often want to know what effects might result from some change in policy. What 
impact will a proposed welfare reform policy have on the number of people on 
welfare? Would allowing Social Security recipients to invest in private accounts 
help solve the system’s financial crisis or provide more secure retirements for the 
elderly? These sorts of questions invite causal reasoning.

Causal reasoning is at the heart of all scientific investigation. In trying to solve 
the mysteries of the world, researchers routinely reason from cause to effect and 
effect to cause. What causes some volcanoes to violently explode, while others 
lay dormant for centuries? What caused the great chestnut forests of the eastern 
United States to disappear? What are the causes of the increase in high school 
dropouts in recent years?16 Why do some people become sexual predators, prey-
ing on innocent children? These are just a few of the questions scientists and social 
scientists are trying to answer through causal reasoning.

Scientists know just how difficult it can be to establish causation. In the natu-
ral world, causation is often complex, involving multiple causes or chains of cau-
sation. What is the cause of declining songbird populations? The answer is that 
there is no single cause. Some ornithologists point to climatic change, acid rain, 
or disappearing habitat as the primary culprits. Others emphasize the destruction 
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of nesting habitats resulting from the planting of nonnative shrubs, competition 
or parasitism among different species of birds, or the proliferation of such preda-
tors as domestic cats, gray squirrels, and raptors. No doubt still more causes will 
be discovered as the research continues. The decline in songbird populations is a 
complex problem with multiple and dynamic causes. It is impossible to point the 
finger at any single cause.

Imagine how much more difficult it can be to prove what causes humans to do 
some of the things they do! What causes the anorexic literally to starve herself to 
death, or the bulimic to binge and purge? What leads people to a life of crime or 
to a life of violence against others? Why do some people become obsessive about 
their work, neglecting their families and all of the pleasures of life just to “get 
ahead”? Again, these are complex questions with no simple answers. Even more 
than the natural world, human behavior involves systems of multiple and interre-
lated causes that even the best experts have difficulty sorting out.

In short, establishing causation is rarely simple. The responsible speaker rec-
ognizes the difficulty of proving causation and seeks out the best information and 
evidence available from reputable sources. The responsible advocate also qualifies
his or her causal claims, acknowledging that we can rarely assert causal claims 
with absolute certainty or talk about any single factor as the cause of a complex 
problem.

Analogical Reasoning

Consider the following two arguments, both of which you have probably heard 
before in one form or another:

1. Our economy is headed toward another Great Depression. We must act 
boldly to shore up the banking industry, stimulate the economy, and create 
new jobs before our entire financial system collapses, as it did in the 1930s.

2. Politics is like a horse race. It doesn’t matter who’s first out of the gate, and 
even the best horses occasionally stumble. True champions have stamina, 
perseverance, and the courage to let others take the early lead. But as the race 
heats up, true champions emerge out of the pack, charging to the front with 
the race on the line. They have a nose for the finish line.

Both of these arguments are based on comparisons. Both illustrate analogical 
reasoning, where we conclude that what is true of one case will also be true of 
the other. Yet are the two arguments equally logical? Of course not. In the first 
example, we are comparing one economic crisis to another. This is what we call a 
literal analogy, comparing two similar examples. In the second, we are comparing 
electoral politics to a horse race. That is a figurative analogy, like the metaphors 
discussed in Chapter 10. Figurative analogies may be useful for illustrating a point 
or giving a speech stylistic color. But they rarely prove anything. If we hope to 
make serious, logically compelling analogical arguments, we should rely upon lit-
eral analogies.

The explanation for this is simple: the logical strength of analogical reason-
ing rests on the degree of similarity between the cases being compared. So, for 
example, if we really hoped to convince people that we are headed for “another 
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Great Depression,” it would be important to establish as many similarities as pos-
sible between today’s economic conditions and those of the 1930s. Similarly, if we 
advocated a new recycling program for our city, it would be important to establish 
that such a program has worked well in a similar city—a city with the same popu-
lation, perhaps, or one that has similar waste management problems. In short, the 
more similar the cases, the stronger the analogical argument. That is why figurative 
analogies carry little persuasive weight.

Analogical reasoning is most frequently used in policy arguments. When pro-
posing a new policy, you should investigate whether similar policies have been 
tried elsewhere. Then you can draw your evidence from places where the policy 
already has worked. During the late 1990s, for example, welfare reform swept the 
nation, with state after state setting tougher eligibility requirements and adopting a 
variety of new policies to encourage aid recipients to find work. Overall, these re-
forms reduced the welfare rolls nationwide by more than half. Yet what worked in 

FIGURE 15.2

Political cartoonists historically have compared the presidential election to a horse race. In this 
cartoon from 1860, Abraham Lincoln is depicted as the lead horse in the race for the White 
House, while his chief competitors are slowed by riders representing slavery, the Dred Scott 
decision, and a newspaper that obstructs the rider’s vision.
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one state did not necessarily work in another, even though all the policies reflected 
the Clinton administration’s goal of “ending welfare as we know it.”17

Like all forms of reasoning, analogical reasoning involves a leap from the 
known to the unknown. In policy arguments, we may know that a particular pro-
gram has worked in the past. But we never know for certain what the future will 
bring, nor can we identify all the circumstances that might affect how well a par-
ticular policy works. Thus, analogical arguments, like all arguments, should be 
qualified at the appropriate level of certainty. Based on the fact that a policy has 
worked in the past, we can conclude that it may or even probably will work in 
the future. But we can never say that with certainty; the future is always, to some 
extent, unknown.

FALLACIES OF REASONING AND EVIDENCE

Preview. Arguments are unsound when they have flaws of reasoning or evidence, 
called fallacies. Common fallacies occur when speakers draw irrelevant conclusions, 
employ faulty reasoning, provide insufficient evidence, or indulge in personal attacks.

As we have pointed out, any claim is only as good as the reasoning and evidence 
that support it. Many things can go wrong during the reasoning process, leading 
one to draw a faulty conclusion. Following are some common fallacies of reason-
ing and evidence that ought to be avoided by speakers—and rejected by listeners. 
Also sometimes known by the Latin names given to them centuries ago, the falla-
cies may be categorized as follows:

j Fallacies of relevance
j Fallacies of faulty reasoning
j Fallacies of inadequate evidence
j Fallacies of personal attack

Fallacies of Relevance

Fallacies of relevance occur when a speaker, in effect, changes the subject, talking 
about matters that are simply not relevant to the issue at hand. Fallacies of rel-
evance are sometimes deliberately employed to distract audiences and divert atten-
tion away from the real issues.

Appeal to Ignorance (Ad Ignorantiam) Speakers sometimes try to convince us 
that because something has never been proven wrong, it must be right! If a friend 
told you that it has never been proven that aliens from other planets have not visited 
earth, would that persuade you that aliens have visited us? Of course not! Yet we 
hear similar arguments every day from people who do not really have any evidence 
to prove their claims. A legislator, for example, might offer the following argument:

I am convinced that my bill to require teachers to lead schoolchildren in reciting the 
Pledge of Allegiance each day will increase patriotism among young people. So far, no one 
has proven that I’m wrong about this. Why would anyone oppose teaching our kids to be 
more patriotic?

Define 
and

describe some 
common
fallacies of 
reasoning and 
evidence.

15.4

Explore the Concept
“Perception” at
MyCommunicationLab
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True, nobody can prove that reciting the Pledge will not make children more pa-
triotic. Yet neither does this legislator cite any evidence that it would increase 
patriotism.

The ad ignorantiam fallacy may assume the opposite form as well: just because 
something has not been proven true does not mean that it is false. In the following 
example, a student committed the ad ignorantiam fallacy in an argument about 
television’s effects on children:

So we’ve seen that while there are instances of some children acting violently after watch-
ing television—and while some studies indicate that television violence can desensitize 
children to violent acts—no one has been able to establish a direct link between TV and 
violence. We can only conclude that television is not to blame for violent behavior among 
children.

This student may be right that nobody has established a “direct link” between TV 
and violence. But his own evidence suggests the possibility of such a link, and the 
fact that nobody has proven that connection conclusively does not prove that there 
is no link between TV and violence.

Appeal to Popular Beliefs (Ad Populum) Sometimes known as a bandwagon
appeal, this fallacy occurs when a speaker urges listeners to accept something 
simply because so many others accept it. Many of us are tempted to “follow the 
crowd,” and public speakers sometimes take advantage of this by urging us to do 
something because “everybody is doing it.” Knowing that other people support an 
idea or a policy is certainly one piece of information that you may want to take 
into account. But that fact alone should not be persuasive.

In a democracy, the majority rules, of course, so the fact that 63 percent of 
Americans support some plan may be one reason for adopting it. But majority sup-
port does not prove that it is a good policy—that it will solve some problem or serve 
the national interest. In American history, the majority has been proven wrong on 
more than one occasion, and over time minority views sometimes become the major-
ity view. In the following excerpt, for example, we hear a line of argument commonly 
used to silence debate over controversial wars. It was an argument heard during the 
Vietnam War, which most Americans initially supported but later came to oppose:

The polls are clear, the people have spoken: the vast majority of Americans supports this 
war. The time for dissent has passed, and now is the time to support our men and women in 
uniform, no matter how we feel about the war.

There may well be good reasons for supporting our troops regardless of how we 
feel about a war. And in a democracy, majority opinion must be respected. Yet in 
a free society, we should never allow an appeal to popular beliefs to silence debate 
over the merits of an idea or policy.

The Non Sequitur Non sequitur is Latin for “it does not follow.” In other words, 
this fallacy occurs when a conclusion does not follow logically from the arguments and 
evidence that precede it. In a sense, all logical fallacies are more specific types of non 
sequiturs. But when the problem with an argument is that, in general, the evidence is 
simply not relevant to the claim, we say that the speaker has committed a non sequitur.
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To continue with our previous example, suppose now that our pro-war 
speaker began the same way: “The polls are clear ...the vast majority of Americans 
supports this war.” Instead of concluding that we should stop criticizing the war 
because a majority supports it, however, suppose that our speaker now says the 
following: “So, as we can see, the president’s decision to go to war was constitu-
tional under his powers as commander in chief.” Here the problem is not that the 
speaker is asking us to jump on the bandwagon, but that public support for the 
war simply has nothing to do with whether the president’s actions were legal under 
the Constitution. That is a question for experts in constitutional law, not a matter 
to be resolved by public opinion.

Appeal to Tradition (Ad Verecundiam) You have probably heard this fallacy 
expressed this way: “We’ve never done it that way before.” Or perhaps you have 
heard it expressed another way: “This is the way we’ve always done it.” People get 
set in their ways, and speakers sometimes exploit this fact to argue against change. 
An advocate of change does have the burden of proof in a policy debate, but that 
does not mean that those who oppose change can simply respond, “We’ve always 
done it this way.” Tradition is not, in itself, a good reason for sticking with the 
status quo.

Appeals to tradition are often heard in contexts where the ideas or poli-
cies being challenged have a long history. So, for example, the Virginia Military 
Institute (VMI) appealed to tradition for many years to justify excluding women 
from its programs. In 1996, however, the Supreme Court, in United States v. 
Virginia et al., ruled that women had a right to attend VMI under the equal pro-
tection clause of the Constitution.18 Similarly, students at Texas A&M University 
resisted for many  years ef-
forts to end a 90-year tradi-
tion of building “the world’s 
largest bonfire” on the eve 
of their annual football ri-
valry with the University of 
Texas. Yet after the 59-foot-
high structure collapsed in 
1999, killing 12 students 
and injuring 27 others, ar-
guments about safety and li-
ability finally prevailed over 
appeals to tradition.19

Tradition can be a 
good thing, of course, but 
it is unreasonable to use it 
as a shield against compel-
ling arguments for change. 
Change involves risk, 
and advocates of change 
must meet their burden of 
proof. But if they meet that 

At Texas A&M 
University, it 
took a terrible 
tragedy to over-
come appeals to 
tradition, as a log 
structure built 
for the “world’s 
largest bonfire” 
collapsed, killing 
twelve students. 
Rescue workers 
are shown here 
responding to the 
tragedy.
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burden, they have a right to a real debate, not a deflection of their arguments 
by appeals to tradition.

The Red Herring Fallacy The term red herring comes from an old practice of 
using the strong odor of smoked herring to throw hunting dogs off the track of a 
fox, either as a training exercise or to keep them out of farmers’ fields. In argumen-
tation theory, a red herring is an attempt to throw an audience off track by raising 
an irrelevant, often highly emotional issue that prevents critical examination of an 
issue. In a debate over whether prayer ought to be allowed in the public schools, 
for example, an advocate may divert attention from the real issues by declaring, 
“The issue here is whether we are going to allow atheists to determine what hap-
pens in our schools.” Many who oppose prayer in schools, of course, are not athe-
ists at all, but are simply concerned about the separation of church and state. The 
real issue is not the threat posed by atheists, but whether school prayer violates the 
Constitution.

Consider another example of how a red herring might distract attention from the 
real issue at stake. Imagine a defense lawyer saying the following:

My client is a fine, upstanding citizen who has spent his life in community service. He was 
a Boy Scout leader, sang in his church choir, and coached Little League. This man has 
lived in this town all his life and never has been charged with a crime. Would such a man 
embezzle money from his employer?

Perhaps it is hard to imagine such a man embezzling money, but his attorney has 
avoided the real issue here. The man’s guilt or innocence must be established by the 
evidence, not by a recitation of his personal virtues. The introduction of his exemplary 
life is a red herring, designed to distract attention from the real issue at hand.

The Straw Man Fallacy In the straw man fallacy, a speaker attributes a flimsy, 
easy-to-refute argument to his opponent, and then proceeds to demolish it. In the 
process, of course, the speaker misrepresents the opponent’s real position. In some 
cases, the speaker may even try to make the opponent look silly for making such 
a ridiculous argument. So, for example, an environmentalist might portray a so-
called wise use advocate—one who supports some logging or mining on public 
lands—as favoring “the sale of our national forests to the highest bidder.” That 
exaggerates the position of the wise use advocate, creating a straw man that is easy 
to attack.

Straw men have been prominent in debates over welfare reform in the United 
States. The following example is hypothetical, but it sounds like some of the argu-
ments actually heard during the welfare debates of the late 1990s:

We need to find ways to reform the welfare system so that our tax dollars are not wasted 
on those who just want a free handout. Opponents of reform believe that anyone who 
doesn’t want to work shouldn’t have to. They argue that if a woman wants to have children 
out of wedlock, well, that’s her right, and the state should take care of those children. I, for 
one, disagree with those who think that taxpayers’ money ought to be used to encourage 
people not to work, not to get married, or to have more children out of wedlock. My oppo-
nents want to continue this culture of welfare dependency that has cost taxpayers billions 
of dollars. I say the time has come for a new approach.
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Opponents of welfare reform never made such arguments, of course. At the time, 
almost everybody agreed about the need for reform. The real debate was over what 
sorts of policies might get people off welfare and end the “culture of dependency.” 
The welfare advocate who favored “free handouts” and wanted to see more chil-
dren born out of wedlock was a straw man.

These fallacies—appeal to ignorance, appeal to popular beliefs, the non sequi-
tur, appeal to tradition, the red herring, and the straw man—all produce conclu-
sions that do not follow logically from the evidence. They are all ways to distract 
attention from the real issues at stake. When employed intentionally, they violate 
the spirit of deliberating in good faith.

Fallacies of Faulty Reasoning

Fallacies of reasoning are errors in analogical or causal arguments, or they might 
involve “arguing in circles” or creating false choices. Like fallacies of relevance, 
fallacies of faulty reasoning may be unintentional, reflecting only fuzzy think-
ing on the part of a speaker. Or they may be used deliberately as propaganda 
techniques.

The False Dilemma The false dilemma is a fallacy that occurs when a speaker 
suggests that we have only two alternatives, when, in fact, more than two alterna-
tives exist. Typically this takes the form of an either/or proposition: “Either we 
fight to win in Afghanistan, or we ‘cut and run’ as we did in Vietnam.” This reason-
ing is faulty, of course, because there are a number of policy options between the 
extremes of all-out escalation and total retreat.

The false dilemma is routinely evident in budget debates. Consider, for ex-
ample, the following passage:

The budget deficit has once again become a serious threat to our economy and to the 
future welfare of our children. The only way to make sure that the budget deficit doesn’t 
continue to grow out of hand is to cut social programs. Some people may be hurt by this, 
but we have no choice—either we cut these programs, or we run the risk of huge budget 
deficits that will stop our economic growth and create a huge burden for the next genera-
tion of American taxpayers.

The problem here, of course, is that other choices are possible. One choice is to do 
nothing and see whether an improving economy takes care of the budget deficit. 
Another is to raise taxes to bring down the deficit. Still another is to combine cuts 
in social programs with tax increases. Perhaps radical cuts in social programs re-
ally are needed, but that remains to be proven. To say that we must either make 
drastic cuts or suffer huge budget deficits is a false dilemma.

The false dilemma may assume more complex forms, of course, proposing 
three or more false alternatives. Thus, for example, an advocate may say that 
we must do one of three or four things—or face horrible consequences. Again, 
what determines whether such reasoning is fallacious is not the number of al-
ternatives per se, but whether the advocate has listed all the realistic alterna-
tives. In dealing with complex issues, we typically have many options, so we 
should always be suspicious of those who say that we have only one or two 
choices.
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Begging the Question Begging the question occurs when a speaker makes a 
claim that assumes the very thing he or she hopes to prove. This typically takes 
the form of circular reasoning, in which the speaker offers no support for a claim, 
but instead simply restates the claim itself in different words. Thus, for example, a 
speaker may claim that “illegal immigrants are a drain on our nation’s economy.” 
When asked for evidence, the response may be: “Well, we all know that illegal im-
migrants use expensive social services yet pay no taxes.” Here the speaker has not 
offered any evidence for the original assertion, but has simply restated the original 
claim in different, more specific terms. In effect, the speaker is offering one unsup-
ported assertion as support for the other.

Speakers often attempt to disguise efforts to beg the question with words such 
as obviously, of course, or as we all know. So, for example, a speaker may say the 
following:

As we all know, capital punishment deters crime. Obviously, potential criminals will think 
twice before committing a crime if they know they will be executed if they are caught. With 
capital punishment reinstated in every state, we would, of course, see a dramatic reduction 
in the murder rate.

This speaker claims that capital punishment deters crime. But what is her evi-
dence? When forced to support her contention, she simply restated the same claim 
in another way, speculating that criminals “obviously” would “think twice” if they 
faced execution.

The Faulty Analogy As we noted earlier, the strength of analogical reasoning de-
pends on the similarity of the two things being compared. When speakers compare 
things that are not, in fact, similar, they commit the fallacy of faulty analogy. There 
are no specific rules for when an analogy becomes “faulty,” but figurative analogies—
almost by definition—are logically faulty. Literal analogies may provide support for an 
argument, but the legitimacy of such comparisons is always open to debate. Suppose, 
for example, that an opponent of stricter gun control made the following argument:

Gun control is not a new idea. In Nazi Germany, guns were confiscated to prevent any 
groups from taking actions that might have undermined Hitler. In Cuba, Castro made sure 
that no one but his own Communist followers had guns. Whenever dictators want to stifle 
opposition, they take away people’s guns. Now we have men and women in Washington 
who want to pass new gun control legislation and take away your guns.

Is the speaker’s comparison of gun control advocates in America to Hitler and 
Castro legitimate? Are the similarities between the United States and Nazi 
Germany—or between the United States and Cuba—sufficient to warrant such 
comparisons? The analogies used by this speaker certainly add pathos to the argu-
ment, but scaring listeners is not the same as arguing logically. From a logical point 
of view, this may well be a faulty analogy, ignoring important political and cultural 
differences between the nations being compared. In addition, the analogy wrongly 
equates all gun control measures with the confiscation of guns. Not only is this 
argument based on a faulty analogy, but it also creates a straw man.

The Slippery Slope The fallacy of the slippery slope occurs when a speaker claims 
that some cause will inevitably lead to undesirable effects, ultimately resulting in 
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some worst-case scenario. If you take the first step down the slippery slope—or so 
the reasoning goes—you will quickly slide all the way to the bottom. Again, op-
ponents of gun control are probably guilty of this fallacy when they insist that any 
gun control legislation inevitably will lead to the confiscation of all guns. The slip-
pery slope can also be heard in debates over rising tuition costs, as in this passage 
from a student speech:

The Board of Trustees is once again considering raising tuition next year. This is a danger-
ous action and threatens to undermine the very foundation of public education. A state 
university is supposed to serve the interests of the citizens of the state; if this tuition in-
crease is implemented, it will be the first step in an ever-increasing spiral of rising costs 
for students. Eventually, only the rich will be able to attend our state universities and have 
the opportunity to get a college education.

Of course, it is not necessarily fallacious to argue that some action will lead to 
bad consequences down the road. We reason like that every day—for example, in 
arguing that bad eating habits lead to health problems. The slippery slope, how-
ever, treats probable or possible causal links as certain and inevitable, and it preys 
on fears of the worst-case scenario.

These fallacies—false alternatives, begging the question, the faulty analogy, 
and the slippery slope—are all perversions of otherwise legitimate forms of reason-
ing. It is not the form of reasoning per se that leads to fallacious arguments, but 
rather faulty assumptions and unwarranted inferential leaps in otherwise legiti-
mate forms of reasoning.

Fallacies of Inadequate Evidence

Fallacies of inadequate evidence occur when a speaker simply does not have suf-
ficient evidence to back up his or her claim. Generally, speakers who commit these 
errors have some but not enough evidence to prove their claims.

False Cause (Post Hoc, Ergo Propter Hoc) The false cause fallacy occurs when 
a speaker confuses a chronological relationship with a causal one. It is often known 
by its Latin name, post hoc, ergo propter hoc—“after this, therefore because of 
this.” Simply because one event precedes another, of course, does not mean that it 
caused it. Crime may decline after a new gun control law is passed, but that does 
not prove that the legislation caused the decline. The economy may improve in the 
wake of tax cuts, but that does not mean that tax cuts caused the improvement. As 
we noted earlier, most political, economic, and social trends have complex, often 
multiple causes that may be difficult to sort out. In their effort to simplify explana-
tions, advocates sometimes oversimplify causation, and that often takes the form 
of the post hoc fallacy.

The Hasty Generalization The hasty generalization fallacy occurs when a speaker 
generalizes from too few examples. Perhaps the speaker observed but a handful of 
students at one university before concluding that all college students are binge drink-
ers. Or maybe she talked to just three senior citizens before generalizing that all 
seniors suffer from depression. In either case, the speaker committed a hasty general-
ization. He or she drew a sweeping generalization based on too few examples.
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Consider the following argument from a student speech about funding for 
public schools in poor neighborhoods. Drawing on his personal experience, the 
student made the following argument:

Last spring I spent three weeks as an observer in one of these poor schools. What I saw 
was lazy teachers and lazy students. Everyone seemed to be going through the motions. 
Students weren’t motivated to learn and teachers were just too tired and frustrated to 
try to get anything out of these kids. I don’t believe that pouring money into these poor 
schools will help them much. People just won’t do things they don’t want to do.

HIGHLIGHTING THE 
POST HOC FALLACY

As is often the case in long-running, highly emotional 
public debates, both sides in the gun control debate 
have been guilty of logical fallacies. Indeed, one can 
often find the same logical fallacies committed by 
advocates both for and against gun control. Consider, 
first, the following argument against gun control:

“The only policy that effectively reduces public 
shootings is right-to-carry laws. Allowing citizens 
to carry concealed handguns reduces violent crime.  
In the 31 states that have passed right-to-carry 
laws since the mid-1980s, the number of multiple 
victim public shootings and other violent crimes 
has dropped dramatically. Murders fell by 7.65 
percent, rapes by 5.2 percent, aggravated assaults 
by 7 percent, and robberies by 3 percent.”

Handgun control advocates respond that the 
evidence actually shows that gun control laws work, 
particularly at the state and local level. Some cite 
the 1974 Bartley-Fox law in Massachusetts, which 
required licensing for carrying a handgun outside 
of one’s home or office. Enforced with a mandatory 
prison sentence, the law reportedly reduced homicides 
in Massachusetts by 50 percent and armed robberies 
by 35 percent. Supporters of the law cited research 
by Glenn Pierce and William Bowers of Northeastern 
University in support of their argument.

Unfortunately, both sides in the debate committed 
the post hoc fallacy, reasoning that because a drop 
in crime occurred after some new legislation was 
passed, the legislation must have caused the drop. In 
the quoted example, from the Phyllis Schlafly Report, 

an advocate opposed to gun control claims that 
“right-to-carry” laws “effectively reduce[d]” public 
shootings and violent crime. This claim is supported by 
statistics on falling crime rates since the mid-1980s
in states that have passed such laws.  In response, the 
pro-handgun control advocates argue that stricter 
state and local gun control laws “work” to lower 
handgun crime—another causal claim.  Again, the 
claim is supported by statistics on falling crime rates.

Violent crime fell generally in the United States in 
the late 1980s and 1990s, and a number of factors 
may have contributed to that trend. Moreover, neither 
Schlafly nor the gun control advocates provide us 
with the comparative data necessary to prove that 
declining crime rates can be attributed to the passage 
of new legislation. Schlafly provides no data from 
states that did not pass “right to carry” laws, so 
we have no way of knowing whether crime declined 
any faster in states that passed such laws than in 
those that did not. Likewise, the pro-gun-control 
argument provides no basis for comparison to other 
states. In addition, it doesn’t even make clear when 
Massachusetts’s drop in crime occurred, except 
that it occurred “after”—post hoc—passage of the 
new handgun control law. Gary N. Curtis, author of 
The Fallacy Files, concludes, “The very fact that 
comparative information is not supplied in each 
argument is suspicious, since it suggests that it would 
have weakened the case.”

Source: “Post Hoc,” The Fallacy Files, www.fallacyfiles.org/
posthocf.html (accessed April 6, 2012).

The Gun Control Debate

www.fallacyfiles.org/posthocf.html
www.fallacyfiles.org/posthocf.html
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In this case, of course, the student probably did not actually observe “every-
one” in the school. Moreover, all of the teachers and students he observed were 
from just this one school. To generalize about all “poor schools” based on this 
limited experience would be to commit a hasty generalization. Most reasonable 
people would agree that generalizing from just one school is unwarranted and 
fallacious.

These two fallacies—the false cause (post hoc) and the hasty generalization—
occur when conclusions are drawn without sufficient evidence to support them. 
Evidence that one thing occurred after another does not prove causation, and 
sound inductive reasoning requires more than just one or two examples.

Fallacies of Personal Attack

Personal attacks are perhaps the most troubling fallacies because they contribute 
to the negative tone of our politics and “turn off” many citizens. Fallacies of per-
sonal attack are sometimes used deliberately to shift attention away from the real 
issues at hand. They substitute name-calling or character assassination for engage-
ment of other people’s arguments.

The Ad Hominem Fallacy Unfortunately, the ad hominem fallacy has become 
increasingly familiar in our political life. Although the character, integrity, or even 
intelligence of a political candidate may be a legitimate “issue” during an election 
campaign, too often attacks on the person are substituted for arguments about a 
candidate’s ideas or proposals.

Here is an example of an ad hominem fallacy that may sound vaguely familiar:

The congressman’s criticism of the president is hypocrisy of the worst sort. The congress-
man has, for many years, had an extramarital affair. Who is he to attack the president for 
moral indiscretions? The congressman himself has behaved immorally, displaying his own 
lack of commitment to “family values.”

Now it may be true that the congressman is a hypocrite. If he attacked the presi-
dent for his personal misconduct, perhaps it is only fair that he be subjected to 
the same sort of criticism. Still, this argument commits the ad hominem fallacy 
because it sidesteps the accusations against the president. The response does not 
deny the charges against the president, nor does it defend the president’s actions. 
Instead, it attacks the person who raised the issue, in effect changing the subject.

Guilt by Association The guilt-by-association fallacy arises when we judge an 
idea, person, or program solely on the basis of their association with other ideas, 
persons, or programs. If you view yourself as a political liberal, for example, you 
may be tempted to dismiss any idea or proposal that comes from the likes of Newt 
Gingrich or Rush Limbaugh. If you consider yourself conservative, you may be 
equally likely to dismiss—without serious thought or analysis—the ideas of liber-
als such as Howard Dean or Nancy Pelosi. Research shows that many people rate 
an idea, an essay, a speech, or even a painting higher if they are told that it came 
from a person they respect.20 This, of course, illustrates the power of ethos. Put in 
more negative terms, however, it also suggests how we may discredit an otherwise 
good idea simply by associating it with an unpopular source.
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Guilt by association refers to attacking the worth of people or their ideas solely 
on the basis of their associations. Rather than assessing the quality of an idea or 
argument, guilt by association dismisses it by connecting it to something already 
discredited in the minds of the audience. Consider, for example, the following hy-
pothetical argument:

How can we believe that this proposal is made with our best interests in mind? 
Mr. Morgan says it will save us a lot of money. But Mr. Morgan once belonged to an in-
vestment club in which many of the investors lost everything. One member of that club was 
actually indicted for fraud, while others pulled out just in time to make a lot of money at 
the expense of their fellow members.

Mr. Morgan was not the one indicted for fraud, nor was he likely one of the mem-
bers who pulled out “just in time.” If he had been guilty of either of those things, 
his critic probably would have mentioned it. Indeed, Mr. Morgan may have been 
one of the victims himself. But bent on discrediting Morgan’s proposal, the speaker 
suggests that his plan is suspect simply because of his former associations. This 
is fallacious because it diverts attention from the real issue at hand—whether the 
proposal is a good idea—by discrediting the source.

Arguments that are based on personal attacks—the ad hominem attack and guilt 
by association—are flawed because they sidestep the real issues. More than that, they 
debase the quality of our public discourse, undermining the politics of ideas with 
what former president Bill Clinton once called “the politics of personal destruction.”

The fallacies we have discussed are not the only forms of faulty reasoning. 
Scholars of argumentation have identified hundreds of fallacies and propaganda 
devices, all of which can detract from the quality of our public deliberations. As 
responsible citizens, we should avoid committing fallacies in our own speeches, 
and we should learn to recognize and speak out against the fallacious arguments 
of others. Fallacies are among the techniques that demagogues and propagan-
dists use to deceive and mislead the public. As citizens in a democracy, we need to 
recognize and resist such techniques and speak out against those who use them.

Persuasion and Demagoguery 
in a Free Society

15.1
  Distinguish between persuasion and 
demagoguery.

j Persuasion is a legitimate, essential tool of 
democratic deliberation, whereas demagoguery 
subverts reasoned deliberation with charismatic 
and emotional appeals.

Constructing a Reasonable Argument

15.2
  Define argument and discuss what 
it means to make a complete and 
“reasonable” argument.

j A good argument is not one that confirms our ex-
isting beliefs or “works” to persuade an audience, 
but one that is complete, reasonable, and meets 
certain tests of reasoning and evidence.

SUMMARY

Listen to the Audio Chapter Summary at MyCommunicationLab

Study and Review materials for this chapter are at MyCommunicationLab
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j Claims are debatable assertions about fact, value, or 
policy that we put forward in a persuasive speech.

j Evidence provides support for our claims and 
should meet certain tests of quantitative and quali-
tative sufficiency.

j Warrants are general assumptions, principles, or 
rules that connect our evidence to our claims.

j The burden of proof is the level of proof necessary 
to warrant serious consideration of an argument.

The Forms of Reasoning

15.3
  Identify the different types of 
reasoning and discuss what makes 
each different type “reasonable.”

j The process of drawing inferences from known 
facts is called reasoning.

j The four common types of reasoning are inductive, 
deductive, causal, and analogical:
j Inductive reasoning draws a general conclusion 

from a set of specific examples.
j Deductive reasoning draws conclusions about 

specific cases from a generally accepted premise 
or principle.

j Causal reasoning makes inferences from cause 
to effect or effect to cause.

j Analogical reasoning infers that what is true of 
some known case is or will be true of a similar 
case.

Fallacies of Reasoning and Evidence

15.4
  Define and describe some common 
fallacies of reasoning and evidence.

j Fallacies are errors or flaws of reasoning and 
evidence.

j The four major categories of fallacies are fallacies 
of relevance, fallacies of reasoning, fallacies of in-
adequate evidence, and fallacies of personal attack:
j Fallacies of relevance include the appeal to 

ignorance, the appeal to popular beliefs, the 
disconnected conclusion (or non sequitur), the 
appeal to tradition, the red herring, and the 
straw man.

j Fallacies of faulty reasoning include the false 
dilemma, begging the question, the faulty anal-
ogy, and the slippery slope.

j Fallacies of inadequate evidence include the false 
cause (post hoc) and the hasty generalization.

j Fallacies of personal attack include the attack 
against the person (ad hominem) and guilt by 
association.

Persuasion and Demagoguery in a 
Free Society

15.1
  Distinguish between persuasion and 
demagoguery.

1. How would you distinguish between persuasion 
and demagoguery? Can you identify one or two 
public figures today whom you would consider 
demagogues? Why do you think they deserve that 
label?

Constructing a Reasonable Argument

15.2
  Define argument and discuss what 
it means to make a complete and 
“reasonable” argument.

2. What makes for a good argument? Is a good ar-
gument always persuasive? Is there such a thing 

as a reasonable argument that people do not find 
persuasive? What, exactly, does it mean to say 
that an argument is reasonable, and what sorts 
of standards or tests might we use in judging 
arguments?

3. Distinguish among the different types of claims
discussed in this chapter, and think of one ex-
ample of each type of claim. Can you think of 
a major public controversy that still revolves 
around claims of fact? What about claims of 
value and policy?

4. What is meant by burden of proof, and who would 
have the burden of proof in debates over (a) an al-
legation of wrongdoing by a public official and (b) 
a proposal for a new tax policy? If you meet your 
burden of proof, what does that mean? Does that 
mean you “win” the debate?

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW AND REFLECTION
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The Forms of Reasoning

15.3
  Identify the different types of 
reasoning and discuss what makes 
each different type “reasonable.”

5. Distinguish among the four types of reasoning dis-
cussed in this chapter and discuss what makes for 
strong inductive, deductive, causal, and analogical 
reasoning. Besides the examples given in the book,
can you think of one or more examples of each 
type of reasoning that you have heard in a speech 
or public debate?

Fallacies of Reasoning and Evidence

15.4
  Define and describe some common 
fallacies of reasoning and evidence.

6. Which of the fallacies of relevance discussed in 
this chapter do you think are most common in 

today’s political environment? In other words, do 
we hear more red herrings than straw man falla-
cies? More appeals to popular belief than appeals 
to tradition?

7. Are the fallacies discussed in this book always
errors in reasoning? Are they always “illogical”? 
Is there ever a time, for example, when an appeal 
to popular beliefs is reasonable? Is an appeal to 
tradition ever legitimate? Is it ever reasonable to 
attack the person or to discredit the source of an 
argument because of the people or groups they as-
sociate with (“guilt by association”)?

Study and Review the Flashcards at MyCommunicationLab



In this speech delivered at a public speaking contest in 2008, Penn State student Kathryn Gromowski urged her 
listeners to support legislation to combat global warming. Although the bill she advocated did not become law, 
similar legislation is still being debated in Congress, and many of her arguments remain relevant to the ongoing 
debate over climate change. Kathryn uses causal reasoning, statistical evidence and expert testimony, and a simple 
problem-solution organization to meet her burden of proof and make a reasonable argument for the legislation. 
She reinforces the logical reasoning of the speech with credible sources (ethos) and mild but effective emotional 
appeals (pathos) grounded in fears of a climatic disaster.

We have all seen these pictures. Ice caps shrinking. Cities going underwater. People displaced 
with nowhere to go due to storms and expanding oceans. They are terrifying, but to many of us, 
they are just images. Soon, however, they may become realities if we continue to stand by and 
do nothing about global climate change. According to David Elliot Cohen, author of a best-
selling book about climate change, those scary pictures may “someday be the iconic images 
of our decade ...because they presage the images we will spend this century viewing—on our 
screens, and out our windows.” If we are to prevent this from becoming a reality, we need 
to start by finally doing something to curb global warming, and that means tackling carbon 
emissions more aggressively. A bill currently before Congress, the Sanders-Boxer Global 
Warming Pollution Reduction Act, is America’s best hope for preventing further damage 
from global warming. Today, I will discuss the problem we face, describe the provisions of the 
Sanders-Boxer Act, and explain why it is the best horse to bet on in the race for our planet’s 
survival.

Although climate change might refer to any number of natural or human-caused 
environmental changes, the greatest danger we face is global warming. Global warming 
is caused by atmospheric gases through a phenomenon known as the greenhouse effect. 
According to the Environmental Protection Agency, or EPA, “The greenhouse effect is a 
natural phenomenon that helps regulate the Earth’s temperature. Greenhouse gases ...act like 
an insulating blanket, trapping solar energy that would otherwise escape into space.” Over the 
last century or so, human activities have dramatically increased the natural greenhouse effect, 
causing the earth’s average temperature to rise.

The primary greenhouse gases are carbon dioxide, methane, and nitrous oxide, but the real 
killer is carbon dioxide. According to the Carbon Dioxide Information Analysis Center, the 
concentration of CO2 as of September 2008 is 383.9 parts per million, which may not seem 
like much, but over the entire surface of the earth that amount of CO2 causes a warming effect 
equivalent to roughly 141 billion 60-watt lightbulbs. In fact, a New York Times article from 
February 6, 2007, stated that, “if greenhouse gas emissions continue unabated, they will most 
likely warm the earth by about 3 to 7 degrees Fahrenheit by the end of this century,” with an 
even greater effect of up to 12 degrees possible. Also, the EPA indicates that this atmospheric 
buildup of CO2 and other greenhouse gases is, and I quote, “largely the result of human 
activities such as the burning of fossil fuels.”

KATHRYN BEGINS WITH A

CONCISE INTRODUCTION, 
GRABBING HER AUDIENCE’S
ATTENTION BY REFERRING

TO FAMILIAR IMAGES BUT

THEN GETTING RIGHT TO

THE POINT: SHE WANTS HER

AUDIENCE TO SUPPORT A

BILL IN CONGRESS THAT

WOULD “AGGRESSIVELY” 
COMBAT GLOBAL WARMING.
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This buildup of greenhouse gases could have serious repercussions. As you can see from this 
graph from the Pew Center on Global Climate Change [Figure 15.3], the earth’s temperature 
over the last 400,000 years, shown in orange, has closely tracked the amount of CO2 in the 
atmosphere, shown in blue. Those CO2 levels have now reached unprecedented heights, due 
to the human-contributed CO2 shown in green toward the right of the graph. If we don’t act 
quickly to reduce these levels of greenhouse gases, we could soon see temperatures rise to 
correspondingly high levels. These temperature increases could have catastrophic effects. 
The Pew Center has noted that global warming already appears to be causing more frequent 
and more severe hurricanes, changes in precipitation that cause flooding in some areas and 
droughts in others, and widespread melting of the polar ice caps, which in turn is causing sea 
levels to rise. The Pew Center has predicted that sea levels could rise by as much as one meter 
by 2100, which would cause many low-lying areas around the world to be flooded.

A New York Times article from November 2008 indicates just how real this threat is for 
some people in the world. In the Maldives, for example, the president-elect has promised to 

KATHRYN MAKES A CAUSAL

ARGUMENT BACKED UP

WITH STATISTICAL DATA
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BETWEEN GREENHOUSE

GASES AND GLOBAL TEM-
PERATURES. SHE RELAYS

EXPERT OPINION ABOUT

THE POTENTIAL EFFECTS

OF GLOBAL WARMING AND

PROVIDES A DRAMATIC

EXAMPLE OF HOW AN

ISLAND NATION LIKE THE

MALDIVES MAY BE AF-
FECTED.
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FIGURE 15.3

Reprinted by permission from “Climate Change 101: Science and Impacts.” Copyright © 
2009 by PEW Center on Global Climate Change. 

Sources: Surface temperature: Brohan, P., J. J. Kennedy, S. F. B. Tett, and P. D. Jones. “Uncertainty estimates in 
regional and global observed temparature changes: A new dataset from 1850,” Journal of Geophysical Research
111, no. D12106 (2006): doi: 20.2092/2005JD006548. Ocean heat: Domingues, C. M., J. A. Church, 
N. J. White, P. J. Gleckler, S. E. Wijffels, P. M. Barker, and J. R. Dunn. 2008. “Improved estimates of upper 
ocean warming and multi-decadal sea-level rise,” Nature 453: 1090–1093.
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establish an investment fund for buying up new lands for the people who now live in the 1,200 
islands that make up this nation. Many in the Maldives now live less than three feet above sea 
level and will be displaced if global warming raises the sea level of the Indian Ocean.

Stephan Schneider, a climate scientist at Stanford University, summed things up nicely in 
a September 2008 article in USA Today, stating that if the trend of increased greenhouse 
emissions continues over the next century, we’d be “luckier than hell for it to just be bad, as 
opposed to catastrophic.” Obviously, we face a serious problem. What can be done about this 
threat? What are the best ways to reduce global warming? A good start would be passage of 
the so-called Sanders-Boxer Act, which is the most comprehensive of several climate change 
bills now being considered in Congress.

The Sanders-Boxer Act has the potential to significantly reduce CO2 levels across the 
planet. How can it do that by restricting carbon dioxide emissions only in the U.S.? The 
answer is simple. According to a New York Times article from February 3, 2007, “The 
United States, with about 5 percent of the world’s population, contributes about a quarter 
of greenhouse gas emissions, more than any other country.” While a good portion of the 
industrialized world falls under the blanket of the Kyoto Protocol, which was ratified in 
February 2005 and caps emissions in 39 other industrialized countries, the U.S. refused to 
ratify the agreement. Now, the Kyoto Protocol is due to expire in 2012, and by that time 
we might be able to renegotiate the treaty to include not only the U.S. but also rapidly 
industrializing countries, such as China and India. In the meantime, however, we need the 
Sanders-Boxer Act. We cannot afford to wait another four years before cutting back on the 
amount of greenhouse emissions in the United States.

The Sanders-Boxer Act is the right combination of aggressive and flexible measures. As you 
can see from this second chart from the Pew Center on Global Climate Change [Figure 15.4], 
there are a number of proposals before Congress for addressing the problem. The orange line on 
the graph represents how carbon emissions will continue to increase if we choose to do nothing. 
The blue line, which represents the projected effects of the Sanders-Boxer Act, shows the most 
dramatic decrease in emissions over the next half century. The Sanders-Boxer Act aims for an 
overall reduction in emissions of 80 percent by 2050. The projected effects of another popular 
bill in Congress, the Boxer-Lieberman-Warner Climate Security Act, is represented by this green 
line on the graph. This bill is popular with industry because it demands little action by polluters 
until the year 2036 and it sets a less-dramatic goal of reducing emissions by 71 percent by the 
year 2050. Some argue that bill would allow the economy time to adapt, but according to the 
Sierra Club and other environmental groups, it simply doesn’t go far enough.

The Sanders-Boxer Act will achieve its more dramatic results through a variety of 
methods. First, it would regulate all greenhouse gases rather than just those covered by cap-
and-trade provisions, which pertain only to certain industries, according to the Pew Center. It 
does this at the national level, relying heavily on the EPA to measure and enforce limitations 
on how much carbon dioxide can be produced. Secondly, it imposes limits on vehicle emissions 
that must be met by 2016, according to the Library of Congress. It also directs that all 
gasoline sold in the U.S. contain a certain percentage of renewable fuel. Lastly, it includes 
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a cap-and-trade program for dealing with problem industries, much like the one utilized 
effectively in the 1990 Clean Air Act.

According to the Center for American Progress, a cap-and-trade program essentially allows 
companies to buy from the government the right to emit a certain number of carbon “units.” 
This would provide a steady source of revenue of up to $300 billion a year. This money in turn 
would be allocated as shown in this graph [Figure 15.5], with most of the money going to 
research and development of new clean air technologies and aid to American consumers coping 
with higher energy costs. Companies that buy more carbon units than they need would be free 
to resell them to companies that underestimated their emissions. An article in the New York 
Times in January 2007 indicates that “such a market, already in effect in Europe,” would 
“stimulate innovation in technologies that would reduce emissions or produce goods or power 
without the same high emissions common today.” So why is the Sanders-Boxer Act the best 
option among the several bills now being debated in Congress?

The Sanders-Boxer Act is the best choice because it addresses all the sources of carbon 
emissions, not just some of them. As I mentioned earlier, its chief competition in Congress is the 
Climate Security Act, sponsored by Senators Boxer, Lieberman, and Warner. According to the 
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National Resources Defense Council, the Climate Security Act would regulate only 86 percent 
of the total carbon emissions because it only applies only to capped industry emissions. Also, 
the Climate Security Act simply isn’t aggressive enough. Although the 9 percent difference 
between the two bills in the projected emission reductions might not seem like much, it 
could make a huge difference in the long run. In a report on CNN in 2007, world-renowned 
climatologist James Hansen stated that we have only “eight more years to reverse the flow 
of carbon into the atmosphere” before we suffer serious and perhaps irreversible harms. The 
Climate Security Act has a great deal of political support, but it simply does not do as much as 
the Sanders-Boxer Act to reverse the dangerous trend toward ever-increasing emissions.

The Sanders-Boxer Act has the potential to pull the world out of its predicament. It 
addresses all of the carbon being emitted by our economy, in both the industrial and the 
transportation sectors. It is also the most aggressive bill proposed. According to Senator Bernie 
Sanders, one of the two authors of the bill, “simply raising our fuel-efficiency standards to forty 
miles per gallon would save roughly the same amount of oil as we import from Saudi Arabia.” 
The Sanders-Boxer Act also would use an organization already in place, the EPA, to regulate 
emissions, and it would allow for a market-based system so that companies that need extra time 
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Includes Legislation Introduced as of January 30, 2008.” Copyright © 2008 by PEW Center on 
Global Climate Change.



to comply with the new emission standards will literally be able to buy it. Lastly, the Sanders-
Boxer Act is politically realistic. President-Elect Obama, Vice-President-Elect Joe Biden, and 
Senator Hillary Clinton have all pledged to support it, and the bill already has 16 co-sponsors 
in the Senate. At the moment, the Climate Security Act has broader political support, but it 
simply is not as good a bill as the Sanders-Boxer Act.

In conclusion, I have discussed the problem of global warming, how the Sanders-Boxer Act 
will address the problem of carbon emissions, and why the Sanders-Boxer Act is the best of 
several bills now before Congress. The root problem we face today is global warming, which is 
caused by greenhouse gases, and specifically, carbon dioxide. The Sanders-Boxer Act proposes 
to use a variety of methods to reduce carbon emissions in the U.S. It seeks to do this in a 
more comprehensive and aggressive manner than the rival Climate Security Act. With our 
atmospheric carbon levels rising every second, now is not the time to be timid. As David Elliot 
Cohen says, “the next few years are a kind of final exam for the human species. Does that big 
brain really work or not? It gave us the power to build coal-fired power plants and SUVs ...but 
does it give us the power ...to build a world that isn’t bent on destruction?” Unfortunately, only 
time will tell. But one thing is certain: if we do nothing, the world as we know it will one day 
cease to exist.

Source: Reprinted by permission from Kathryn Gromowski, “Global Climate Change.” Copyright © 2008 by 
Kathryn Gromowski.
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388 CHAPTER 16 Speaking on Special Occasions

At some point in your life, you will be asked to deliver a ceremonial speech—
the type of speech that the ancient Greeks called epideictic. This is the sort 
of speech you deliver when you pay tribute to someone, present or accept 

an award, or mark some special occasion or event. Ceremonial speeches are often 
associated with culturally significant occasions: weddings, funerals, graduations, 
awards banquets, conferences and conventions, or major political events. We 
also deliver ceremonial speeches to mark important dates in our history, such as 
Memorial Day or the Fourth of July.

Traditionally, ceremonial speeches were considered less “serious” than informa-
tive or persuasive speeches. In Aristotle’s Rhetoric, for example, epideictic speeches 
were treated as mere “display,” a sort of “poetic” speech in which speakers showed 
off their speaking skills but did not say anything of great political or social sig-
nificance. According to Aristotle, epideictic speakers engaged in “praise and blame,” 
and they focused on the present rather than the past or the future. Some have in-
terpreted this to mean that the audiences for such speeches act as mere “observers,” 
appreciating the “skill of the orator” but not making important judgments or col-
lective decisions. In this view of epideictic speech, the speaker aims not to elicit ac-
tion but only to influence “the general attitude of the audience toward a particular 
person or behavior.”1

Today, we recognize that ceremonial speaking plays an important role in de-
fining and sustaining our civic culture. More than a mere display of the speaker’s 
skill, ceremonial speeches shape our collective identity, remind us of our history 
and traditions, and imagine the world “as it ought to be rather than as it is.”2

Epideictic speeches bring us together as members of a community, and they re-
mind us of our responsibilities as citizens. Honoring our heroes and commemo-
rating important events, ceremonial speeches articulate and reinforce important 
social values and strengthen the bonds that unite us. In short, ceremonial speeches 
help sustain our civic culture.

We begin this chapter by reflecting on the role of ceremonial speaking in a free so-
ciety. Identifying four important functions of ceremonial speaking, we examine how 
epideictic speeches remind us of our heritage, celebrate our heroes, identify important 
social values, and give us inspiration and encouragement. Then we will consider in 
more detail the role of ceremonial speeches in articulating and reinforcing social val-
ues. In the third section of the chapter, we will review the wide variety of epideictic 
speeches we encounter in everyday life, ranging from brief speeches of introduction 
to historic inaugural and keynote addresses. Finally, we will discuss the importance 
of language and delivery in ceremonial speaking, reflecting on what it means to be 
eloquent and offering some tips for writing and delivering ceremonial speeches.

CEREMONIAL SPEAKING IN A FREE SOCIETY

Preview. Ceremonial speeches are often presented on formal occasions and may 
be associated with important cultural rituals. Through ceremonial speeches, we 
remember the past, honor our heroes, celebrate shared beliefs and values, and offer 
inspiration and encouragement.

Discuss
the role 

of ceremonial 
speaking in a 
free society.

16.1
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Speeches given on ceremonial occasions are rich in symbolic content. They help 
define who we are as a people and bind us together as members of a group, com-
munity, or nation. As we honor our heroes, pay tribute to those we love or have 
lost, or celebrate our accomplishments, we remind ourselves of our shared history 
and traditions. We articulate and reinforce our shared beliefs and values and find 
inspiration and encouragement to take on new challenges. Ceremonial speeches 
comfort us, inspire us, and reinforce our faith in ourselves and in one another. 
Ceremonial speeches may be ritualistic and symbolic, but in some ways that makes 
them even more important than other types of speeches.

Remembering the Past

In 1863, Abraham Lincoln pledged in his Gettysburg Address that the world 
would “never forget” the soldiers who “gave the last full measure of devotion” 
to assure that “government of the people, by the people, for the people” would 
not “perish from the earth.” A century and a half later, New York mayor Rudy 
Giuliani, in an address to the 2004 Republican National Convention in New 
York, recalled that sunny September morning when he looked up and saw smoke 
pouring out of the World Trade Center—and realized that the world had changed 
forever. Giuliani mourned those who had died in the “worst attack in our history,” 
and he pledged to never forget the scene he had witnessed on that fateful day: the 
twin towers engulfed in “the flames of hell” as people jumped to their deaths. In 
just those few seconds, Giuliani recognized that we were “facing something that 
we had never, ever faced before”: a new “creed of terrorism” aimed not only at 
killing Americans but also at destroying our culture and way of life.3 Like Lincoln 
in his Gettysburg address, Giuliani helped his listeners understand the historical 
significance of the moment, as well as its implications for the future. Never before 
had something like this happened, he suggested, and we had a duty to make sure 
that it never happened again.

Remembering historic events is more than mere ritual. When we remember the 
past, we come to a clearer understanding of ourselves and the challenges we face. 
We also look to the past for “lessons of history.” In a variety of settings, ceremonial 
speakers recall past events to help define who we are, what we stand for, and where 
we are headed in the future.

Consider how just one historical event, the American Revolution, has sup-
plied inspiration and guidance for generations of Americans. For the first gener-
ation of Americans, of course, the Revolution was a live memory, and for more 
than a decade large crowds gathered in Boston to commemorate an incident 
that took place on March 5, 1770: the so-called Boston Massacre. According 
to scholars, the Boston “massacre” was little more than a “barroom brawl” be-
tween “wharf-side rabble” and a few “surly” British soldiers. Yet between 1771 
and 1783, some of the most famous orators in America came to Boston every 
year to reflect on the “massacre” and its “lessons.”4 Speaking on the fourth an-
niversary of the incident, for example, John Hancock, one of the signers of the 
Declaration of Independence, spoke about the threat posed by standing armies 
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In this famous engraving by Paul Revere, a British commander orders his troops to fire into a crowd 
of civilians in Boston. Historians doubt the accuracy of the depiction, but Revere’s engraving, along 
with annual speeches commemorating the “massacre,” helped inspire the American Revolution.

in a free society and declared: “[L]et our misfortunes teach posterity to guard 
against such evils for the future.”5

During the Civil War, Abraham Lincoln also drew inspiration from the 
Revolution. Lincoln began his famous Gettysburg Address by referring to the 
founding and reminding his audience of the principles that more than 360,000 
union soldiers died for during that bloody conflict: “Fourscore and seven years 
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ago our fathers brought forth on this continent a new nation, conceived in lib-
erty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.” After the 
war, a progressive Southerner, Henry Grady, also recalled the Revolution but for 
a different purpose: to urge Northerners to forget the “Old South” and embrace 
the “New South” of “union and freedom.” As Grady reminded his audience, both 
Northerners and Southerners “were lost in the storm of the first Revolution,” and 
out of that storm was born the “American citizen,” who taught the whole world 
about the blessings of democracy.6

Today, we still invoke the Revolution as the source of our ideals and inspira-
tion. Yet so, too, do we remember a long list of other historical events that have 
shaped our character and purposes as a nation: the Civil War, the abolition of 
slavery, the Great Depression, two world wars, the Cuban Missile Crisis, and the 
assassinations of John F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King Jr., to name just a few. 
Many of those memories are painful, but they serve as important reminders. When 
speakers urge us to “Remember the Alamo” or the sacrifices of D-Day, they hope 
to inspire respect for our men and women in uniform. When they recall building 
the Panama Canal or landing a man on the moon, they hope to rekindle our “can-
do” spirit and inspire us to take on new challenges.

For today’s generation, of course, the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, 
represent an important public memory. Already that day has been commemorated 
in countless ceremonial speeches, ranging from eulogies and dedications to key-
note and commencement addresses. Whatever the occasion, the events of 9/11 have 
become a fertile source of “lessons”—both positive and negative—about the prin-
ciples and ideals that define us as a nation. In the years to come, 9/11 will continue 
to both sadden and inspire, as speakers invoke memories of that fateful day in a 
variety of ceremonial settings.

Honoring Heroes

Part of remembering the past is celebrating our heroes. In honoring our heroes, 
we emphasize themes of character and personal virtue, hoping to inspire others by 
holding up role models worth emulating. In praising our heroes, we remind our-
selves of the ideals that define the life well lived.

Some of our heroes are “larger than life,” while others are ordinary people—
our parents, teachers, neighbors, or friends. But whomever we count as a hero, we 
honor their achievements, invite them to share their wisdom with us, and mourn 
them when they die. Honoring our heroes allows us to speak about the personal 
characteristics we admire and to reflect on the social values we share as a com-
munity. Like remembering the past, honoring our heroes is an educational act, 
illuminating the lessons to be learned from their lives.

Some of the most famous speeches in our history have been eulogies to our 
national heroes. Campaigning for the Democratic presidential nomination in 1968, 
for example, Robert F. Kennedy delivered an impromptu eulogy to Dr. Martin 
Luther King Jr. just moments after learning that King had been assassinated in 
Memphis, Tennessee. After sharing the news with his predominantly African-
American audience, Kennedy summarized, in but a single sentence, the essence 
of King’s “dream”: “Martin Luther King dedicated his life to love and to justice 
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between fellow human beings.” Next, he elaborated on the lesson to be learned 
from King’s life: “What we need in the United States is not division; what we need 
in the United States is not hatred; what we need in the United States is not violence 
and lawlessness, but ... love and wisdom, and compassion toward one another, and 
a feeling of justice toward those who still suffer within our country, whether they 
be white or whether they be black.” Finally, Kennedy urged his audience to rededi-
cate themselves to the ancient ideals King championed: “Let us dedicate ourselves 
to what the Greeks wrote so many years ago: to tame the savageness of man and 
make gentle the life of this world. Let us dedicate ourselves to that, and say a 
prayer for our country and for our people.”7

Over the course of American history, ceremonial speakers have celebrated a 
remarkable array of heroes: presidents, explorers, military heroes, movie stars, 
great writers, and popular musicians. We still honor the founders of our na-
tion, of course—George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and Benjamin Franklin, 
among others. We also honor many of the presidents who came later: Lincoln, 
Roosevelt, and Kennedy, to name just a few. Yet ceremonial speakers have also 
paid tribute to philanthropists such as Andrew Carnegie, great thinkers and writ-
ers such as Einstein and Harriet Beecher Stowe, and successful entrepreneurs 
from Henry Ford to Bill Gates and Steve Jobs. Mother Teresa has been honored 
for her charitable work, and aviation pioneer Amelia Earhart for her courage 
and determination. Even controversial figures have sometimes found redemption 
in ceremonial speeches. Although she was widely criticized in her own day, for 
example, we now honor Susan B. Anthony for her tireless efforts to win the right 
to vote for women.

Occasionally, we even elevate ordinary citizens to the status of national 
heroes. In his 1982 State of the Union address, for example, President Ronald 
Reagan introduced the nation to a government worker named Lenny Skutnik, 
who had helped rescue people from a jetliner that had crashed into the Potomac 
River. “We don’t have to turn to our history books for heroes,” Reagan began. 
“They’re all around us.” Reagan then introduced Skutnik, who was sitting in the 
audience:

Just two weeks ago, in the midst of a terrible tragedy on the Potomac, we saw again the 
spirit of American heroism at its finest—the heroism of dedicated rescue workers sav-
ing crash victims from icy waters. We saw the heroism of one of our young government 
employees, Lenny Skutnik, who, when he saw a woman lose her grip on the helicopter line, 
dived into the water and dragged her to safety.8

On January 15, 2009, another ordinary American became an overnight hero. 
After his Airbus A320 struck a flock of birds and lost both engines, US Airways 
pilot Chesley B. “Sully” Sullenberger skillfully landed the disabled jetliner on the 
Hudson River and then made sure that all 155 people onboard made it to rescue 
boats. New York governor David Paterson proclaimed it the “Miracle on the 
Hudson,” and New York City mayor Michael Bloomberg praised Sullenberger 
for a “masterful job.” Before workers could even lift the 81-ton plane out of 
the river, Sullenberger “vaulted to fame nationwide and across cyberspace,” with 
more than 10,000 people joining his Facebook fan club in a single day.9 Later, 
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he was honored with invitations to 
President Barack Obama’s swearing-
in ceremony and to the new presi-
dent’s speech before a joint session of 
Congress on February 24, 2009.10

Honoring our heroes is not just a 
meaningless ritual. In doing so, we de-
fine the personal virtues and social val-
ues that we admire as a culture, and we 
create role models for others, especially 
young people. Occasionally, of course, 
we also recall notorious or infamous 
figures in history, such as Adolf Hitler 
or Osama bin Laden. In doing so, how-
ever, our mission remains essentially 
the same: to teach important lessons 
about personal character, morality, or 
civic virtue.

Celebrating Shared Beliefs
and Values

Ceremonial speeches articulate and reinforce common beliefs and values. As you 
think about delivering an epideictic speech, you should ask: What is the occasion 
for this speech? What defines the audience as a group? Which of the group’s victo-
ries or accomplishments inspire the most pride? What do they believe most deeply, 
and what principles do they cherish? These questions may lead you to an inventory 
of beliefs and values shared by your audience and, then, to the major themes of 
your speech. The shared beliefs and values you identify may be philosophical or 
practical, religious or political, social or economic. But whatever their nature, they 
reflect the audience’s collective understanding of themselves.

In their inaugural addresses, U.S. presidents typically emphasize those beliefs 
and values that unite all Americans, regardless of party. In his celebrated inau-
gural address, for example, John F. Kennedy identified “freedom” as just such a 
value and embraced the responsibility of “defending freedom in its hour of maxi-
mum danger.”11 Similarly, Dwight D. Eisenhower concluded his second inaugu-
ral address by reemphasizing the themes of freedom and peace. Like Kennedy, 
Eisenhower articulated the ideals that he believed were shared by all Americans: 
“May the light of freedom, coming to all darkened lands, flame brightly—until at 
last the darkness is no more. May the turbulence of our age yield to a true time of 
peace, when men and nations shall share a life that honors the dignity of each, the 
brotherhood of all.”12

Other ceremonial speeches revolve around the beliefs and values of smaller 
groups or subcultures, or they emphasize values associated with a specific occa-
sion. In delivering the keynote address to a conference of newspaper editors, for 
example, a speaker might celebrate our constitutional guarantee of a free press, 
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while commencement addresses invariably stress the value of education. Similarly, 
it may be appropriate for a minister to praise Jesus in a sermon before an audience 
of believers. In addressing a religiously diverse audience of civic leaders, however, 
the same preacher might celebrate the constitutional separation of church and state.

It is important to recognize that the shared beliefs and values of one group 
may be controversial or rejected altogether within another community. In a key-
note address to the National Organization for Women, for example, one might 
expect to hear a celebration of feminist values, whereas speakers before a more 
conservative group may praise traditional family values. By the same token, 
the beliefs and values celebrated in some types of ceremonial speeches may be 
wholly inappropriate in others. In a humorous after-dinner speech, for example, 
one might “roast” the honoree by recalling some embarrassing flub or failure. 
At that same person’s funeral, however, it might be considered bad taste to recall 
such an incident.

Offering Inspiration and Encouragement

When speakers present awards, pay tribute to individuals, speak at commence-
ments, or deliver keynote addresses, they offer encouragement and inspiration to 
their listeners. In effect, they deliver motivational speeches. A life well lived pro-
vides an example for all of us. Thus, the speaker accepting an award might suggest 
to the audience: “You can do this, too! I have confidence in you.” Similarly, the 
commencement speaker does not simply congratulate the graduates, but encour-
ages them to continue striving—to “reach for the stars.” Even a eulogy can be 
inspirational, reminding us that life is short and inspiring us to live life to the 
fullest. Whatever the specific type of speech, the goal remains the same: to inspire 
and encourage people to be good citizens, do good work, and “give back” to their 
communities.

Occasionally, speakers are called on to sustain people’s morale through dif-
ficult times. That is precisely what British prime minister Winston Churchill did in 
one of his best-known speeches during World War II, an address to the House of 
Commons on June 4, 1940. In this famous speech, Churchill reported on a “colos-
sal military disaster”—the evacuation of Dunkirk, in which French and British 
forces were driven off the European continent by the advancing German army. 
Churchill also mourned the loss of 30,000 men and warned of an impending 
invasion of the British homeland. Yet pledging to “defend to the death” his “na-
tive soil,” Churchill reassured his fellow citizens that their cause would prevail 
and promised a vigorous response to the Nazi threat wherever it might appear—
whether in France or in Britain, whether on land, in the air, and on the open 
seas. Projecting total confidence, Churchill famously declared, “we shall fight on 
the beache, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields 
and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender. . . .”13 And 
in Churchill’s pledge to “never surrender,” the British people not only found the 
strength to survive but also the courage to regroup, rally, and fight on to ultimate 
victory. Churchill’s ringing declaration of his nation’s determination and resolve 
demonstrated the power of words to sustain public morale through even the most 
trying of times—and to change the course of history.

Watch the Video
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SOCIAL VALUES IN CEREMONIAL SPEAKING

Preview. Ceremonial speeches do more than merely entertain us. They per-
form important educational and cultural functions. Most important, they 
reinforce the shared social values that define us as a community. Sometimes 
ceremonial speeches affirm traditional values and work to preserve things as 
they are. Yet ceremonial speeches can also be powerful agents of change, chal-
lenging prevailing values or pointing to contradictions between our ideals and 
our actions.

In an informative speech, you hope to teach your audience something new. In 
a persuasive speech, you aim to change your audience’s beliefs or opinions. 
In a ceremonial speech, however, your purpose typically is to articulate and 
reinforce existing social values. As the speaker on a ceremonial occasion, you 
aim to give eloquent expression to the beliefs and values already held by the 
audience.

Consider, for example, how a eulogy differs from an informative or persuasive 
speech. In delivering a eulogy, we may safely assume that the audience knows the 
deceased; people generally do not attend the funerals of strangers. So there’s no need 
for an informative speech. Nor does the eulogist typically persuade, trying to con-
vince us that the dearly departed was not such a bad fellow after all. Instead, the 
eulogist’s job is to give voice to the shared feelings of love and loss among family and 
friends. Put another way, the eulogist tries to “put into words” the feelings already 
held by the audience.

Ceremonial speeches supply the “glue” that holds our communities together. 
Even in ancient times, when ceremonial speeches were viewed as a kind of artistic 
performance, it was recognized that they also served important educational and 
cultural functions. In Greek funeral orations, for example, listeners were called on 
to imitate the virtues of the deceased.14 The Roman rhetorician Quintilian viewed 
teaching itself as a form of epideictic rhetoric.15 Today, we recognize even more 
clearly the political, social, and cultural importance of ceremonial speaking. In a 
wide variety of contexts, ceremonial speakers not only help us celebrate special 
occasions but also remind us of the values, traditions, and aspirations we share as 
a people. They also work to define our collective identities, defining what it means 
to be an American or a member of some other group with distinct social values. 
Sometimes they even make implicit political arguments by honoring people associ-
ated with particular ideas and policies. In those cases, epideictic speeches become 
something of a hybrid form, containing characteristics of a deliberative or policy 
speech as well.

Some argue that ceremonial speeches are inherently conservative because they 
articulate and reinforce existing social values.16 Historically, however, ceremonial 
speeches have been powerful agents of change, invoking “shared values as a basis 
for promoting a vision of what could be.”17 That certainly was true of the most fa-
mous ceremonial speech in U.S. history: Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” 
speech. It is also true of many other ceremonial speeches, ranging from abolitionist 
and suffrage speeches in the nineteenth century to contemporary speeches marking 
Earth Day or Gay Pride Week.

Explain 
how cere-

monial speeches 
define and 
reinforce social 
values.
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One of the most famous ceremonial speeches in our history was a Fourth of 
July speech delivered in 1852 by a former slave named Frederick Douglass. Calling 
slavery “the great sin and shame of America,” Douglass chose to mark Independence 
Day with an ironic speech highlighting the contradictions between our revolutionary 
ideals and the institution of slavery. Posing a famous question, Douglass called atten-
tion to the hypocrisy of a nation founded on the principle of liberty, yet built on the 
labor of slaves:

What to the American slave is your Fourth of July? I answer, a day that reveals to 
him...the gross injustice and cruelty to which he is the constant victim. To him, your cel-
ebration is a sham; your boasted liberty, an unholy license; your national greatness, swell-
ing vanity; your sounds of rejoicing are empty and heartless; your denunciations of tyrants, 
brass-fronted impudence; your shouts of liberty and equality, hollow mockery; your prayers 
and hymns,...are to him mere bombast, fraud, deception, impiety, and hypocrisy—a thin 
veil to cover up crimes which would disgrace a nation of savages. There is not a nation on 
the earth guilty of practices more shocking and bloody than are the people of these United 
States, at this very hour.18

Calling on the nation to live up to its professed ideals, Douglass’s speech illustrates 
how ceremonial speeches can be powerful agents of social change.

On occasion, ceremonial speeches even provide an opportunity for groups 
or communities to reassess their own traditions, beliefs, or social values. In a 
speech to the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
(NAACP) in 2004, for example, actor Bill Cosby asked his audience to honor 
the pioneers of the civil rights movement by facing up to problems still plagu-
ing the African American community, including the breakdown of traditional 
families, teen pregnancies, and high drop-out rates among black students. The 
speech drew criticism from black leaders who complained that Cosby was blam-
ing the victims of racism and failed governmental policies. But Cosby refused 
to apologize, accusing his critics of trying to hide the black community’s ‘dirty 
laundry.’”21

THE FORMS OF CEREMONIAL SPEECH

Preview. There are many different kinds of ceremonial speeches: introductions, 
presentation and acceptance speeches, welcome and farewell speeches, commemo-
ration and commencement speeches, tributes and eulogies, inaugural and keynote 
addresses, after-dinner speeches, and even some sermons. Each type of ceremonial 
speech is unique, but all share the same basic mission: to reflect on the signifi-
cance of a special occasion and to give voice to the shared beliefs and values of the 
audience.

What does a commencement address have in common with a eulogy? A keynote 
address with an after-dinner speech? The answer, as we have already suggested, 
is that they are all ceremonial speeches, or what the ancient Greeks called epide-
ictic. They are all speeches delivered on special occasions, when people gather to 
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honor other people or to celebrate some special anniversary or event. Those special 
occasions vary widely, of course, so there are important differences between, say, 
an inaugural address and a eulogy. Yet all ceremonial speeches have the same basic 
mission: to reflect on the larger meaning of the occasion and to “put into words” 
the shared beliefs and values of the audience.

The Speech of Introduction

The speech of introduction sometimes sounds like an informative speech, intro-
ducing us to an unknown speaker. More commonly, it celebrates the achieve-
ments of a well-known speaker who has been invited to speak on a special 
occasion.

Many people who introduce other speakers underestimate the importance of 
their role. They prepare very little, hastily scratching down a few notes or quickly 
underlining a few points on the speaker’s résumé. Some cop out completely, saying, 
“I’m delighted to welcome our speaker tonight, a person who needs no introduc-
tion.” Others go to the opposite extreme, giving a lengthy introduction to a person 
already quite familiar to the audience. When introducing other speakers, keep in 
mind that your purpose is to introduce another speaker, not to steal the spotlight 
yourself. You should never take away from the principal speaker’s time or try to 
upstage his or her message.

The effective speech of introduction should do three things. First, it should 
extend a genuinely warm welcome to the speaker. Second, it should reinforce 
the speaker’s ethos by emphasizing key educational or professional accomplish-
ments. Finally, it should provide listeners with any information they may need to 
understand or process the speech. At the very least, the person introducing the 
main speaker should mention the topic or title of the speech, and the introduc-
tory speaker also might indicate whether the speaker will take questions follow-
ing the address.

Here are just a few tips for preparing a good speech of introduction:

j Do your homework. The speech of introduction should be well researched. 
Study any materials the speaker has provided, such as a biographical sketch 
or résumé. Call and chat with the speaker if you lack information, and make 
sure to ask about the topic or title of the speech.

j Look for connections between the speaker and the audience. The speaker 
you introduce may have accomplished many things. You cannot cover 
them all. You will want to highlight information that would be important 
for your group to know. What does the speaker have in common with this 
particular audience? What values do they share? If you make these con-
nections, you will help the speaker establish common ground with the 
audience.

j Stay focused on the speaker. Your purpose should be to introduce the speaker, 
not focus attention on yourself. Some people end up sharing stories about 
how they met the speaker or talk about their common experiences. It may be 
fine to share a brief anecdote, but do not get carried away.
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Welcome and Farewell Addresses

Comings and goings do not, under ordinary circumstances, inspire speech mak-
ing. When you come back from your vacation, you do not expect your neighbor 
to deliver a speech. When the president of the United States visits another country, 
however, we do expect speeches, both on his arrival and as he prepares to depart. 
In addition, politicians and other prominent people often give “farewell addresses” 
at the end of their careers, reflecting on their years of service or giving advice to 
their successors.

Welcome addresses are not just for world leaders. They are also common at 
conventions, festivals, trade shows, and other large public gatherings. When a 
college or university hosts an academic conference, for example, it is common for 
a dean or even the president of the university to offer a few words of welcome. 
Similarly, when a city attracts a major business conference or trade show, the 
mayor or some other local official typically welcomes the group. Generally, the 
task of the speaker in such situations is simple: on behalf of the hosts, convey a 
sincere welcome. When welcoming a group, you also might offer tips for making 
the most out of their visit. The mayor’s welcome may mention some local attrac-
tions, for example, while a conference organizer might preview some highlights of 
the upcoming meeting.

Farewell addresses are sometimes short, simple expressions of gratitude. Yet 
even short farewells can be powerfully moving. On July 4, 1939, for example, one 
of the greatest players in the history of baseball, Lou Gehrig, delivered a farewell 
address that was barely 250 words long, but it said everything that needed to be 
said to the 62,000 fans at Yankee Stadium. Struck down in the prime of his career 
by amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS), a rare degenerative disease later named 
Lou Gehrig’s disease, the all-star player began by mentioning his “bad break”—a 
reference to the terrible disease that would take his life just two years later. The 
all-star player famously described himself as a lucky man, thanked all who had 
made it possible for him to play professional baseball, and fought back tears as he 
concluded by recalling his positive experiences during seventeen years in the big 
leagues. When he was finished, there was ‘not a dry eye in Yankee Stadium,’ and 
the speech remains “one of the most poignant and emotional moments in the his-
tory of American sports.”22

Not nearly so sentimental was Dwight D. Eisenhower’s famous “farewell 
address” on January 17, 1961. Stepping down after two terms as president, 
Eisenhower took to the airwaves “with a message of leave-taking and farewell,” 
including just a “few final thoughts” about matters of politics and national se-
curity. Those “few thoughts” turned into a somber and famous warning about 
“the acquisition of unwarranted influence” by what he labeled the “military-
industrial complex.” Warning his fellow citizens against becoming “captive” to 
the “scientific-technological elite,” Eisenhower worried out loud about how the 
technology of war was outpacing human understanding. He then closed with a 
hope and a prayer: that “in the goodness of time, all peoples will come to live to-
gether in a peace guaranteed by the binding force of mutual respect and love.”23

Not all welcome and farewell addresses are so historic or philosophical, of 
course. Many consist of little more than a few brief remarks, thanking a visitor 
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for coming or bidding a fond 
farewell. Like all ceremo-
nial speeches, however, wel-
come and farewell addresses 
should be carefully prepared 
and adapted to the particu-
lar audience and situation in 
which they are given.

Presentation and 
Acceptance Speeches

Award ceremonies may or 
may not be occasions for 
formal speeches. Nowadays, 
most presentation and accep-
tance speeches consist of a 
few brief remarks, with pre-
senters announcing the win-
ner of the award and the winner simply thanking the presenter and perhaps a few 
other people. On a few occasions, however, an award ceremony calls for a longer, 
more substantive speech. If you someday win the Nobel Peace Prize, for example, 
you will be expected to deliver a formal speech before a distinguished audience of 
royalty and Nobel laureates in Oslo, Norway. With the king and queen of Norway 
and several hundred guests in attendance, you will express your gratitude and reflect 
on the larger significance of the Nobel Prize.

That is precisely what His Holiness the Dalai Lama did in his Nobel Prize ac-
ceptance speech in 1989. Like most acceptance speeches, the Dalai Lama’s address 
began with an expression of gratitude and humility: “I am very happy to be here 
with you today to receive the Nobel Prize for Peace. I feel honored, humbled and 
deeply moved that you should give this important prize to a simple monk from 
Tibet.” Then, he interpreted the award itself as “recognition of the true value of 
altruism, love, compassion and non-violence.” Accepting the award “on behalf 
of the oppressed everywhere,” the Dalai Lama spoke of the injustices against his 
own Tibetan people and his determination, despite their suffering, to see that their 
“long struggle” remain “non-violent and free of hatred.” Transcending that im-
mediate conflict, he then articulated the broader, more universal principles that 
motivated his efforts to build a more peaceful world:

I believe all suffering is caused by ignorance. People inflict pain on others in the selfish 
pursuit of their happiness or satisfaction. Yet true happiness comes from a sense of broth-
erhood and sisterhood. We need to cultivate a universal responsibility for one another and 
the planet we share. Although I have found my own Buddhist religion helpful in generat-
ing love and compassion,... I am convinced that everyone can develop a good heart and a 
sense of universal responsibility with or without religion.24

Generally, the formula for presenting an award is simple: introduce yourself 
and your purpose in speaking, say a few words about the significance or history of 
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the award itself, and then extol the virtues of the recipient. Sometimes the winner 
will be known in advance; on other occasions, you may reveal the recipient in your 
speech. In either case, your goal is to honor the recipient and give expression to the 
social values associated with the award.

When accepting an award, you want to convey a sincere sense of gratitude but 
also humility, perhaps by acknowledging the support of others who contributed to 
your success. This does not mean that you should read a long list of names, includ-
ing everyone who has ever done you a favor. But you do want to thank those most 
responsible for your moment in the limelight—a teacher or a coach who prepared 
you for a competition, perhaps, or a partner or spouse who supported you. Finally, 
you might acknowledge the deeper meaning of the award, using language that fits 
the dignity of the occasion. Of course, you also want to show that you genuinely 
appreciate the honor.

Whether presenting or accepting an award, it is important that you do the 
following:

j Learn as much as you can about the award. Knowing about the award—its 
history and meaning—can help you prepare your speech. If you are the first 
person to present or receive the award, you may want to note that fact. If 
other people have received the award previously, you may want to acknowl-
edge one or two of those previous winners.

j Plan and practice your speech in advance. A person asked to present an 
award typically prepares a speech in advance, but some people think it is 
wrong or even “bad luck” to prepare to accept an award. That may explain 
why we hear so many bad speeches at the Academy Awards! Generally, how-
ever, you will be told in advance if you have won some award and whether 
you are expected to speak at the awards ceremony. In that case, you definitely 
should prepare the speech ahead of time. Even if you will not know whether 
you have won an award until the ceremony itself, you can still sketch out 
some brief remarks—just in case you do win. Then, if you win, you can de-
liver those remarks extemporaneously, without pulling notes or a manuscript 
out of your pocket. After all, you do not want to look too prepared, as if you 
fully expected to win!

j Make your tone and language fit the occasion. Presentation and acceptance 
speeches are usually delivered in formal settings, and your language should 
reflect that. Your tone should be dignified and sincere. This is a time to speak 
formally, yet “from the heart.”

j Make your speech brief. Most presentation and acceptance speeches should 
be very brief, probably no longer than a minute or two. In many settings 
where awards are presented, there is other business to conduct, perhaps even 
a keynote speaker. So a brief yet carefully crafted speech is usually expected 
and appreciated.

Commemoration and Commencement Speeches

A commemorative speech marks an important date or event, whereas a com-
mencement address celebrates one specific type of event: a graduation ceremony. 
Commemorative speeches are heard on a wide variety of occasions, ranging from 
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national holidays, to dates with special significance for particular groups, to per-
sonally significant occasions, such as birthdays or wedding anniversaries. We may 
hear a commemorative speech on the Fourth of July, or we may hear one mark-
ing Black History Month. We still hear speeches commemorating the bombing of 
Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941—a “date which will live in infamy,” as FDR 
predicted. We also hear speeches commemorating more positive events, such as 
the Wright Brothers’ first flight at Kitty Hawk or astronaut Neil Armstrong’s 
first step on the moon. Some people reserve formal commemorative speeches for 
public holidays, while others may view their own birthday or retirement party as 
an occasion for speech making. People still toast the bride and groom at wedding 
receptions, although toasts typically consist of a few impromptu remarks rather 
than prepared speeches.

The commencement address, of course, is a special kind of commemora-
tive speech. Delivered at graduation ceremonies, commencement speeches have 
acquired an unfortunate reputation for being dull, predictable, and lacking in 
substance. Indeed, graduation speakers often joke about the insignificance of 
commencement speeches and promise to keep their remarks brief. Speaking to the 
graduates of Howard University in 1994, for example, former secretary of state 
Colin Powell cited a make-believe poll on student attitudes toward commence-
ment addresses and then joked about how most people forget their commence-
ment speaker:

The real challenge ...of being a commencement speaker ...is trying to figure out how 
long you’re gonna talk. If you ask the students, the answer is very, very simple. Talk 
for about four minutes and then sit down. Polls have been taken that show that 10 
years after the event, 80 percent of all graduating students don’t have a clue who their 
commencement speaker was. Well, you ain’t gonna do that to me. The name is Powell, 
P-o-w-e-l-l.25

Despite their bad reputation, commencement addresses have played an im-
portant role in American history. Indeed, some of the most famous speeches in 
our history have been delivered at graduation ceremonies. With Hitler’s armies 
overrunning Europe in 1940, for example, Franklin Delano Roosevelt used a com-
mencement address at the University of Virginia to condemn the invasion of France 
by Mussolini’s Italian fascists. “On this tenth day of June 1940,” the president 
solemnly intoned, “the hand that held the dagger has stuck it into the back of its 
neighbor.”26 President John F. Kennedy delivered another historic commencement 
address at American University on June 10, 1963. Speaking at the height of the 
Cold War, Kennedy used the occasion to reflect on the horrors of modern war. 
Kennedy’s address had a remarkable effect on world opinion and is still considered 
one of the greatest speeches in U.S. history. Far from a series of platitudes about the 
“challenges of life,” Kennedy’s speech was a thoughtful reflection on the insanity 
of war in the atomic age:

I speak of peace because of the new face of war. Total war makes no sense in an age where 
great powers can maintain large and relatively invulnerable nuclear forces and refuse 
to surrender without resort to those forces. It makes no sense in an age where a single 
nuclear weapon contains almost ten times the explosive force delivered by all the allied 
air forces in the Second World War. It makes no sense in an age when the deadly poisons 
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produced by a nuclear exchange would be carried by wind and water and soil and seed to 
the far corners of the globe and to generations yet unborn.

Today the expenditure of billions of dollars every year on weapons acquired for the pur-
pose of making sure we never need them is essential to the keeping of peace. But surely 
the acquisition of such idle stockpiles—which can only destroy and never create—is not 
the only, much less the most efficient, means of assuring peace....I realize the pursuit of 
peace is not as dramatic as the pursuit of war, and frequently the words of the pursuers 
fall on deaf ears. But we have no more urgent task.27

Not all commencement speeches address such weighty and serious topics, 
of course. Most focus on the immediate event—the graduation ceremony—and 
offer advice on how to find success and happiness in life. Like all commemorative 
speeches, commencement addresses should reflect on the larger significance of the 
day and offer inspiration and guidance. But they are also part of a celebration and 
should, as a rule, be positive and upbeat in tone.

Tributes and Eulogies

We commemorate events, but we pay tribute to people. And, of course, there are 
no more important speeches than those with which we celebrate our heroes and 
honor our dead. In paying tribute to people—living or dead—we both reinforce 
our shared social values and define the meaning of virtue and character. By rec-
ognizing the special talents, unique accomplishments, and extraordinary contribu-
tions of people we admire, we define the life well lived and create role models for 
the next generation.

Television star 
Oprah Winfrey 
speaking at a 
memorial service 
for Rosa Parks in 
Washington, DC, 
on October 31, 
2005.

Watch the Video
“Tribute to a Mentor,
Mildred Ball” at
MyCommunicationLab
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Tributes to living people are delivered on many occasions, such as award 
ceremonies, birthdays, anniversaries, and retirement celebrations. Whatever the 
occasion, the purpose remains the same: to highlight the person’s unique con-
tributions or talents and to praise him or her as an individual. In a speech hon-
oring composer John Williams at the Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts, 
for example, filmmaker Steven Spielberg called Williams a “national treasure” 
and “as American as apple pie.”28 At a White House ceremony, Secretary of 
Defense Donald Rumsfeld praised a very different man in similar terms, calling 
economist Milton S. Friedman “a rare talent—indeed, a talent to be treasured.” 
Praising this champion of free markets for “unleashing the power of human 
freedom,” Rumsfeld marked Friedman’s 90th birthday by celebrating how he 
changed “the course of history.”29

Funerals are typically private affairs, with eulogists mourning the loss and giv-
ing voice to the pain and grief of loved ones. When famous people die, however, 
eulogists typically say more, proclaiming the deceased an inspiration, perhaps even 
a national “hero.” Speaking at the funeral of civil rights pioneer Rosa Parks, for 
example, Oprah Winfrey recalled how her father had told her about “this col-
ored woman who had refused to give up her seat,” and she imagined that Parks 
must have been “really big”— “at least a hundred feet tall.” When she actually met 
Parks, of course, she was in for a surprise. “Here was this petite, almost delicate 
lady who was the personification of grace and goodness.” At that meeting, Winfrey 
thanked Parks for all she had done for African Americans, and she thanked her 
again at her funeral, crediting Parks with all that she had achieved in life: “That 
day that you refused to give up your seat on the bus, you, Sister Rosa, changed the 
trajectory of my life and the lives of so many other people in the world.”30

The death of a president or other political leader likewise tends to inspire 
eulogies that go beyond simple mourning. Typically, eulogies for political leaders 
urge us to honor their legacy by continuing their work. In a speech to Congress 
two weeks after the assassination of President Kennedy, for example, Lyndon 
Johnson mourned Kennedy’s death, lamenting that the “greatest leader of our 
time” had been “struck down by the foulest deed of our time.” Giving voice to 
millions of Americans, he added: “No words are sad enough to express our sense 
of loss.” Yet then Johnson declared “let us continue,” repeating the phrase several 
times and declaring it our “duty” to carry on Kennedy’s crusade for civil rights 
and world peace. He concluded by assuring his listeners that “John F. Kennedy did 
not live or die in vain.”31

Inaugural and Keynote Addresses

Inaugural addresses are speeches we give upon assuming a new office or posi-
tion. Inaugural addresses may be delivered by newly appointed corporate CEOs, 
incoming officers of private clubs or fraternal associations, or newly elected 
politicians. The best-known inaugural addresses, of course, are delivered every 
four years by the president of the United States. Indeed, a handful of presiden-
tial inaugural addresses—those of Thomas Jefferson, Abraham Lincoln, Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt, and John F. Kennedy—are counted among the greatest 
speeches in U.S. history.32 Like all inaugural addresses, presidential inaugurals 
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perform certain rituals of office taking, such as articulating one’s “vision” of the 
future. Yet presidential inaugurals also perform other political functions, such as 
reunifying the nation after a divisive campaign and laying the groundwork for 
the new president’s legislative agenda.

The power of an inaugural address to build unity after a divisive election 
is perhaps best illustrated by Thomas Jefferson’s celebrated inaugural address 
in 1801. During the election of 1800, sharp partisan divisions emerged for the 
first time in U.S. history. The Federalists, led by John Adams and Alexander 
Hamilton, favored a strong central government. The Republicans, led by 
Jefferson, wanted government to play a more limited role. Both parties claimed 
to be the true heirs to the American Revolution, and both suspected the other 
of conspiratorial designs, even disloyalty. The campaign was one of the most 
bitter in all of American history; some doubted that the Federalists would relin-
quish power peacefully. When he delivered his inaugural address, few expected 
Jefferson to reach out to the Federalists in a spirit of reconciliation. Yet he did 
just that, calling the election a mere “contest of opinion” and declaring that, of 
course, all would now “unite in common efforts for the common good.” Noting 
that “every difference of opinion is not a difference of principle,” Jefferson then 
delivered the most famous lines of the address: “We are all Republicans; we are 
all Federalists. If there be any among us who would wish to dissolve this Union 
or change its republican form, let them stand undisturbed as monuments of the 
safety with which error of opinion may be tolerated where reason is left free to 
combat it.”33

Other inaugural addresses have been more like deliberative or policy speeches, 
sketching at least the broad outlines of the new president’s agenda. In his first in-
augural address, for example, Franklin D. Roosevelt proposed no detailed plan for 
combating the Great Depression, but he did promise “action, and action now.” He 
then articulated the major aims of his New Deal policies: “put people to work,” 
make better use of natural resources, support agriculture, stop foreclosures on homes 
and small farms, “drastically reduce” the costs of government, unify relief activities, 
and establish “national planning” and “supervision of all forms of transportation 
and of communications...that have a definitely public character.”34 Similarly, John F. 
Kennedy’s inaugural address foreshadowed his administration’s aggressive Cold War 
policies by sounding a metaphorical trumpet and calling his fellow Americans to “a 
long twilight struggle.” Speaking as the voice of a “new generation” of Americans—
“born in this century, tempered by war, disciplined by a hard and bitter peace, [and] 
proud of our ancient heritage”—Kennedy made clear his determination to defend 
freedom around the world: “Let every nation know, whether it wishes us well or ill, 
that we shall pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, 
oppose any foe to assure the survival and the success of liberty.”35

Keynote addresses are featured speeches at meetings, conferences, or other for-
mal gatherings. Keynote addresses typically give expression to the purposes and 
significance of the group and its gathering. The best-known keynote addresses, 
of course, are those delivered every four years at the presidential nominating con-
ventions of the two major political parties. Although these keynotes have become 
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increasingly partisan in recent years, they still include some of the most timeless 
and celebrated speeches in U.S. history.

One of the most memorable keynote addresses in our history is Texas 
congresswoman Barbara Jordan’s speech to the 1976 Democratic National 
Convention in New York City. As an African-American woman, Jordan began 
by noting that, in the past, it would have been “most unusual for any national 
political party to ask a Barbara Jordan to deliver a keynote address.” Thus, her 
very presence on the podium became, for Jordan, “evidence that the American 
Dream need not forever be deferred.” The rest of the speech was a classic keynote 
address, articulating the ideals of the Democratic Party and celebrating the val-
ues shared by all Americans. In the wake of the Watergate scandal, Jordan also 
acknowledged people’s skepticism toward government and called on her fellow 
politicians to accept responsibility for the problem. “We as public servants must 
set an example for the rest of the nation,” she declared at a time of widespread 
political cynicism. “More is required .. .of public officials than slogans and hand-
shakes and press releases. . . .We must hold ourselves strictly accountable. We must 
provide the people with a vision of the future.”36

You may never be elected president of the United States or address a national 
political convention, but you can emulate the spirit of the great inaugural and 
keynote addresses. Whether speaking as the new president of a local civic club 
or as the keynote speaker at a professional conference, your goal should be the 
same: to give eloquent expression to the shared beliefs and values of your group 
or community.

The After-Dinner Speech

Sometimes epideictic speeches are delivered after lunch or dinner, perhaps at a 
business meeting or conference. Although after-dinner speeches are often enter-
taining, they also may address more serious topics. If Federal Reserve chair Ben 
Bernanke is asked to deliver an after-dinner speech, for example, people expect him 
to say something significant about the economy. In other situations, an after-dinner 
speaker may be asked to pay tribute to a person or to deliver something akin to a 
keynote address. In these situations, the speaker is also expected to say something 
substantive yet still be entertaining or perhaps even amusing.

Not surprisingly, after-dinner speeches can pose quite a challenge. Not only 
have audience members just eaten a meal, but they may also have been in meetings 
all day, with the dinner as their “reward.” As a result, the after-dinner speaker must 
look for ways to enliven the speech, perhaps by telling anecdotes or stories or by 
delivering the speech in a more spontaneous and energetic style.

Humor, of course, is one way that speakers make after-dinner speeches more 
entertaining, but humor can be tricky. Some people seem to have a knack for tell-
ing amusing stories; others do not. Some seem to have good comic timing; others 
stumble over punch lines. The point is not that you should avoid humor in an after-
dinner speech. But if you do aspire to be funny, you need to think carefully about 
what your audience may or may not find amusing.

Watch the Video
“Ignite Your Life” at
MyCommunicationLab
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Generally, an after-dinner speech should not be too long, perhaps no more 
than five or ten minutes. Stay in touch with how the audience is responding during 
the speech. Build your speech flexibly, so that you can cut some material during the 
speech if the audience appears to be losing interest. The most common complaint 
about an after-dinner speech is that it was too long. One rarely hears people com-
plain that an after-dinner speech was too short!

Finally, keep in mind that audiences expect to walk away from an after-
dinner speech with something to think about, remember, or talk about with 
others attending the event. Some after-dinner speeches might even provide the 
basis for further discussion and action. However much your audience may enjoy 
themselves, it is important that they also get something meaningful out of the 
speech. Even a humorous after-dinner speech can be used to communicate a seri-
ous message, as when we pay sincere tribute to somebody by “roasting” him or 
her at a banquet.

Sermons

Sermons and other religious speeches may or may not be epideictic addresses, 
depending on their purpose and audience. When we seek to convert somebody to 
our religion, we obviously are trying to persuade. But when we celebrate and reaf-
firm our audience’s existing faith—when we “preach to the choir”—the sermon 
functions like other ceremonial speeches, reinforcing or strengthening existing be-
liefs and values.

The line between epideictic and persuasive speaking is sometimes blurred 
in sermons that urge believers to cleanse themselves of sin. In the early nine-
teenth century, for example, a revivalist preacher named Lyman Beecher de-
livered a series of famous sermons on the “evils of intemperance,” elaborating 
on the “deleterious influence” of alcohol on both individuals and the nation. 
Most of Beecher’s followers already agreed with him about the evils of alco-
hol. Yet tempted by sin, many still drank. So Beecher took it upon himself to 
warn the nation (in the metaphorical style of epideictic) that “our sun is fast 
setting” and that “the darkness of an endless night is closing in upon us.” At 
one level, of course, Beecher was trying to persuade his flock not to drink. 
At another level, however, his sermons were simply reinforcing their existing 
beliefs, urging them to have the strength of their convictions and resist the 
temptation to drink.37

STYLE AND DELIVERY IN CEREMONIAL SPEAKING

Preview. Speakers tend to sound more “poetic” on ceremonial occasions because 
they strive to give eloquent expression to the significance of the occasion and the 
shared social values of the audience. This emphasis on “eloquence” focuses more 
attention on the speaker’s language. When preparing a ceremonial speech, you 
should choose your language carefully, using vivid language and figures of speech 
to create memorable images and a poetic rhythm and cadence. And because of the 
emphasis on style, most ceremonial speeches are delivered word-for-word from a 
manuscript.

Define 
eloquence

and discuss the 
importance of 
style and deliv-
ery in ceremo-
nial speaking.

16.4
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Throughout this chapter, we have emphasized how ceremonial speakers perform 
important educational and cultural functions, shaping listeners’ identity as mem-
bers of a community and reinforcing shared social values. Yet ceremonial speakers 
do more than honor our heroes or teach us about our traditions. They also inspire
us with their eloquence, touching our hearts or motivating us to reaffirm our civic 
and cultural commitments. In Chapter 11, we discussed the resources of language, 
including some of the ways that you might make your language more lively and in-
teresting. In the remainder of this chapter, we revisit that discussion of style, focus-
ing on how you might exploit the resources of language to make your ceremonial 
speeches more memorable.

Vivid Language and Imagery

The difference between a dull and lifeless ceremonial speech and one that is inspi-
rational and eloquent often boils down to the speaker’s choice of words. As we 
noted in Chapter 10, one way to make your speech more lively and interesting is to 
strive for vivid language, or language that is specific and concrete and appeals to 
your listeners’ physical senses. Specific, concrete words allow your audience to see, 
hear, smell, taste, or feel what you are talking about, and that sort of language can 
enhance the emotional impact of your speech. In the following passage, notice how 
former president Ronald Reagan used vivid, concrete language to re-create the 
scene on D-Day in 1944 as he commemorated the 40th anniversary of that fateful 
day in Pointe du Hoc, France:

We stand on a lonely, windswept point on the northern shore of France. The air is soft, 
but 40 years ago at this moment, the air was dense with smoke and the cries of men, 
and the air was filled with the crack of rifle fire and the roar of cannon. At dawn, on 
the morning of the sixth of June, 1944, 225 Rangers jumped off the British landing 
craft and ran to the bottom of these cliffs. Their mission was one of the most difficult 
and daring of the invasion: to climb these sheer and desolate cliffs and take out the 
enemy guns ...

The Rangers looked up and saw the enemy soldiers ...shooting down at them with 
machine guns and throwing grenades. And the American Rangers began to climb. They 
shot rope ladders over the face of these cliffs and began to pull themselves up. When 
one Ranger fell, another would take his place. When one rope was cut, a Ranger would 
grab another and begin his climb again. They climbed, shot back, and held their footing. 
Soon, one by one, the Rangers pulled themselves over the top, and in seizing the firm 
land at the top of these cliffs, they began to seize back the continent of Europe. Two 
hundred and twenty-five came here. After two days of fighting, only 90 could still 
bear arms.38

So powerful were Reagan’s images—so vivid was his re-creation of the scene on 
D-Day 40 years earlier—that some of the grizzled old veterans in his audience 
actually broke down in tears during the speech.

Imagery refers to the “word pictures” that our language creates, and Reagan 
painted a vivid one. So, too, did Theodore Roosevelt in a famous speech deliv-
ered at the dedication of a new federal office building in 1906. In “The Man with 
the Muck Rake,” Roosevelt compared the irresponsible journalists of his day to a 
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famous literary figure from Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress—the man with the muck 
rake, who “could look no way but down.” Refusing to see anything positive or 
“lofty,” he instead fixed his eyes “with solemn intentness only on that which is 
vile and debasing.” To Roosevelt’s mind, that perfectly described those journal-
ists who reported nothing but bad news and engaged in “hysterical exaggera-
tion” of America’s problems. “Hysterical sensationalism is the poorest weapon 
wherewith to fight for lasting righteousness,” Roosevelt declared in summarizing 
his point. And the imagery stuck: to this day, we use the term “muckraker” to 
describe journalists who specialize in sensational exposés.

Ceremonial speakers often use figurative language or specific figures of speech
to create imagery. In his presidential inaugural address, as we already noted, John 
F. Kennedy sounded a metaphorical trumpet as he called his fellow Americans to a 
“long twilight struggle.” He also deployed a variety of other metaphors through-
out the address to create memorable imagery and a more poetic tone. Early in the 
address, for example, he invoked images of a torchlight parade or an Olympic 
marathon as he declared that the “torch has been passed to a new generation of 
Americans.” A bit later, he summarized a lesson he hoped to teach to the non-
aligned nations, warning that in the past those who have “foolishly sought power 
by riding the back of the tiger” have often “ended up inside.” Then came another, 
quite different metaphor, directed at our “sister republics” to the south: a pledge 
to help them cast off “the chains of poverty” and effect a peaceful “revolution of 
hope.” Finally, Kennedy put the rest of the world on notice that the western hemi-
sphere intended to remain “master of its own house,” while at the same time he 

President Ronald 
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urged all nations to renew the “quest for peace” before the “dark forces of destruc-
tion” prevailed.39

You may not have Kennedy’s gift of eloquence. Yet by using more specific, 
concrete words or a striking metaphor or two, you can enhance the imagery and 
eloquence of your ceremonial speech. Writing a ceremonial speech is not like 
writing poetry, yet neither is it the same as writing a persuasive or informative 
speech. In a ceremonial speech, you should pay closer attention to language and 
choose your words carefully to achieve a more eloquent tone. Not all epideictic 
speeches are flowery or poetic, but all should reflect careful attention to lan-
guage and style.

Rhythm and Cadence

As you prepare your ceremonial speech, pay special attention to its rhythm and 
cadence. That is, write the speech with a view toward how well it will “flow” when 
delivered. In general, strive for a smooth, balanced rhythm, paying special atten-
tion to the length and structure of the speech’s phrases and sentences. You also may 
employ stylistic devices that contribute to a more “poetic” rhythm, such as antith-
esis, parallelism, or simple repetition.

When writing an epideictic speech, keep in mind that you are writing for 
oral delivery. It is crucial that your speech sound good when delivered out loud. 
Generally, this means that you should strive for shorter sentences, perhaps even 
using phrases or sentence fragments that might be inappropriate in a written 
essay. You want a speech that you can deliver smoothly, without stumbling over 
words that are difficult to pronounce or sentences that are awkwardly con-
structed. It is always a good idea to practice your speech out loud before you 
deliver it.

We remember some of the most famous ceremonial speeches in history not 
only for their imagery but also for their rhythm and cadence. In his inaugural 
address, for example, John F. Kennedy not only employed metaphors but also 
made effective use of antithesis, most notably in the best-known line of the ad-
dress: “Ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for 
your country.” Yet that was not the only example of antithesis in the speech. 
Kennedy also used a complex, extended antithesis to open the speech: “We ob-
serve today not a victory of party but a celebration of freedom—symbolizing 
an end as well as a beginning—signifying renewal as well as change.” Midway 
through the speech, he employed antithesis again: “Let us never negotiate out 
of fear. But let us never fear to negotiate.” Finally, he concluded by echoing the 
most famous line of the address, directing a similar antithesis to “citizens of the 
world”: “Ask not what America will do for you, but what together we can do 
for the freedom of man.”40

President Barack Obama’s inaugural address was likewise noteworthy for its 
rhythm and cadence, primarily because of his use of repetition and parallelism. 
Early in the speech, he repeated the phrase “on this day” to create a rhythmic par-
allelism emphasizing what his inauguration represented to those who supported 
him: “On this day, we gather because we have chosen hope over fear, unity of 
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purpose over conflict and discord. On this day, we come to proclaim an end to 
the petty grievances and false promises, the recriminations and worn-out dogmas 
that for far too long have strangled our politics.” A bit later in the speech, he again 
created a rhythmic parallelism by repeating just two words at the start of four 
consecutive sentences:

We will build the roads and bridges, the electric grids and digital lines that feed our 
commerce and bind us together.

We will restore science to its rightful place and wield technology’s wonders to raise health 
care’s quality and lower its costs.

We will harness the sun and the winds and the soil to fuel our cars and run our factories. 
And we will transform our schools and colleges and universities to meet the demands of a 
new age.

Then, bringing that parallelism to a climax, Obama concluded with two short, punchy 
sentences, again exploiting the power of repetition to create a poetic cadence: “All this 
we can do. All this we will do.”41

Again, you may not possess the natural eloquence of a Kennedy or an Obama, 
and not every ceremonial occasion calls for a speech poetic in tone. In preparing 
your own ceremonial speeches, however, you should strive for a more eloquent 
style, and that means paying close attention to the language, rhythm, and cadence 
of your speech.

Speaking from a Manuscript

On most occasions, you will deliver your ceremonial speech from a manuscript 
rather than from an outline or brief notes. That is, you will take care to present 
the speech exactly as written. This is not to say that you should stand before your 
audience, eyes glued to your manuscript, and simply read the speech. To the con-
trary, you should have the same concern with delivering your ceremonial speech 
effectively as you would any other speech.

The reason most ceremonial speeches are delivered from manuscript should 
be obvious: because of the emphasis on language and style, it is important that 
we deliver the speech precisely as written. That is not to say that you should 
never diverge from your manuscript or “ad lib” a few lines. Yet when you in-
vent that memorable turn of phrase or come up with the perfect metaphor—
that is, when you carefully craft the language of your speech—you want to 
deliver those lines exactly as written. In his first inaugural address, Franklin 
Roosevelt knew exactly what he wanted to say: the “only thing we have to 
fear is fear itself.” Imagine if FDR had delivered that line extemporaneously, 
concerned only with the idea behind it. Instead of that famous line, he instead 
might have said: “Let’s not be paralyzed by our fears.” Or even just this: “Don’t 
be scared!”

Unfortunately, delivering a speech from manuscript poses special challenges. 
Most speakers find it more difficult to maintain eye contact, use physical move-
ment and gestures, sustain the appropriate rate and volume, and react to audience 
feedback while reading from a manuscript. Delivering a speech from manuscript 
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SUMMARY

Ceremonial Speaking in a Free Society

16.1
  Discuss the role of ceremonial 
speaking in a free society.

j Ceremonial speeches perform important cultural 
functions in a free society.
j They help us remember the past.
j They honor our heroes.
j They celebrate shared beliefs and values.
j They provide inspiration and encouragement.

Social Values in Ceremonial Speaking

16.2
  Explain how ceremonial speeches 
define and reinforce social values.

j Ceremonial speeches articulate and reinforce 
shared social values.
j Most ceremonial speeches reaffirm existing values 

and traditions.
j Some ceremonial speeches promote social reform 

or encourage groups to reassess their values and 
priorities.

The Forms of Ceremonial Speech

16.3
  Identify and describe different types 
of ceremonial speeches.

j There are many different forms of ceremonial 
speeches, each unique but all with the same basic 
mission: to celebrate a special person or occasion.
j Speeches of introduction should be brief and 

focused on the featured speaker.

j Speeches of welcome or farewell often offer 
instruction or guidance.

j Presentation and acceptance speeches may focus 
on the virtues of an award recipient or the sig-
nificance of the award itself.

j Commemoration and commencement addresses 
mark special dates or events.

j Tributes and eulogies honor people and teach us 
about character and personal virtue.

j Inaugural and keynote addresses articulate the 
“vision” of a new leader or the key principles of 
some group.

j After-dinner speeches combine entertainment 
and a serious message.

j Sermons may be considered epideictic speeches 
when they celebrate and reinforce the faith of 
believers.

Style and Delivery in Ceremonial 
Speaking

16.4
  Define eloquence and discuss the 
importance of style and delivery in 
ceremonial speaking.

j Ceremonial speeches should be written with care-
ful attention to language and typically are deliv-
ered from manuscript.

requires that you write the speech in a good oral style, using words and sentence 
constructions that you will not stumble over as you speak. It also requires that you 
make a special effort to maintain a slow, deliberate pace that allows you to stay 
connected to your audience. In Chapter 11, we offered some other tips for deliver-
ing a manuscript speech, including ways to move and gesture and use your voice 
effectively while speaking from a manuscript. But perhaps the best advice for deliv-
ering a manuscript speech is simple: never forget that you are delivering a speech,
not simply reading out loud.

Listen to the Audio Chapter Summary at MyCommunicationLab

Study and Review materials for this chapter are at MyCommunicationLab
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QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW AND REFLECTION

Ceremonial Speaking in a Free Society

16.1
  Discuss the role of ceremonial 
speaking in a free society.

1. What are some of the main purposes of ceremonial 
speeches in a free society?

2. If you were asked to deliver a ceremonial speech on 
the Fourth of July, what events in the past might you 
mention? What heroes would you recall, and what 
shared beliefs and values would you celebrate?

Social Values in Ceremonial Speaking

16.2
  Explain how ceremonial speeches 
define and reinforce social values.

3. Do ceremonial addresses always reinforce tradi-
tional social values? Can you think of a speaker or 
speakers who have delivered ceremonial addresses 
that challenged traditional values?

The Forms of Ceremonial Speech

16.3
  Identify and describe different types 
of ceremonial speeches.

4. Suppose you learn that you are going to receive an 
award and have to give a brief acceptance speech. 
Would you talk more about yourself, other people, 
or the award itself?

5. Do you remember any of the commemorative or 
commencement speeches you have heard in the 
past? What made those speeches memorable?

6. Think of an important public figure, celebrity, or 
other notable person, living or dead, whom you 
admire. If you were to deliver a tribute or eulogy 
to that person, what character attributes or per-
sonal virtues would you emphasize?

7. What are the major differences between an inau-
gural address and a keynote address?

Style and Delivery in Ceremonial 
Speaking

16.4
  Define eloquence and discuss the 
importance of style and delivery in 
ceremonial speaking.

8. What does the word eloquence mean to you? What 
do you think makes some speeches more eloquent 
than others?

9. What are some of the stylistic devices that contrib-
ute to vivid imagery or create a poetic rhythm and 
cadence in a ceremonial speech?

Study and Review the Flashcards at MyCommunicationLab
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After labeling the Reverend Jerry Falwell an “agent of intolerance” during the 2000 presidential campaign, 
Senator John McCain (R-Arizona) accepted an invitation to deliver the 2006 commencement address at 
Falwell’s Liberty University. McCain used the occasion to talk about humility, patriotism, tolerance, respect, and 
forgiveness. He also celebrated free speech in America and urged his listeners to devote themselves to a cause 
greater than themselves.

John McCain

LIBERTY UNIVERSITY COMMENCEMENT 
ADDRESS

May 13, 2006

Thank you. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you, Dr. Falwell. Thank you, faculty, families and friends, 
and thank you Liberty University Class of 2006 for your welcome and your kind invitation to give 
this year’s commencement address. I want to join in the chorus of congratulations to the Class of 
2006. This is a day to bask in praise. You’ve earned it. You have succeeded in a demanding course 
of instruction. Life seems full of promise, as is always the case when a passage in life is marked 
by significant accomplishment. Today, it might seem as if the world attends you.

But spare a moment for those who have truly attended you so well for so long, and whose 
pride in your accomplishments is even greater than your own—your parents. When the world 
was looking elsewhere your parents’ attention was one of life’s certainties. So, as I commend 
you, I offer equal praise to your parents for the sacrifices they made for you, for their 
confidence in you and their love. More than any other influence in your lives they have helped 
you—make you the success you are today and might become tomorrow.

Thousands of commencement addresses are given every year, many by people with greater 
eloquence and more original minds than I possess. And it’s difficult on such occasions to avoid 
resorting to clichés. So let me just say that I wish you all well. This is a wonderful time to 
be young. Life will offer you ways to use your education, industry, and intelligence to achieve 
personal success in your chosen professions. And it will also offer you chances to know a far 
more sublime happiness by serving something greater than your self-interest. I hope you make 
the most of all your opportunities.

When I was in your situation, many, many years ago, an undistinguished graduate—barely—
of the Naval Academy, I listened to President Eisenhower deliver the commencement address. 
I admired President Eisenhower greatly. But I must admit I remember little of his remarks 
that day, impatient as I was to enjoy the less formal celebration of graduation, and mindful 
that given my class standing I would not have the privilege of shaking the president’s hand. I do 
recall, vaguely, that he encouraged his audience of new Navy ensigns and Marine lieutenants to 
become “crusaders for peace.”

I became an aviator and, eventually, an instrument of war in Vietnam. I believed, as did 
many of my friends, we were defending the cause of a just peace. Some Americans believed 
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we were agents of American imperialism who were not overly troubled by the many tragedies 
of war and the difficult moral dilemmas that constantly confront our soldiers. Ours is a noisy, 
contentious society, and always has been, for we love our liberties much. And among those 
liberties we love most, particularly so when we are young, is our right to self-expression. That 
passion for self-expression sometimes overwhelms our civility, and our presumption that those 
with whom we may have strong disagreements, wrong as they might be, believe that they, too, 
are answering the demands of their conscience.

When I was a young man, I was quite infatuated with self-expression, and rightly so because, 
if memory conveniently serves, I was so much more eloquent, well informed, and wiser than 
anyone else I knew. It seemed I understood the world and the purpose of life so much more 
profoundly than most people. I believed that to be especially true with many of my elders, 
people whose only accomplishment, as far as I could tell, was that they’d been born before me, 
and, consequently, had suffered some number of years deprived of my insights. I had opinions 
on everything, and I was always right. I loved to argue, and I could become understandably 
belligerent with people who lacked the grace and intelligence to agree with me. With my 
superior qualities so obvious, it was an intolerable hardship to have to suffer fools gladly. So I 
rarely did. All their resistance to my brilliantly conceived and cogently argued views proved was 
that they possessed an inferior intellect and a weaker character than God had blessed me with, 
and I felt it was my clear duty to so inform them. It’s a pity that there wasn’t a blogosphere 
then. I would have felt very much at home in that medium.

It’s funny, now, how less self-assured I feel late in life than I did when I lived in perpetual 
springtime. Some of my critics allege that age hasn’t entirely cost me the conceits of my youth. 
All I can say to them is, they should have known me then, when I was brave and true and better 
looking than I am at present. But as the great poet Yeats wrote, “All that’s beautiful drifts 
away, like the waters.” I’ve lost some of the attributes that were the object of a young man’s 
vanity. But there have been compensations, which I have come to hold dear.

We have our disagreements, we Americans. We contend regularly and enthusiastically 
over many questions: over the size and purposes of our government; over the social 
responsibilities we accept in accord with the dictates of our consciousness [conscience] 
and our faithfulness to the God we pray to; over our role in the world and how to defend 
our security interests and values in places where they are threatened. These are important 
questions worth arguing about. We should contend over them with one another. It is more 
than appropriate: it is necessary that even in times of crisis, especially in times of crisis, we 
fight among ourselves for the things we believe in. It is not just our right, but our civic and 
moral obligation.

Our country doesn’t depend on the heroism of every citizen. But all of us should be 
worthy of the sacrifices made on our behalf. We have to love our freedom, not just for the 
private opportunities it provides, but for the goodness it makes possible. We have to love 
it as much, even if not as heroically, as the brave Americans who defend us at the risk and 
often the cost of their lives. We must love it enough to argue about it, and to serve it, in 
whatever way our abilities permit and our conscience requires, whether it calls us to arms or 
to altruism or to politics.
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I supported the decision to go to war in Iraq. Many Americans did not. My patriotism and 
my conscience required me to support it and to engage in the debate over whether and how 
to fight it. I stand that ground not to chase vainglorious dreams of empire; not for a noxious 
sense of racial superiority over a subject people; not for cheap oil (we could have purchased oil 
from the former dictator at a price far less expensive than the blood and treasure we’ve paid to 
secure those resources for the people of that nation); not for the allure of chauvinism, to wreck 
[wreak] destruction in the world in order to feel superior to it; not for a foolishly romantic 
conception of war. I stand that ground because I believed, rightly or wrongly, that my country’s 
interests and values required it.

War is an awful business. The lives of the nation’s finest patriots are sacrificed. Innocent 
people suffer. Commerce is disrupted, economies damaged. Strategic interests shielded by 
years of statecraft are endangered as the demands of war and diplomacy conflict. Whether the 
cause was necessary or not, whether it was just or not, we should all shed a tear for all that is 
lost when war claims its wages from us. However just or false the cause, however proud and 
noble the service, it is loss—the loss of friendships, the loss of innocent life, the innocence—
the loss of innocence; and the veteran feels most keenly forevermore. Only a fool or a fraud 
sentimentalizes war.

Americans should argue about this war. They should argue about it. It has cost the lives of 
nearly 2,500 of the best of us. It has taken innocent life. It has imposed an enormous financial 
burden on our economy. At a minimum, it has complicated our ability to respond to other 
looming threats. Should we lose this war, our defeat will further destabilize an already volatile 
and dangerous region, strengthen the threat of terrorism, and unleash furies that will assail 
us for a very long time. I believe the benefits of success will justify the costs and the risks we 
have incurred. But if an American feels the decision was unwise, then they should state their 
opposition, and argue for another course. It is your right and your obligation. I respect you for 
it. I would not respect you if you chose to ignore such an important responsibility. But I ask 
that you consider the possibility that I, too, am trying to meet my responsibilities, to follow my 
conscience, to do my duty as best as I can, as God has given me light to see that duty.

Americans deserve more than tolerance from one another; we deserve each other’s respect, 
whether we think each other right or wrong in our views, as long as our character and our 
sincerity merit respect, and as long as we share, for all our differences, for all the noisy debates 
that enliven our politics, a mutual devotion to the sublime idea that this nation was conceived 
in—that freedom is the inalienable right of mankind, and in accord with the laws of nature and 
nature’s Creator.

We have so much more that unites us than divides us. We need only to look to the enemy 
who now confronts us, and the benighted ideals to which Islamic extremists pledge allegiance—
their disdain for the rights of man, their contempt for human life— to appreciate how much 
unites us.

Take, for example, the awful human catastrophe under way in the Darfur region of the 
Sudan. If the United States and the West can be criticized for our role in this catastrophe it’s 
because we have waited too long to intervene to protect the multitudes who are suffering, dying 
because of it.
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Twelve years ago, we turned a blind eye to another genocide, in Rwanda. And when that 
reign of terror finally, mercifully exhausted itself, with over 800,000 Rwandans slaughtered, 
Americans, our government, and decent people everywhere in the world were shocked 
and ashamed of our silence and inaction, for ignoring our values, and the demands of our 
conscience. In shame and renewed allegiance to our ideals, we swore, not for the first time, 
“never again.” But “never” lasted only until the tragedy of Darfur.

Now, belatedly, we have recovered our moral sense of duty, and we are prepared, I hope, to 
put an end to this genocide. Osama bin Laden and his followers, ready, as always, to sacrifice 
anything and anyone to their hatred of the West and our ideals, have called on Muslims to 
rise up against any Westerner who dares intervene to stop the genocide, even though Muslims, 
hundreds of thousands of Muslims, are its victims. Now that, my friends, is a difference, a cause, 
worth taking up arms against.

It is not a clash of civilizations. I believe, as I hope all Americans would believe, that no 
matter where people live, no matter their history or religious beliefs or the size of their GDP, 
all people share the desire to be free; to make by their own choices and industry better lives for 
themselves and their children. Human rights exist above the state and beyond history—they are 
God-given. They cannot be rescinded by one government any more than they can be granted by 
another. They inhabit the human heart, and from there, though they can be abridged, they can 
never be wrenched.

This is a clash of ideals, a profound and terrible clash of ideals. It is a fight between right 
and wrong. Relativism has no place in this confrontation. We’re not defending—we’re not 
defending an idea that every human being should eat corn flakes, play baseball, or watch MTV. 
We’re not insisting that all societies be governed by a bicameral legislature and a term-limited 
chief executive. We’re insisting that all people have a right to be free, and that right is not 
subject to the whims and interests and authority of another person, government, or culture. 
Relativism, in this context, is most certainly not a sign of our humility or ecumenism; it is a 
mask for arrogance and selfishness. It is, and I mean this sincerely and with all humility, not 
worthy of us. We are a better people than that.

We’re not a perfect nation. Our history has had its moments of shame and profound regret. 
But what we have achieved in our brief history is irrefutable proof that a nation conceived in 
liberty will prove stronger, more decent, and more enduring than any nation ordered to exalt 
the few at the expense of the many or made from a common race or culture or to preserve 
traditions that have no greater attribute than longevity.

As blessed as we are, no nation complacent in its greatness can long sustain it. We, too, must 
prove, as those who came before us proved, that a people free to act in their own interests will 
perceive those interests in an enlightened way, will live as one nation, in a kinship of ideals, and 
make of our power and wealth a civilization for the ages, a civilization in which all people share 
in the promise and responsibilities of freedom.

Should we claim our rights and leave to others the duty to the ideals that protect them, 
whatever we gain for ourselves will be of little lasting value. It will build no monuments to 
virtue, claim no honored place in the memory of posterity, offer no worthy summons to the 
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world. Success, wealth, and celebrity gained and kept for private interest is a small thing. 
It makes us comfortable, eases the material hardships our children will bear, purchase[s] a 
fleeting regard for our lives, yet not the self-respect that, in the end, matters most. But sacrifice 
for a cause greater than yourself, and you invest your life with the eminence of that cause, your 
self-respect assured.

All lives are a struggle against selfishness. All my life I’ve stood a little apart from 
institutions that I willingly joined. It just felt natural to me. But if my life had shared no 
common purpose, it would not have amounted to much more than eccentricity. There is no honor 
or happiness in just being strong enough to be left alone. I’ve spent nearly 50 years in the service 
of this country and its ideals. I have made many mistakes, and I have many regrets. But I’ve 
never lived a day, in good times or bad, that I wasn’t grateful for the privilege. That’s the benefit 
of service to a country that is an idea and a cause, a righteous idea and cause. America and her 
ideals helped spare me from the weaknesses in my own character. And I cannot forget it.

When I was a young man, I thought glory was the highest attainment, and all glory was self-glory. 
My parents had tried to teach me otherwise, as did my church, as did the Naval Academy. But I 
didn’t understand the lesson until later in life, when I confronted challenges I never expected to face.

In that confrontation, I discovered that I was dependent on others to a greater extent than 
I had ever realized, but neither they nor the cause we served made any claims on my identity. 
On the contrary, they gave me a larger sense of myself than I had had before. And I am a 
better man for it. I discovered that nothing in life is more liberating than to fight for a cause 
that encompasses you but is not defined by your existence alone. And that has made all the 
difference, my friends, all the difference in the world.

Let—let us argue with each other then. By all means, let us argue. Our differences are not 
petty. They often involve cherished beliefs, and represent our best judgment about what is right 
for our country and humanity. Let us defend those beliefs. Let’s do so sincerely and strenuously. 
It is our right and duty to do so. And let’s not be too dismayed with the tenor and passion 
of our arguments, even when they wound us. We have fought among ourselves before in our 
history, over big things and small, with worse vitriol and bitterness than we experience today.

Let us exercise our responsibilities as free people. But let us remember, we are not enemies. 
We are compatriots defending ourselves from a real enemy. We have nothing to fear from 
each other. We are arguing over the means to better secure our freedom, promote the general 
welfare, and defend our ideals. It should remain an argument among friends; each of us 
struggling to hear our conscience, and heed its demands; each of us, despite our differences, 
united in our great cause, and respectful of the goodness in each other. I have not always 
heeded that injunction myself, and I regret it very much.

I had a friend once, who, a long time ago, in the passions and resentments of a tumultuous 
era in our history, I might have considered my enemy. He had come once to the capitol of the 
country that held me prisoner, that deprived me and my dearest friends of our most basic rights, 
and that murdered some of us. He came to that place to denounce our country’s involvement in 
the war that had led us there. His speech was broadcast into our cells. I thought it a grievous 
wrong then, and I still do.
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A few years later, he had moved temporarily to a kibbutz in Israel. He was there during the 
Yom Kippur War, when he witnessed the support America provided our beleaguered ally. He saw 
the huge cargo planes bearing the insignia of the United States Air Force rushing emergency 
supplies into that country. And he had an epiphany. He had believed America had made a tragic 
mistake by going to Vietnam, and he still did. He had seen what he believed were his country’s 
faults, and he still saw them. But he realized he has—he had let his criticism temporarily blind 
him to his country’s generosity and the goodness that most Americans possess, and he regretted 
his failing deeply. When he returned to his country he became prominent in Democratic 
Party politics, and helped [elect] Bill Clinton president of the United States. He criticized his 
government when he thought it wrong, but he never again lost sight of all that unites us.

We met some years later. He approached me and asked to apologize for the mistake he 
believed he had made as a young man. Many years had passed since then, and I bore little 
animosity for anyone because of what they had done or not done during the Vietnam War. It 
was an easy thing to accept such a decent act, and we moved beyond our old grievance.

We worked together in an organization dedicated to promoting human rights in the country 
where he and I had once come for different reasons. I came to admire him for his generosity, 
his passion for his ideals, and for the largeness of his heart, and I realized he had not been my 
enemy, but my countryman, my countryman, and later my friend. His friendship honored me. 
We disagreed over much. Our politics were often opposed, and we argued those disagreements. 
But we worked together for our shared ideals. We were not always in the right, but we weren’t 
always in the wrong either, and we defended our beliefs as we had each been given the wisdom 
to defend them.

David [Ifshin] remained my countryman and my friend, until the day of his death, at the age 
of 47, when he left a loving wife and three beautiful children, and legions of friends behind him. 
His country was a better place for his service to Her, and I had become a better man for my 
friendship with him. God bless him.

And may God bless you, Class of 2006. The world does indeed await you, and humanity is 
impatient for your service. Take good care of that responsibility. Everything depends upon it.

And thank you, very much, for the privilege of sharing this great occasion with you.

Source: From John McCain, “Liberty University Commencement Address, May 13, 2006.” Published 2006 by 
John McCain.
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420 CHAPTER 17 Speaking and Deliberating in Groups 

By speaking out in public, we fulfill one of our most important responsibilities 
as citizens: to work together with our fellow citizens to build stronger com-
munities and a better world. Most of this book focuses on formal speeches, 

in which you deliver carefully prepared remarks to an audience of listeners. In 
many instances, however, your listeners will not be passive receivers but active par-
ticipants in a discussion. In these group settings, you may still engage in advocacy, 
but your “speeches” will be less formal and more spontaneous. This process of 
communicating within a group—with speakers and listeners frequently exchanging 
roles—is called deliberation. In group deliberations, you may still be an advocate 
for a particular point of view, but your ultimate goal may be consensus building, 
information sharing, or conflict resolution.

We all participate in a variety of formal and informal group deliberations. 
Professionally, we may spend many hours attending staff meetings or meeting with 
clients or customers. In our local community, we may participate in a community 
forum, attend a school board meeting, or work on a task force appointed to tackle 
some problem. As you interact in such groups, you will learn from others, form 
friendships, and contribute knowledge and skills vital to the success of the group’s 
efforts. Deliberating in a group is not the same as talking individually with another 
person or working alone to solve some problem. A group is both dynamic and 
complex. Done right, group deliberations may lead to long-term, productive rela-
tionships and inspire creative decision making. When they go badly, however, they 
can cause tension and prevent action. This chapter focuses on ways to promote 
healthy, productive group deliberations.

The frequency with which you deliberate in groups is itself reason enough to 
read this chapter carefully. Your effectiveness in any organization or community 
will be influenced by how well you communicate in groups. As businesses and 
nonprofit organizations have become increasingly team oriented, group commu-
nication skills have also become more important in the workplace. Knowing how 
to be a team player, how to interact effectively with others to complete projects, 
and how to provide group leadership are all highly valued skills in the twenty-
first century.1

Group communication skills learned in one setting are usually applicable to 
others. Whether you are deliberating as a board member of a nonprofit agency, as 
a citizen in a community group, or as a member of your work team, you will be 
more effective if you prepare carefully, thoughtfully analyze the problem, maintain 
an open and flexible attitude, and listen respectfully. When you communicate ef-
fectively in a group, you are likely to exert more influence and rise to a position of 
leadership. You will also find it easier to maintain a civil and respectful atmosphere 
as you collaborate with others to solve problems. The more involved you become 
as a citizen in your community, the more frequently you will work in groups deal-
ing with such issues as education, crime and public safety, or housing and environ-
mental policy. Your ability to contribute constructively to groups will affect your 
community’s ability to solve its problems. For all these reasons, developing the 
ability to work effectively in groups is vital. We begin by examining the form that 
group communication typically takes in a civic or community setting: the process 
known as public deliberation.
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UNDERSTANDING PUBLIC DELIBERATION

Preview. Deliberative forums vary in size and purpose, but the same basic 
principles of effective and responsible deliberation govern them all. Public de-
liberation differs from debate; it is not a contest with winners and losers, but a 
process of engaging in dialogue to promote understanding or solve problems. 
At its best, deliberation can lead to a variety of positive outcomes. When not 
characterized by a spirit of dialogue, however, deliberation will not have such 
positive results.

The concept of public deliberation grows out of democratic theory. According 
to political scientist Simone Chambers, the theory of deliberative democracy 
focuses on the communicative processes of opinion formation that precede 
voting.2 Although the act of voting itself is a personal decision, the process 
of deliberation is concerned with public “account giving”—how people ar-
ticulate, explain, and justify their political opinions and policy preferences to 
their fellow citizens. In other words, the theory of democratic deliberation is 
talk-focused. In a sense, then, public deliberation is the process through which 
democracy is enacted.3

Communication scholar John Gastil defines public deliberation as “judicious 
argument, critical listening, and earnest decision making.”4 Gastil echoes educa-
tional philosopher John Dewey, who described full deliberation as a careful exami-
nation of a problem or issue, including identifying possible solutions, establishing 
evaluative criteria, and using those criteria in identifying the best solution.5 Of 
course, deliberation in the real world does not always work so neatly. But by striv-
ing to deliberate as fully and completely as possible, citizens can improve its pro-
cess and outcomes.

Public deliberation, then, is discourse among citizens—as they engage in 
dialogue, explore ideas, and strive to reach common understandings and agree-
ments about community problems or courses of action. Public deliberation is a real 
measure of civic engagement—as much so as voting, attending meetings, working 
for a political party, or participating in voluntary organizations. Deliberating with 
others provides the opportunity for citizens to develop and express their views, 
learn from the ideas of others, identify shared concerns and preferences, and come 
to common understandings and judgments about matters of public concern. These 
exchanges can be a “central way of clarifying and negotiating deep divisions over 
material interests and moral values.”6 At the same time, they can provide a mecha-
nism for airing disagreements that have not been articulated and point the way 
toward resolving differences within a community.

There are many different forms of public deliberation. Some deliberations take 
place in large, formal settings, such as a town hall meeting between elected officials 
and their constituents. Other deliberations take place in homes, schools, churches, 
libraries, or community centers. Public deliberation can also involve face-to-face 
exchanges, phone conversations, e-mail exchanges, and Internet forums. It may 
focus on local issues and problems or matters of national or even international 
significance.

Explain 
the role, 

importance, and 
potential ben-
efits of public 
deliberation.
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Engaging in Dialogue

Whether the goal of public deliberation is education, consensus building, conflict 
resolution, or advocacy,7 the deliberative process is more likely to be successful if 
the participants engage one another in a respectful dialogue. As award-winning 
author Daniel Yankelovich points out, dialogue is most easily understood by con-
trasting it with the kind of debate in which the goal is to win an argument. Debate 
emphasizes finding flaws in others’ positions and winning arguments, while 
dialogue focuses on working with others to achieve common ground and finding 
strengths in others’ views.8

Journalist Scott London points out that deliberative dialogue differs from other 
forms of public discourse because its objective is to think together, “not so much to 
reach a conclusion as to discover where a conclusion might lie.”9 Thinking together
involves listening deeply and with empathy to other points of view. In many dis-
cussions, participants bat ideas back and forth, but they seem more interested in 
articulating their own views than in truly understanding what others are saying.

When you participate in deliberations, it’s important to approach the dialogue 
in a spirit of equality. As Yankelovich maintains, “In genuine dialogue, there is no 
arm-twisting, no pulling of rank, no hint of sanctions for holding politically incor-
rect attitudes, no coercive influences of any sort, whether overt or indirect.”10 In 
many contexts, of course, differences of status may exist among the participants, 
making it more difficult to achieve a genuine dialogue. In that case, those of higher 
rank or status must take the initiative to build trust and make everybody feel com-
fortable about airing their views.11 Differences of power or status can make delib-
erating more challenging, but those differences can be overcome.

The deliberative process usually revolves around problem solving, but it can 
also be used simply to increase knowledge, understanding, or empathy for different 

The U.S. Department of Education recently released 
a report calling on colleges and universities to renew 
their commitment to making “civic learning” a central 
part of students’ undergraduate experience. The report 
emphasizes skills, values, and actions that are central 
to civic engagement and discourse. The following 
illustrates some of these:

Skills

j Seeking, engaging, and being informed by multiple 
perspectives

j Deliberation and bridge building across differences
j Collaborative decision making

Values

j Open-mindedness
j Tolerance
j Empathy
j Responsibility to a larger good

Collective Action

j Integrating knowledge, skills, and examined values 
to inform actions taken in concert with others

j Compromise, civility, and mutual respect

Source: The National Task Force on Civic Learning and 
Democratic Engagement, A Crucible Moment (Washington, DC: 
Association of American Colleges and Universities, 2012).

Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement 
in the Twenty-First Century

FOCUS ON CIVIC
ENGAGEMENT

Watch the Video
“Jail Reform” at
MyCommunicationLab
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perspectives. London notes that the Greeks believed that individuals could uncover 
the truth for themselves by reasoning with others. He inventories what they envi-
sioned, writing:

By questioning and probing each other, carefully dissecting and analyzing ideas, finding in-
consistencies, never attacking or insulting, but always searching for what they could accept 
between them, they could gradually attain deeper understanding and insight.12

In this spirit, deliberative dialogue aims at establishing a framework for mutual 
understanding and a common purpose that transcends individual ideas and opin-
ions. Although it may not produce consensus, it can produce collective insight and 
judgment that reflects the thinking of the group as a whole. When the deliberative 
process works well, it links people’s private ideas and interests with public knowl-
edge and public values—knowledge and values that are clarified and corroborated 
through the process of group inquiry.

Understanding How Deliberative Dialogue Works While there is no fixed proce-
dure for organizing a deliberative dialogue, certain steps or stages are fairly typi-
cal. To begin, a facilitator welcomes participants, invites self-introductions, and 
quickly reviews and responds to questions about the guidelines for dialogue.

Participants then enter into exploratory dialogue—a potentially awkward time 
when some sit back and watch or express their views tentatively as they size up 
others in the group or scrutinize the procedures. As individuals begin to relate per-
sonal stories of their relationship to the issue at hand, a more comfortable group 
dynamic begins to unfold. Through the exploratory phase, group members may 
begin to establish trust and cohesiveness. They also grapple with “naming” the 
issue—a process that may take them in new and perhaps unanticipated directions. 
They may discover, for example, that the issue they thought they had come to 

Nobody is born with the habits and skills of civic 
engagement. We learn how to be good citizens, and 
the National Constitution Center in Philadelphia 
has developed an innovative program to help high 
school students do just that: The Exchange: A 
Marketplace of Student Ideas. Using Internet-2 
videoconferencing technologies, The Exchange 
brings together students from across the nation 
for live discussions of some of the most pressing 
issues of the day, including religion in the public 
schools, health care reform, immigration, and 
same-sex marriage. Funded by the Annenberg 
Foundation and the National Endowment for the 

Humanities, The Exchange is hosted by former 
MTV news correspondent SuChin Pak and other 
guest moderators. The program teaches students 
the difference between competitive debate and 
collaborative deliberation, and it cultivates a 
variety of skills necessary for engaged democratic 
citizenship, including research, critical listening, 
public speaking, and group deliberation skills.

For a brief video introduction to The 
Exchange, visit http://vimeo.com/26973374. For 
more information and other video clips from The 
Exchange, visit http://constitutioncenter.org/
the-exchange/.

The Exchange: A Marketplace 
of Student Ideas

FOCUS ON CIVIC
ENGAGEMENT
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discuss is only a part, or a symptom, of a deeper and more complex issue. So a 
community group might initially come together because they are concerned about 
neighborhood crime, but as they deliberate, they may end up focusing on a broader 
set of concerns, such as poverty or at-risk youth.

Later, the dialogue shifts from inquiry and exploration to purposeful deliberation
as the group begins to wrestle with what may look like competing choices. Conflict 
and disagreement are almost certain as the group seeks to identify core group values 
that transcend individual differences. Participants help generate productive dialogue 
when they indicate that their ideas are tentative, not cast in stone, and signal their 
willingness to listen, to grow, and to change. Participants also advance a spirit of 
dialogue when they give everybody a chance to speak, so that no one dominates the 
conversation. Finally, participants show their commitment to dialogue by establish-
ing a supportive environment where mutual respect is the norm.13

Deliberative groups come together for different reasons and with different out-
comes in mind. Some are content to set an agenda for further study or to arrive at a 
shared sense of how best to address an issue. Others aim for a collective judgment 
about the best course of action to pursue. Whatever the goal, the deliberative pro-
cess ends when the facilitator sums up what has been said (or asks group members 
to do so), points out areas of agreement and lingering disagreement, articulates the 
overarching concerns that have been shared, allows for final comments, and identi-
fies the “next steps” for the group.

Based on his studies of a number of deliberative groups, London argues that 
what distinguishes an ordinary from an extraordinary dialogue is the “presence of 
some transforming moment, or critical turning point.” At this crucial point, par-
ticipants move away from their own perspective and entertain the possibility of 
developing a collective understanding of the issue at hand.14

Compelling personal narratives may trigger this kind of turning point, making 
abstract and ideological views more concrete and understandable. When individu-
als in the group recount their personal struggle with drug addiction, their experience 
of living on the streets, their battle with mental illness, or their anger and despair at 
being the target of racist or homophobic remarks, others in the group may be moved, 
perhaps for the first time. Personal narratives give each problem a human face.15

Benefits of Public Deliberation

The potential benefits of public deliberation are many. The following are among 
the most consistently cited:

j Citizens become more engaged and active in civic affairs.
j Tolerance for opposing points of view increases.
j Citizens improve their understanding of their own preferences and can better 

justify those preferences with arguments.
j People in conflict set aside their “win-lose” approach as they begin to sense 

their interdependence.
j Faith in the democratic process is enhanced as citizens feel empowered.
j Political decisions become more considered and informed by relevant reasons 

and evidence.
j Collective decision making grows in frequency and quality.16
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Under the right circumstances, public deliberation can produce impressive 
results. Gastil, for example, has documented numerous real-world deliberative ini-
tiatives, such as a community “visioning process” held in Chattanooga, Tennessee. 
This deliberative process involved 50 community activists and volunteers who met 
over a 20-week period. Their deliberations produced a list of priorities and solu-
tions, including a shelter for abused women and a riverfront park. The organizers 
next developed a series of neighborhood associations and new nonprofit organiza-
tions. Eight years later, most of the solutions that emerged from the forums had 
been implemented.17

Participants often emerge “changed” by the process of deliberating. Research 
on the National Issues Forums has shown that deliberation can produce an array 
of positive results, including increasing the participants’ sense of community, en-
hancing their interest in politics, and making them more open minded in their 
political conversations.18 An extensive survey of another group of participants in 
small group deliberations revealed that, as a result of their deliberations, those 
participants donated money to charitable organizations (57 percent), became more 
interested in politics or social issues (45 percent), volunteered in the community 
(43 percent), changed their mind about a political or social issue (40 percent), or 
participated in a political rally or political campaign (12 percent).19

Potential Problems

Public deliberation does not always yield such positive outcomes. Much depends 
on participants’ expectations, the deliberative format used, the facilitator’s skill, 
and whether group members feel that their deliberations have any real impact. For 
example, one study reported on the feelings of frustration experienced by mem-
bers of a deliberative group that had made specific recommendations for health 
care reform and environmental regulation. When the federal government failed to 
enact any sort of reform, they felt that their deliberations had been in vain.20 In 
general, when participants feel that they are “just talking” and that their talk will 
not have any real impact on policy making, they will experience post-deliberation 
frustration.21

Participating in deliberative forums may also increase participants’ sense of 
self-efficacy while reducing their sense of group efficacy. One study found that 
participants left a challenging forum more confident in their own ability to take ef-
fective individual action but more skeptical of the efficacy of group-based political
action. However, the reactions of participants seemed to depend on the nature 
of their experiences in the forums. Those who engaged in relatively successful 
forums—with well-prepared participants, clear guidelines, effective facilitators, 
and adequate time devoted to deliberation—reported greater attitude changes and 
more positive feelings about the group experience.22 In cases where deliberative 
forums do not go well, however, participants may end up feeling even more power-
less and ineffectual.

Facilitators must be well trained and skilled, capable of providing adequate 
structure while allowing plenty of room for exploring diverse ideas. They must also 
be able to help group members achieve a sense of closure. Either too much inter-
vention (so that group members are not freely deliberating) or too little (so that the 
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group rambles out of control) can lead to poor outcomes and dissatisfaction.23 In 
addition, facilitators must create a climate in which all participants feel they can 
express their views without fear of reprisal.

GROUP STRUCTURES THAT ENCOURAGE

DIALOGUE AND DELIBERATION

Preview. Several foundations and educational groups have developed programs 
to promote more open, constructive, and engaged public deliberations. These pro-
grams provide models for deliberative groups of differing sizes and purposes.

Although many different types of deliberative groups exist, including citizen juries, 
roundtables, and public hearings, we focus here on three of the most common 
models: study circles, town hall meetings, and National Issues Forums.

Study Circles

The Study Circles Resource Center (SCRC) was created by the Topsfield Foundation 
in 1989 to advance deliberative democracy and improve the quality of public life in 
the United States. The center was renamed “Everyday Democracy” in 2002. Its goal 
is to help create communities that work better for everyone because all voices are 
included in problem solving, and to link that work to creating a stronger democ-
racy.24 Everyday Democracy offers assistance to communities in which people of 
different backgrounds are committed to working together to solve public problems. 
They offer tools, resources, and sometimes technical assistance with community 
organizing and creating and sustaining dialogue that leads to action and change.

At the heart of their approach is the study circle—a dialogue-to-change group 
that typically consists of eight to twelve participants guided by an impartial facili-
tator. Study circle members are encouraged to consider many perspectives, rather 
than advocating for a particular point of view. Ground rules set the tone for a re-
spectful, productive discussion. Participants are encouraged to listen attentively to 
one another and to work at building trusting relationships. A typical study circle 
meets over multiple sessions, with members initially sharing personal experiences 
and then examining diverse points of view and seeking common ground (while 
respecting individual differences). Ultimately, the goal is to devise creative strate-
gies for action. Facilitators remind group members that they can make a difference.

Individual study circles are often part of a community-wide effort in which 
several study circles meet simultaneously to address an issue of common concern. 
These groups contain men and women of all ethnic backgrounds and income levels. 
They also involve individuals and organizations from different sectors of the com-
munity, such as the Chamber of Commerce, the faith community, the media, local 
government, the United Way, the police department, the YMCA, the Urban League, 
and various neighborhood associations. Each brings unique tools, knowledge, and 
grassroots connections to the partnership.

Community-wide study circles are designed to involve the whole community 
in public dialogue and problem solving. At the end of the process, members of 
different study circles assemble in a community-wide meeting in which they learn 

Describe 
group 

structures that 
promote effec-
tive deliberation 
and dialogue.
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how others are working to make a difference. They may begin to discern how 
their contribution might fit into the larger picture. Some groups may decide to 
join forces and work together, whereas others will choose to remain independent. 
In either case, everyone has the chance to exchange ideas with public officials and 
other community members about public policy and discover ways to collaborate 
and bring about real change in policies and institutions.25

Town Hall Meetings

Traditionally, a town hall meeting is a gathering where the citizens of an entire 
geographic area are invited to deliberate over administrative, political, or legisla-
tive issues. Typically, everyone in the community is invited to attend, voice their 
concerns and opinions, and hear responses from public figures and elected officials.

The town hall meeting is a kind of democratic forum that has been used in 
the United States since the 1600s. Early town meetings brought citizens together 

Syracuse, New York. The Community-Wide Dialogue 
to End Racism began in 1997. Since then, over 6,000 
people of all ages have taken part in the nation’s 
longest-running efforts to address racism and racial 
inequities. Over the years, this initiative has led to 
several outcomes:

j Implementing fair-lending practices at a local 
bank

j Increasing the number of people of color on local 
boards

j Pairing city and suburban schools for a high school 
exchange program in which students discuss such 
topics as the effects of white privilege and racism

j Launching dialogues between the refugee 
community and American-born residents—
including a police-community forum that addressed 
racial tensions between police and refugees and a 
peace march in which over 500 people took part

j Addressing the gap in student achievement 
between whites and students of color by expanding 
reading lists to include authors of color, reworking 
the American and World History curriculum to 
more accurately reflect contributions of people of 
color, and decorating classrooms to reflect images 
and cultures of people of color.

New Haven, Connecticut. Community Mediation, Inc. 
took the lead on a city-wide effort aimed at creating a 
“culture of dialogue,” neighborhood by neighborhood. 
Guided by a diverse group of community leaders, 
New Haven 2020: It Starts Now brought neighbors 
together to address issues affecting the well-being of 
youth. So far, about 120 citizens have taken part in 
these community-based dialogues. In 2009, action 
teams formed in four neighborhoods. Some of their 
accomplishments include the following:

j Better relations between teens and police
j Improved student literacy in both English and 

Spanish
j Increased involvement of children in neighborhood 

reading programs
j The creation of a community garden that connects 

youth with mentors

Working with local nonprofits, the police department, 
city officials, and concerned citizens, New Haven 
2020 aims to involve more people every year.

Source: “Long-time Project in Syracuse, NY, Tackles Student 
Achievement Gap,” www.everyday-democracy.org/en/Article.1196.
aspx (accessed March 21, 2012); “New Haven, CT, Residents Take 
Action to Address Youth Issues,” www.everyday-democracy.org/en/
Article.1197.aspx (accessed March 25, 2012).

Study Circle Success Stories
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to discuss and vote on policies and 
budgets for their community. Today, 
however, town hall meetings are 
often forums for people to state their 
views but are not truly deliberative 
forums, where ordinary citizens de-
cide on policies. U.S. politicians now 
commonly hold what they call “town 
hall meetings” as campaign events. 
In 2008, Senators John McCain and 
Barack Obama both staged town hall 
meetings as part of their presidential 
campaigns. Following the election, 
President Obama continued to conduct 
these meetings in the United States and 
around the globe. In some cases, he 
has used the Internet to engage citizens 
from around the country—responding 
to questions from a live audience and 
also addressing questions submitted by 
thousands of citizens who “tune in” 
and cast their votes on the most criti-
cal issues facing the nation.26

During the summer of 2009, bit-
ter partisan divisions over a variety of 
economic issues, including an overhaul 
of the health care system, resulted in 
angry confrontations at town hall 

meetings across the country. Members of Congress were “shouted down, hanged in 
effigy, and taunted by crowds”27 as they attempted to engage citizens in dialogue 
about the proposed reforms. In several cities, noisy demonstrations led to fistfights, 
arrests, and even injuries. Although a few representatives claimed to enjoy the 
lively debate, many appeared to agree with the media’s portrayals of the protests 
as “town brawls.”

The issue of health care reform has been hotly contested for years. Yet the 
magnitude and intensity of the 2009 town hall protests took many by surprise. 
Democrats accused conservative lobbying groups, like Freedom Works, of or-
ganizing protesters and training them in confrontational, disruptive tactics.28

Republicans argued that the protests grew naturally from deep opposition to the 
administration’s proposals. Whatever the causes, responsible deliberation could 
not take place, and the voices of average citizens—those with questions about the 
proposed reforms but no strong opinion either way—were lost in the shuffle.

More recently, town hall meetings have focused on a wider array of issues, 
including climate change, raising the debt ceiling, jobs and the economy, taxes, 
and health care reform. Although the communication climate at these meetings has 
been less hostile than it was during the summer of 2009, many meetings continue 
to be characterized by too much speaking and too little listening, an undercurrent 

President Obama 
responds to a 
listener’s question 
at a recent town 
hall meeting.



Group Structures That Encourage Dialogue and Deliberation 429

of anger and frustration, and a general sense of frustration with Congressional 
gridlock.29 Some analysts point to the impact of YouTube, radio talk shows, and 
more aggressive strategies from activist groups on both sides. David Fahrenthold, 
a writer for the Washington Post, argues, “Somehow, an event that was once all 
about listening has become all about shouting.”30

Some have suggested that the traditional town hall format may not be the best 
way for lawmakers to connect with their constituents. James Fishkin, director of 
the Center for Deliberative Democracy at Stanford University, argues that town 
hall meetings work better in smaller communities but are less effective for large 
populations. He points to the “illusion that a district of 650,000 potential voters 
can be represented by the unscientifically self-selected who decide to show up.” 
He goes on to note that these meetings become unpredictable, “open invitations 
for interest groups and grass roots campaigns to capture the public dialogue.”31

Fishkin thus recommends the use of deliberative polls, in which a survey is used to 
identify the range of attitudes in a particular district before inviting a randomly se-
lected, representative sample of constituents to attend one of the meetings. Trained 
moderators then guide the discussion so that all voices are heard, and participants 
are asked to deliberate thoughtfully and respectfully. The Center for Deliberative 
Democracy has conducted more than 50 deliberative polls around the world, with 
excellent results.32

Other organizations that help communities organize and conduct town hall 
meetings suggest these guidelines for organizing a productive meeting33:

j Assemble an organizing committee. Make sure that the organizers will be 
seen as neutral or represent all major shades of opinion. The more points of 
view the committee encompasses, the more successful the project is likely 
to be.

j Define the issue or goals. The committee will have to agree on exactly what 
issues to tackle and what the meeting is expected to accomplish.

j Attract broad participation. Seek endorsements for the meeting from groups 
and individuals who have large followings in the community and span a wide 
range of opinions.

j Maximize public and media interest. The meeting will have the greatest 
impact on the community if it draws a big turnout and is covered by local 
media. Prepare and distribute a press kit that explains how the meeting could 
lead to resolving an issue that greatly concerns the community.

When town hall meetings are conducted with a concern for inclusiveness 
and respectful participation—when citizens become actively involved in working 
together to find solutions to their common problems—they can be a source of cre-
ative and effective solutions that win widespread public support.

National Issues Forums

National Issues Forums (NIF) is a nonpartisan, nationwide network of locally 
sponsored public forums on important public policy issues. NIF is rooted in the 
simple notion that people in a democracy need to come together to reason and 
to talk—to deliberate about common problems.34 The NIF network has grown 
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to include thousands of civic clubs, religious organizations, libraries, schools, and 
many other groups who meet to discuss critical public issues. Scholars have de-
scribed the NIF process as the most pervasive model of small group deliberation in 
the United States, used yearly by as many as 15,000 groups.35 Forum participants 
range from teenagers to retirees, from prison inmates to community leaders, and 
from community residents to university students.

NIF formats are varied and may include small groups, such as study circles, 
or large group gatherings similar to town hall meetings. NIF does not advocate 
specific solutions or points of view. Rather, it provides citizens of diverse views and 
experiences with the opportunity to carefully study an issue, consider a range of 
choices (weighing the pros and cons of each), and discuss those options with oth-
ers. The goal is to identify common concerns and, if possible, to discover areas of 
agreement about the best course of action.

Although all NIF forums are locally organized, moderated, and financed, the 
materials they use are produced by the Kettering Foundation and distributed by 
the National Issues Forums Institute. Prior to an NIF forum, organizers encourage 
participants to read an “issue book” from the NIF Institute. Each book provides 
factual information and outlines three or four broad policy choices for addressing 
an issue. During the forums, trained moderators encourage participants to consider 
the nature of the problem being discussed, the pros and cons of each approach to 
solving the problem, and the values underlying each choice. Forum moderators 
are trained to maintain neutrality and to steer participants away from digressions, 
logical pitfalls, indecisiveness, or disruptive comments.36 Recent NIF issue books 
include the following:

j What Should Go on the Internet? Privacy, Freedom, and Security Online
j Crime and Punishment: Is Justice Being Served?
j America’s Role in the World: What Does National Security Mean in the 21st 

Century?
j The Environment at Risk: Responding to the Growing Dangers
j Youth and Violence: Reducing the Threat
j Social Security: How Can We Afford It?
j Preparing Today’s Kids for Tomorrow’s Jobs: What Should Our 

Community Do?37

These issue books all address large national and even international problems, but they 
also have implications for the local communities where the NIF forums are held.

Whatever form deliberations take, nearly 60 years of group communication re-
search have taught us that specific factors influence whether they have good results.

FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE EFFECTIVE GROUP

DELIBERATION

Preview. As groups work to complete tasks or grapple with difficult problems, 
they may interact in ways that enhance the quality of their decisions and form 
strong bonds within the group, or they may deliberate less effectively because they 
fail to recognize some of the complex dynamics of group communication.

List some 
of the 

factors that 
influence how 
deliberative 
groups function.
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A variety of factors influence the effectiveness of group deliberations, whatever the 
context. How groups handle these factors determines whether the deliberations 
prove empowering and productive for participants or only increase their frustra-
tions or feelings of powerlessness.

Conflict

Whenever people deliberate about important and controversial issues, conflict is 
likely to occur. It can emerge over differences in opinions, values, or goals, or it 
can result from personal incompatibilities, status differences, or cultural misunder-
standings. Ultimately, conflict results from deficiencies in information, understand-
ing, and communication.38

In public life, conflict is inevitable. It is difficult to imagine any community—
especially in a diverse society—where there are no differences of interests or opinion. 
The freedom to express those differences is fundamental to the process of democratic 
deliberation. Deliberation is all about finding ways to live with, work through, and re-
solve our conflicting ideas and interests. The challenge is to find ways to make conflict 
productive rather than polarizing and destructive. Although study circles, town hall 
meetings, and National Issues Forums are a good start, we need to create still more 
democratic arenas in which everyday people can productively explore their differences.

Public controversies are often treated as zero-sum games, in which one side must 
win and the other must lose. Antagonisms among some may overshadow the eagerness 
of most people to search for common ground and to find solutions to their problems.39

We may underestimate the ability of the community and society as a whole to come to-
gether to solve public problems. The media, of course, often play a role in this, empha-
sizing stories of seemingly intractable conflict over news of cooperation, compromise, 
and productive collaboration. The nuances of complex issues and the moderation or 
ambivalence of most people may be lost in the media’s search for a good story.

In situations of conflict, it is up to ordinary citizens to come together and voice 
their interest in overcoming their differences and finding solutions. By involving 
large numbers of people in addressing issues of shared concern, communities can 
balance the voices of those who have exceptionally strong opinions with voices 
of moderation and compromise. It is important that those who feel ambivalent 
or uncertain not be left out of conversations about such critical public issues as 
education, poverty, jobs, youth issues, and immigration.40 In the absence of such 
voices, we may get a distorted view of public opinion, concluding that people ap-
pear angrier or more polarized than they really are.

Whether conflict functions in a positive or negative way depends on how it is 
viewed and managed. Although many of us try to avoid conflict, we must recognize 
that conflict can lead to enhanced creativity, a deeper understanding of complex 
problems, and better solutions. Conflict is not so much to be avoided or feared as 
managed constructively.41

Role Structure

The norms that develop in deliberative groups typically suggest (or require) appro-
priate modes of conduct for all group members. Some groups expect that all partic-
ipants will have read up on the issue to be discussed and will arrive well informed 
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and aware of the various perspectives. Other groups establish norms of respectful 
dialogue or actively encourage participants to remain open minded. In addition, 
individual participants in group deliberations often assume particular roles, either 
formally or informally. Your group or committee may elect a chair, for example, 
to keep the discussion on track and enforce the rules of engagement. Other mem-
bers of groups assume their roles more informally, taking it upon themselves to do 
things necessary for the group to function effectively.

The importance of various roles and deliberative functions varies from group 
to group. In one group, for example, a member may use humor to relieve tension 
or to build group cohesiveness. Another may ask questions to elicit necessary in-
formation or to introduce the next issue that needs to be discussed. Of course, both 
humor and questions can be used negatively; sarcastic humor is sometimes used to 
diminish or silence other members of a group, and questions can be phrased as a 
challenge or a put-down (“What would you know about working in a minimum-
wage job?”). Thus, it is important that you choose to play a constructive role in 
your group, helping it accomplish the task at hand and contributing to its morale 
and cohesiveness.42

Task roles contribute to the group’s ability to solve problems, make decisions, 
exchange information, and resolve conflicts. One man who serves on the board of 
a nonprofit organization, for example, excels at offering financial data, explaining 
the budget, and providing clarification for anyone who is confused. Another listens 
thoughtfully to everyone, probes for additional information and opinions, and then 
integrates what others have said into a coherent summary. Sometimes, he offers sugges-
tions for new ways of approaching a problem. Both of these men play important roles 
on the board, keeping it on task and enhancing its ability to make effective decisions.

Other major roles help build and maintain the group—or help develop and 
sustain the interpersonal relationships within it. Group members who play these 
roles help others feel positive about their participation and interact harmoniously 

HIGHLIGHTING THE 
WRITTEN RECORD

Many groups designate a person to record the minutes 
of each meeting. In formal groups, such as a board of 
directors, a secretary is elected to perform that task, 
whereas in smaller, more informal groups, an elected 
chair both runs the meeting and records the minutes. 
Regardless, the minutes should include the following:

j The name of the assembled group and the date, 
time, and meeting location

j A list of those present, those absent, and the name 
of the person presiding

j A brief summary of key committee reports

j A list of actions taken by the group (with or 
without a summary of the discussion surrounding 
each issue, depending on the customs of the 
group)

j The vote taken on each action item; for example, a 
set of minutes might read like the following: “The 
board voted (9–3) to participate in a collaborative 
fund-raiser with other local nonprofit agencies.”

j A list of announcements
j The time at which the meeting adjourned
j The date, time, and place of the group’s next 

meeting

Keeping Meeting Minutes
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and respectfully with others. On the same board mentioned previously, one woman 
excels at mediating conflict and reconciling differences of opinion. She also encour-
ages reticent group members to speak. Another man does an exceptional job of 
praising others for offering creative or interesting ideas. By performing these group 
maintenance roles, these board members encourage cooperation among others and 
help build a spirit of solidarity within the group.

In contrast to the positive roles, of course, some group members occasionally 
assume negative or destructive roles—roles that promote their own self-interests, 
or roles that undermine the cohesiveness or productivity of the group. One group 
member, for example, may dominate the conversation, with little regard for giving 
others their turn to speak. Another may be overly critical of others’ ideas or even 
engage in personal attacks on others in the group. These self-serving or disruptive 
roles can get the group seriously off track and lead to tensions.

In general, when positive roles are enacted and shared in deliberative groups 
and negative roles minimized, groups have more constructive outcomes, including 
enhanced morale and better decision making.43 Those who assume such positive 
roles are often recognized as the leaders of the group and credited with its success 
in accomplishing its goals.

Tolerance of Dissent

Sometimes we lose patience with the slow processes of democratic deliberation. We 
may want to make a decision quickly. We may feel that we have been grappling with 
a problem for a long time, with no agreement on a course of action. Or we become 
annoyed by a person who raises objections or suggests a different way of viewing 
things. When an individual or a small minority expresses a dissenting opinion, the 
majority may react with intolerance. If the majority of the group decides that it’s time 
to move on, they may pressure those who stand in the way to fall in line.

Group pressure for uniformity can be quite powerful. One early study found 
that if those in the majority within a group simply state their opinions, those in the 
minority often pretend to agree, even if there is no pressure on them to do so.44

Giving in to group pressure can be especially tempting for those who really value 
their group membership or strongly identify with the group.45

Situational factors may play a significant role, too.46 In general, we are more 
likely to conform to group pressures in situations that are ambiguous or confus-
ing, when other group members are unanimous in their views, or when the group 
contains people of higher status. We may also feel a lot of pressure when the group 
appears highly cohesive, or if a crisis or state of emergency exists. Under such cir-
cumstances, the group may be under external pressure to come to a quick decision.47

Those in the majority may use a variety of tactics to pressure minority mem-
bers into yielding, ranging from teasing to hostile questioning or ridicule. Often 
great pressure is put on those who stand in the way of consensus.48 How a group 
responds to a dissenter may depend on his or her status in the group. Groups 
sometimes tolerate more “deviation” from those of higher status.49

How should you respond to group pressures? Some people tend to “go with the 
flow,” preferring to fit in with the group rather than risk being perceived as “mak-
ing waves.” Others may come to agree with the group’s perceptions—either because 
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they are, in fact, genuinely persuaded, or have begun to question the validity of their 
own views. Finally, some individuals simply refuse to give in. Challenging the group’s 
authority in this way can result in a variety of outcomes, including rejection or pun-
ishment. Organizational communication scholar Phil Tompkins recounts the story of 
the engineer who unsuccessfully argued against launching the ill-fated space shuttle 
Challenger, which exploded shortly after takeoff in 1986. Even though several other 
engineers had expressed reservations about the launch, they eventually went along 
with the management team’s decision to proceed with the launch. The lone dissent-
ing engineer lost his job and was socially ostracized.50

When we tolerate or even encourage dissent, we bring a broader range of views 
into the discussion. Those who disagree with the prevailing view may even end up 
carrying the day. The way those in the minority articulate their views can make a 
huge difference. If they hope for tolerance of their dissenting views, they, too, have 
an obligation to be well informed and to debate in a spirit of respectful dialogue.51

Group Cohesiveness As citizens deliberate in groups over time, they may develop 
a strong sense of group loyalty. Although cohesiveness may function positively, it 
can also lead to intolerance of dissent and impaired decision making. One of the 
most extensive investigations of the potentially negative impact of cohesiveness on 
group decision making was conducted by psychologist Irving Janis.52 Janis exam-
ined the decision-making processes leading to several historic military and political 
fiascoes, including the decision to escalate the Korean War, the Kennedy adminis-
tration’s invasion of Cuba at the Bay of Pigs, the escalation of the war in Vietnam, 
and the decisions surrounding the Watergate cover-up. More recently, others have 
used his framework to examine the U.S. decision to go to war with Iraq.53

Janis introduced the term groupthink to describe how cohesive groups some-
times make bad decisions. Groupthink is “a model of thinking that people engage 
in when they are deeply involved in a cohesive in-group, when the members’ striv-
ing for unanimity overrides their motivation to realistically appraise alternative 
courses of action.”54 He also pointed out that those caught up in groupthink tend 
to seek consensus “prematurely,” cutting off full and free discussion of alternative 
courses of action.55 Janis identified a number of factors that commonly lead to 
groupthink, including an illusion of invulnerability, an unquestioned belief in the 
group’s inherent morality, a shared illusion of unanimity, self-censorship, and, of 
course, direct pressure exerted on dissenters.56

Fortunately, not all cohesive groups fall prey to groupthink. In fact, participat-
ing in a highly cohesive group can be a productive and satisfying experience. Much 
depends on the group norms that develop—whether everyone is committed to hard 
work and the constructive and critical examination of everyone’s ideas. Later in the 
chapter, we discuss how the group’s leader can play a key role in setting a positive 
climate for group deliberations.

Status and Power

Although much research on group roles has taken place in laboratory settings, 
enacting roles in real-life civic or professional settings is more complex. When in-
dividuals deliberate in task forces, community groups, study circles, or workplace 
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teams, they bring to such meetings their professional identity as well as their status 
within the community. For example, one of the authors of this book recently joined 
a community group, the “social entrepreneurship” committee. The committee’s 
task is to pool community resources and seek ways to help nonprofit organizations 
become more self-sustaining by starting their own businesses and generating their 
own revenue. The committee consists of the executive directors of several promi-
nent nonprofits (including two that are already running successful businesses), the 
director of the United Way, a well-known judge, a member of the city council, a 
representative of the mayor’s office, the president of the Chamber of Commerce, 
the director of the local university’s Center on Social Entrepreneurship, and a few 
concerned citizens.

In real-life groups like this, members vary in their status (the value, impor-
tance, or prestige associated with their given position) and power (their potential 
for controlling resources and/or influencing others). In general, members of the 
social entrepreneurship committee possess high status. Still, there are significant 
differences. Some bring success stories to the group. Others have labored with so-
cial justice issues in the community for more than three decades. Still others bring 
impressive academic credentials or strong ties to potential sources of financial sup-
port. A few are new to their positions or are simply eager to get involved. Who 
will have the most influence as this group deliberates over time? Who will help the 
group advance its goals? Will those with less experience or knowledge participate 
actively? Much will depend on how those with the greatest power and status con-
duct themselves.

The bases of power are many.57 Some people are powerful because they have 
the capacity to reward or punish. The United Way director, for example, can influ-
ence which nonprofits receive financial support from the United Way. Others—
those with compelling success stories—are held up as experts or as role models. 
Still others have the connections to make things happen because of their positions 
or their political networks (the judge and the social justice leader, for example). 
Some have several sources of power. The center director from the university, for 
example, is charismatic, has resources, is knowledgeable about successful entrepre-
neurship models throughout the United States, and is politically well connected.

Whenever deliberative groups are composed of people with varying degrees of 
power and status, group members do not communicate as equals, and this inequal-
ity may serve as an obstacle to effective interaction and decision making. When 
communicating with someone of higher status, those of lower status often com-
municate cautiously, attempting to win approval by downplaying “bad” news or 
acting deferentially.58 In this kind of communication climate, it can be a challenge 
to find out what people really think.

Leadership

Leaders of deliberative groups are in a position to encourage and empower others. 
They can insist on hearing from everyone. They can ask other group members to 
help with specific leadership functions (such as attending an important meeting 
in their place and reporting back to the group). They can listen intently, ask prob-
ing questions, insist on hearing dissenting points of view, encourage constructive 
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conflict, and make sure they do not dominate the conversation. They can create a 
climate of shared leadership, shared problem solving, and shared responsibility for 
the outcome of the group’s deliberations. Although there are many factors to con-
sider when choosing a leadership style, most groups work more effectively when 
important roles are shared and the climate encourages all to participate without 
fear of embarrassment or retribution.

When Irving Janis studied group decision making, he looked at groups of 
individuals who had worked with and advised U.S. presidents. Based on his 

HIGHLIGHTING 
LEADERSHIP

Group leaders devote a lot of time to planning and 
conducting meetings. Following are some common 
pitfalls in organizing and conducting meetings and 
brief suggestions on how to avoid them.

j Lack of Clarity about the Meeting’s Purpose:
Why is the group meeting? Sometimes we hold 
meetings, whether or not they are needed. The 
effective leader should be able to answer this 
question: What results should this meeting 
produce?

j Inadequate Leader Preparation: For a meeting to 
work well, the leader needs to address some basic 
issues in advance: Why are we meeting? Who will 
be present? How long will the meeting last? Where 
is the best place to meet? What is the agenda 
(and priorities within the agenda)? What problem-
solving approach will work best? What must I do 
to be on top of the issues and prepared to direct 
the flow of the deliberation? What information will 
others need so that they can also be well prepared 
and ready to intelligently and thoughtfully discuss 
and deliberate?

j A Haphazard Decision-Making Process:
Group meetings provide the context in which 
many boards, community groups, and business 
organizations make important decisions. Yet 
many know little about how to approach group 
deliberation and communication. As a result, 
many meetings are frustrating and nonproductive. 
The leader needs to be knowledgeable about the 
factors that impact group deliberation and savvy 

about selecting an agenda that is well suited to the 
task at hand.

j Jumping to Conclusions: As they work through a 
complex problem, group members may be unaware 
of the criteria or standards that are guiding their 
decisions. They may tend to jump to conclusions 
or make hasty decisions. An effective group 
leader will choose an agenda that asks the group 
to define and explore the problem, to reflect on 
causes and effects, and to establish criteria for a 
good decision (cost, fairness, innovativeness, etc.) 
before moving on to examine possible solutions.

j Overdeveloped Egos: Some meetings end up not 
being about problem solving at all. Ideas may not 
be accepted by their merits, but on the competing 
interests of those around the table. The leader 
must anticipate ego issues, recognize that some 
group members bring their own agendas to the 
meeting, and establish and reinforce norms that 
keep the deliberation focused on issues, not on 
personalities.

j Insufficient Follow-up: Meetings typically end with 
people being assigned to carry out various tasks. 
These assignments need to be accompanied by a 
timeline and procedures for reporting back to the 
group. Meeting minutes should accurately reflect 
actions taken by the group and who was assigned 
various responsibilities.

Source: Edward Prewitt, “Pitfalls in Meetings and How 
to Avoid Them,” Harvard Management Update 3 (June 
1998): 9–10.

Avoiding the Pitfalls of Meetings: 
Practical Tips for Leaders
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research, he concluded that leaders need to take some direct actions to make 
their groups healthy and effective. Specifically, he encouraged leaders to do the 
following:

j Assign to everyone the role of critical evaluator.
j Avoid stating personal views, particularly at the outset.
j Bring in outsiders representing diverse interests to talk with and listen to the 

group.
j Play the devil’s advocate and ask others to take turns in that role.
j Let the group deliberate without the leader from time to time.
j Hold a “second-chance” meeting after a decision is made, asking each mem-

ber to express as strongly as possible any residual doubts.59

The judicious use of authority to encourage the free expression of ideas and to 
reward initiative and innovative thinking can go far in eliminating the doubts and 
skepticism of less powerful group members.

As we have noted throughout this chapter, groups may deliberate in private 
settings as part of a committee or task force, or they may deliberate in public 
spaces as part of a community forum. On other occasions, individuals speak in 
public on behalf of a group, presenting the findings or recommendations of the 
group.

GROUP PRESENTATIONS

Preview. When we deliberate as part of a group, we may also be expected to 
communicate with others outside the group. In doing so, we hope to deepen 
others’ understanding of the issues we view as important. We may not view 
ourselves as experts. Nevertheless, we may be called upon to speak on behalf 
of some group that the larger community looks to for advice, guidance, or 
recommendations.

Public discussions often bring together representatives from several different groups 
or organizations, all of whom may have some expertise or differing perspectives 
on the issue. For example, a recent community forum on hunger and poverty 
in Bloomington, Indiana, brought together the executive directors of five local 
agencies: Martha’s House (a transitional housing unit for the homeless), Mother 
Hubbard’s Cupboard (a food pantry), the Community Kitchen (an agency that pro-
vides free meals to those in need), the Shalom Community Center (a day shelter and 
resource center for the homeless), and the Hoosier Hills Food Bank (another food 
pantry). Each director made a brief presentation, followed by an extensive question-
and-answer period with the audience.

As you gain knowledge and assume a leadership role within a group, you 
may be asked to speak on behalf of the group at a panel discussion or sym-
posium. To help prepare you for this role, you should take advantage of op-
portunities at school to learn about the various forms and functions of group 
presentations. Although group presentations share some similarities with de-
livering a speech, there also are some special considerations when speaking as 
part of a group.

Discuss
how to 

prepare and 
present your 
ideas in a public 
discussion.

17.4



438 CHAPTER 17 Speaking and Deliberating in Groups 

Panel Discussions

Group presentations assume a variety of forms. Panel discussions and symposia 
are two of the most common. In a panel discussion, participants interact directly 
and often spontaneously under the guidance of a moderator. No single participant 
delivers a long, formal speech. Instead, each speaks briefly, frequently, and in con-
versation with others on the panel. Here are some guidelines for preparing for and 
participating in panel discussions:

j Know the group. Find out who the other panel members are and what or-
ganizations or positions they represent. Having this information, as well as 
information about the group’s size, will help you tentatively plan what you 
want to say and how much you will want to talk.

j Obtain an agenda for the discussion. The moderator should have some plan 
for how he or she wishes to organize the panel discussion. Use the agenda as 
your guide to prepare for the discussion. Make a few notes, although most of 
your remarks should be spontaneous.

j Participate actively, but share the floor with others. The moderator may 
start the panel discussion with a brief statement or by posing a question. 
He or she may also ask each participant for any opening remarks they may 
have. Otherwise, you should feel free to jump in and comment whenever 
you have something significant to say. Make your comments succinct and 
to the point. Take turns with other panel members. The best panel discus-
sions are freewheeling, lively, and dynamic, yet also civil and inclusive. All 
participants should have the opportunity to speak and to get a respectful 
hearing.

j Use good interpersonal communication skills. Listen to others attentively. 
If you do need to interrupt, do so politely and tactfully. Build on others’ 
comments, if possible. Establish good eye contact with listeners while 
also communicating directly with other panelists. Cooperate with the 
moderator.

Symposium Presentations

A more formal type of group presentation is the symposium, in which discussants 
prepare brief speeches representing their viewpoints. Each group member speaks in 
turn without interruption or interaction. The symposium leader usually introduces 
the group members and provides a summary at the end of the discussion. During 
the actual discussion, however, it should not be necessary for the moderator to 
interrupt or intervene in the presentations, except to provide a transition between 
speakers. Here are some guidelines for participating in a symposium:

j Know your assigned role. Understand what you are expected to talk about as 
well as what other members of the symposium will be expected to do. Make 
sure you do not talk about subjects that others have been assigned. Once you 
know your topic, prepare your symposium presentation just as you would 
any other speech.

j Respect group norms. Stay within the time limits you have been given so 
that everyone will have a fair chance to speak. When you are not speaking, 
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listen attentively to oth-
ers. You are part of the 
group but also part of 
the audience. If pos-
sible, adapt your style 
of delivery to that of 
others in the group. If 
others remain seated 
while speaking (and you 
are comfortable doing 
so), remain seated as 
well. If others step up 
to a podium in a more 
formal style, you should 
follow suit.

j Maintain a cooperative 
attitude. Being asked to 
speak as part of a group 
can raise competitive feelings. You want to come across well to the audience, 
of course, but you should never try to “show up” others on the panel. Stay 
focused on communicating as effectively as you can, and commit to doing all 
you can to make the symposium as a whole a success.

Both the panel discussion and the symposium are almost always followed by 
a question-and-answer period. During this time, members of the audience will not 
only ask questions but also express their opinions. The forum is generally guided 
by the moderator, and questions may be directed to individual members or to the 
group as a whole. In either case, it is important that you anticipate responding to 
audience questions and that you not become defensive or quarrelsome in response 
to comments or questions from the audience.

Regardless of the format, certain guidelines will serve you well as you speak 
or deliberate in groups. In the final section of the chapter, we offer some tips for 
participating successfully in group deliberations.

GUIDELINES FOR DELIBERATING IN GROUPS

Preview. Regardless of the context in which you are deliberating—whether you 
are part of a study circle, participating in a National Issues Forum, or serving as 
a member of a task force at work or in your community—you can do a variety of 
things to contribute to the success of the group’s deliberations.

A group deliberation is only as good as its participants. Informed, active members 
contribute to a deeper understanding of the issue or task before the group, and 
they also enhance the chances that good decisions will be made. Uninformed, unin-
volved, or unskilled participants, on the other hand, almost guarantee the group’s 
failure. In this section, we describe some of the ways you can contribute to more 
positive group outcomes.

In a symposium, 
each member of 
the group speaks 
in turn without 
interruption; typi-
cally, a question-
and-answer 
session follows.

Describe 
the

attitudes and 
communica-
tion behaviors 
associated with 
effective group 
deliberation.

17.5
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Prepare Carefully for Each Meeting

Every group member needs to be as knowledgeable as possible regarding the sub-
ject of the discussion or deliberation.60 It is probably inevitable that some members 
of your group will be better informed than others. It is also inevitable that some 
will understand certain aspects of the topic better than others. But everybody has 
some knowledge or experience worth contributing, and you can always contribute 
even more by preparing carefully in advance of a meeting. Do your homework. 
Reflect on the important issues that are likely to arise. And jot down a few notes to 
yourself in advance of the deliberation.

Often the group’s chair distributes an agenda in advance of the deliberations. 
The agenda sets forth the plan for the meeting—providing a list of issues to be 
addressed, as well as the order in which they will be discussed. Group leaders 
should distribute the agenda well before the meeting, allowing ample time for 
everyone to read and think about the issues the group will discuss. Sometimes 
a proposed agenda is sent to participants, asking if they have any additions or 
corrections. Examine that agenda carefully—it can have a powerful effect on 
the direction and substance of the group’s deliberations. If an issue is not on the 
agenda, it probably will not be addressed at all. If an issue appears near the end 
of a long agenda, there may not be time to discuss it fully; or the issue might 
even be postponed to a later meeting. Pay attention to the proposed agenda, offer 
input if you have the chance, and come to the meeting prepared to talk about the 
issues on the agenda.

Adopt a Collaborative Attitude and Participate Actively

We previously noted the importance of approaching group interactions in a spirit 
of collaboration. Avoid making judgments in advance of the group’s deliberations. 
Allow for judgments and decisions to emerge out of the group as it deliberates over 
time. Each person shares some responsibility for the success or failure of the entire 
group. Whenever you allow personal ambitions to overwhelm your commitment 
to the group, you are undermining the group’s success.

Every group member should take an active part in the discussion and activities 
of the group. If you sit back silently during group meetings, you contribute noth-
ing to the group or to your own credibility. On the other hand, if you participate 
actively and make positive contributions, you help the group achieve its goals, 
improve your own standing within the group, and build a reputation as a valued 
asset to the community. That reputation may in turn lead to other opportunities to 
become involved in group deliberations and problem solving.

Keep an Open Mind

When working in groups, it is important that you not only have a collaborative at-
titude but also keep an open mind. Over the course of a group’s deliberations, you 
may hear a diversity of opinions, some of which you may find misguided or even 
offensive at first. Rather than try to “shoot down” such opinions, you should en-
courage the group to explore a broad diversity of opinions and viewpoints. As the 
group’s deliberations proceed, you might even find yourself rethinking your own 
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point of view. It is a good idea not to assert your own opinions too strongly early 
in the process. An effective group participant is one who remains open to changing 
his or her own mind as the discussion proceeds.

Pay Attention to Nonverbal Communication and Listen Carefully

When we work in groups, we tend to focus on what other participants are say-
ing. But it is also important to watch how they are acting.61 Lack of eye contact 
may signal disengagement, poor preparation, or interpersonal tensions. Folded 
arms could suggest dissatisfaction with what others are saying or the course of ac-
tion being pursued. Of course, differences in cultural norms and practices should 
be taken into consideration.62 In general, however, the nonverbal signs that some 
group members may be uncomfortable or disengaged are easy to read; as a partici-
pant devoted to the success of the group, you should take action to ensure that all 
participants feel valued and engaged in the group’s work.

When others are talking, listen carefully and try to understand their points 
of view. Even if you do not agree, give their opinions fair consideration. Try to 
offer constructive suggestions that move the discussion forward. At the same time, 
do not hesitate to question someone who seems vague or who fails to articulate 
ideas clearly. Research has shown that effective groups are careful and rigorous in 
the way they explore ideas and evaluate alternatives.63 Good group members take 
each other seriously and have a healthy respect for one another, but they are not 
afraid to challenge each other’s ideas.

HIGHLIGHTING 
DIVERSITY

As the groups we work with increasingly include 
people with diverse cultural backgrounds, it is 
important that we improve our skills in interpreting 
nonverbal behaviors. Rather than interpreting others’ 
behavior in terms of our own cultural norms, we 
should be respectful of cultural differences. Here are 
a few examples:

j North Americans prefer to maintain a greater 
personal distance with other parties than do those 
from the Middle East or Latin America. Many 
Arabs and Latin Americans see North Americans 
as distant and cold, whereas North Americans see 
the others as invading their personal space.

j Americans expect others to look them in the 
eye as a way of exhibiting trust, openness, and 
sincerity, while other cultures consider this sort of 

eye contact impolite or even insulting. Africans, 
for example, are taught to avoid eye contact when 
listening to others.

j Arabs tend to use elaborate and ritualized forms of 
communication, especially during greetings. Wide 
gestures and animated faces may come across as 
boisterous, loud, and unprofessional to Americans.

j Although the Japanese are comfortable with 
silence and may even close their eyes when they 
are deeply concentrating, others (including Arabs 
and Americans) may perceive silence as a sign that 
something is wrong.

Sources: Michelle Le Baron, Bridging Cultural Conflicts: 
A New Approach for a Changing World (San Francisco, CA: 
Jossey-Bass, 2003); Richard D. Lewis, When Cultures Collide, 
rev. ed. (London: Brealey, 2000).

Recognizing Cultural Differences 
in Nonverbal Communication
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Play Different Roles

Group communication scholars have identified nearly 20 different roles that group 
members may play, ranging from information giver to harmonizer (see Figure 17.1). 
It is easy to get into a rut and perform only one or two roles. For instance, a 
well-informed or dominant participant might provide ideas and information and 
control the flow of the conversation. That person could develop a more balanced 
approach, perhaps, by also eliciting others’ ideas or offering praise for a good plan 

FIGURE 17.1

Constructive Roles in Groups

Task Roles

j Initiator—Proposes new ideas, procedures, goals, and solutions; gets the group started
j Information giver—Supplies evidence and other information relevant to the issue being discussed
j Information seeker—Asks for information or clarification from other group members and endeavors to make 

sure that relevant information is not overlooked or ignored
j Opinion giver—Offers his or her own views; is willing to take a position, although not without sensitivity to 

others’ views
j Opinion seeker—Actively seeks opinions and reactions of others
j Elaborator—Clarifies and illuminates ideas by offering examples, comparisons, or explanations, with a 

consistent concern for relevance and brevity
j Integrator—Clarifies the relationships among facts, opinions, and suggested courses of action; integrates 

ideas that have been advanced
j Orientor—Helps keep the group directed toward its goal, sometimes summarizing the discussion and moving 

the group forward
j Evaluator—Offers assessment of ideas and information; applies agreed upon criteria to solutions/courses of 

action the group is considering
j Procedural specialist—Helps organize the group’s work; suggests an agenda or way of approaching 

deliberation and problem solving
j Consensus tester—Asks if the group has reached a decision acceptable to all, or if there is agreement on a 

course of action that everyone can support

Building and Maintenance Roles

j Supporter—Praises ideas or contributions of others and contributes to an inclusive, supportive 
communication climate

j Harmonizer—Attempts to mediate conflict, suggests compromises, and tries to reconcile differences
j Tension reliever—Encourages a relaxed atmosphere by reducing formality and interjecting appropriate humor
j Gatekeeper—Encourages reticent group members, discourages those who are monopolizing the discussion, 

and seeks diversity of opinion
j Norm creator—Suggests preferred ways of deliberating; may challenge unproductive ways of communicating
j Solidarity builder—Expresses positive regard or respect for other group members; reinforces a sense of group 

cohesiveness
j Encourager—Invites group members to remain hopeful and not give up as they seek solutions to tough 

problems; asks them to dream and think creatively
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of action. When roles are shared and participants play several different roles in 
deliberative groups, everyone benefits.

Focus on Substance, Not Personalities

Every group member should concentrate on substantive concerns, not personal-
ity differences. Every deliberative group has a task to accomplish. The individuals 
composing the group, however, are human beings who possess personalities that 
occasionally conflict. Severe personality clashes can damage the group’s ability to 
find common ground and make good decisions.

As a group member, you will inevitably find some of your fellow members insensi-
tive, uninformed, or even lacking in intelligence. Some may seem domineering or rude. 
Even so, the success of the group depends on all members, so you seek ways to over-
come conflicts or irritations rooted in personality differences. In a sense, overcoming 
personality differences is part of your ethical responsibility as a member of a group.

HIGHLIGHTING ETHICS

Embedded in all the other suggestions in this chapter 
is a concern for the ethics of deliberation. Here are 
some guidelines:

j Show concern for others’ ideas, respect for their 
feelings, and a willingness to give them time to 
reflect on new information.

j Develop a collaborative attitude that is less 
concerned with who “wins” the argument than with 
finding common ground and building consensus.

j Refuse to allow the group to become a platform 
for special interests or for your own self-interest.

j Remain as eager to listen to and learn from others 
as you are to offer them your opinions and advice.

j Approach group deliberations in a spirit of dialogue.

j Be willing to take extra time, even if additional 
meetings are necessary, for the sake of a better, 
more fully informed decision.

j Develop a sense of responsibility for the good of 
the group as a whole.

j Demonstrate the maturity to realize that other 
legitimate groups may have different priorities and 
perspectives.

j Recognize that no matter how hard your group 
deliberates or how well it performs, others work hard 
as well and have legitimate needs to be fulfilled.

In sum, the ethical group member is a good thinker, 
a good listener, a hard worker, and a responsible 
member of the community.

Communicating Ethically in Groups

Understanding Public Deliberation

17.1
  Explain the role, importance, and 
potential benefits of public deliberation.

j Deliberating in groups is common in our profes-
sional and civic lives. In deliberating, we share 

information, gain new perspectives, seek common 
ground, and make decisions.

j Organizations are increasingly team-based, and 
citizens encounter many opportunities to help solve 
problems in their communities by deliberating with 
others in all kinds of groups.

SUMMARY

Listen to the Audio Chapter Summary at MyCommunicationLab

Study and Review materials for this chapter are at MyCommunicationLab
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j In community settings, citizens often gather to de-
liberate about important public issues.
j Ideally, these deliberations lead to positive 

outcomes such as increased civic engagement, 
deeper understanding of the issues, increased 
tolerance for opposing points of view, and en-
hanced faith in the democratic process.

j Whether these positive outcomes are realized 
depends on such contextual factors as the facili-
tator’s skill, participant expectations and prepa-
ration, and whether the group’s deliberations 
have any practical impact.

j The more citizens interact in a respectful spirit 
of dialogue, the better their chances of having a 
successful experience.

Group Structures That Encourage 
Dialogue and Deliberation

17.2
  Describe group structures that 
promote effective deliberation and 
dialogue.

j Certain group structures and formats, such as 
study circles, town hall meetings, and National 
Issues Forums, encourage informed, cooperative 
deliberations with a view toward more effective 
problem solving.

Factors That Influence Effective 
Group Deliberation

17.3
  List some of the factors that 
influence how deliberative groups 
function.

j Many factors influence the effectiveness of a 
group’s deliberations.
j Learning to manage conflict constructively 

plays a huge role in any group’s comfort levels, 
creativity, and productivity.

j In healthy groups, members tend to play a 
variety of task and maintenance roles, with self-
serving behaviors minimized.

j Welcoming diverse views and tolerating dis-
sent is another key factor. If majority group 
members pressure those with differing views to 
“go along with the group,” their ability to make 
judicious decisions may be impaired.

j Highly cohesive groups whose members 
are strongly bonded may be vulnerable to 

groupthink—leading them to seek agreement 
before fully exploring alternative courses of ac-
tion and listening to dissenters. Cohesive groups 
with positive norms, however, can function 
quite effectively.

j Power and status differences must be carefully 
managed. The burden is on those of higher sta-
tus to establish an environment of trust.

j Leaders set the tone for the deliberations and 
have the opportunity to foster an open and em-
powering communication climate.

Group Presentations

17.4
  Discuss how to prepare and present 
your ideas in a public discussion.

j On occasion, you may be called on to make public 
presentations as part of a group.
j Sometimes these group presentations take the 

form of a panel (complete with spontaneous 
interaction under the guidance of a moderator); 
others are organized more formally in the form 
of a symposium (with each group member mak-
ing a short speech).

j Following group presentations, listeners usually 
ask questions. The question-and-answer period 
often leads to extensive sharing of ideas and 
information and a great deal of interaction be-
tween speakers and members of the audience.

Guidelines for Deliberating
in Groups

17.5
  Describe the attitudes and 
communication behaviors associated 
with effective group deliberation.

j In all group settings, public or private, small 
or large, participants should strive to do the 
following:
j Be well prepared.
j Embrace a group orientation.
j Participate actively.
j Maintain an open mind.
j Listen thoughtfully.
j Play different constructive roles.
j Pay attention to nonverbal communication (in-

cluding cultural variations).
j Focus on matters of substance.
j Communicate with the highest concern for 

ethics.
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Understanding Public Deliberation

17.1
  Explain the role, importance, 
and potential benefits of public 
deliberation.

1. Why is it important for you to be knowledgeable 
about deliberating effectively in groups?

2. Explain your understanding of “public deliberation.” 
Have you ever witnessed or participated in any kind 
of event or meeting that you would characterize as 
public deliberation? If so, describe how it worked.

3. What does it mean to communicate in a spirit of 
dialogue?

4. What are the potential benefits of public deliberation?
5. Describe some of the challenges of public delibera-

tion as well as some of the ways that the group’s 
facilitator might help manage these challenges.

Group Structures That Encourage 
Dialogue and Deliberation

17.2
  Describe group structures that 
promote effective deliberation 
and dialogue.

6. Compare and contrast the following group struc-
tures that can encourage deliberative dialogue:
j Study circles
j Town hall meetings
j National Issues Forums

7. What are some topics in your community that 
might be fruitfully explored through one of these 
formats?

Factors That Influence Effective 
Group Deliberation

17.3
  List some of the factors that 
influence how deliberative groups 
function.

8. How might the following factors influence the ef-
fectiveness of any deliberative group? Think of con-
crete examples from your own group experiences.
j Conflict
j Role structure

j Intolerance of dissent
j Group cohesiveness
j Norms
j Status and power differences among group 

members
j Leadership

Group Presentations

17.4
  Discuss how to prepare and 
present your ideas in a public 
discussion.

9. Compare and contrast a panel discussion with a sym-
posium as particular forms of group presentations.

10. How would you prepare for participating effec-
tively in each of these? If you have ever presented 
as part of a panel or symposium, describe your 
experience.

Guidelines for Deliberating
in Groups

17.5
  Describe the attitudes and 
communication behaviors 
associated with effective group 
deliberation.

11. This chapter describes several guidelines for effec-
tive participation in deliberative groups. Which do 
you think are especially important? Why? Can you 
think of any others that may also matter in par-
ticular contexts? If so, explain.

12. What roles do you typically play in groups? What 
are some other roles you might be able to play to 
diversify and enrich the contributions you make to 
the group’s deliberations?

13. Have you ever worked in deliberative groups 
whose members were culturally diverse? If so, how 
did cultural differences impact the way you com-
municated with others and the overall effective-
ness of the group?

14. What does ethical group deliberation mean to 
you? You can use the discussion here as a foun-
dation, and then add your own perspective and 
experience.

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW AND REFLECTION

Study and Review the Flashcards at MyCommunicationLab
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argument A series of ideas, each one supported 
by evidence, used to advance a particular posi-
tion on an issue.

attitudes Mental constructs that represent 
people’s positive or negative views or feelings to-
ward other people, places, things, or events.

backing In the Toulmin model, additional sup-
port for a disputed or controversial warrant, or 
general principle, in an argument.

bandwagon appeal The fallacy that occurs 
when a speaker urges listeners to accept 
something simply because so many others 
accept it.

bar graph A graph in which a series of bars 
depict comparative amounts of certain features 
or elements.

begging the question The fallacy that occurs 
when a speaker makes a claim that assumes the 
very thing he or she hopes to prove, thus argu-
ing in a circle.

beliefs The ideas or assumptions we have 
about what is true or factual in the world.

brainstorming The process of thinking cre-
atively and imaginatively to come up with new 
ideas, temporarily suspending critical judgments 
or analysis of those ideas.

bulleted list A list of key words or phrases, 
presented one-by-one during a presentation and 
marked by a typographical symbol such as an 
arrow, a circle, a square, or a diamond.

burden of proof The standards or expectations 
that define a “reasonable argument” in a partic-
ular situation, or the proof necessary to warrant 
serious consideration and further debate over an 
advocate’s claims.

captive audience An audience that is required 
to attend a presentation.

acceptance speeches Ceremonial or epideictic 
speeches in which the speaker expresses grati-
tude for an award or some other recognition 
and gives credit to those who contributed to his 
or her success.

acronyms  Abbreviated titles for places, 
organizations, plans, or objects, usually consist-
ing of the first letters of the words in the full or 
complete title.

active listening Channeling our energies and 
efforts so that we actively concentrate on the 
speaker’s complete message.

actual examples Real-life cases or specific 
instances.

ad hominem The fallacy that occurs when a 
speaker substitutes an attack on a person for a 
refutation of that person’s arguments.

aerobic exercise Physical activity that increases 
one’s heart rate and respiration and, as a result, 
lessens tension.

affective language Strong, provocative lan-
guage that stirs up an audience’s emotions.

after-dinner speeches Ceremonial speeches de-
signed to entertain while still saying something 
significant.

alliteration A repetitive pattern of initial 
sounds in a sequence of words, used to gain at-
tention and reinforce an idea.

analogical reasoning Inferring that what is true 
of one case will be true of another, similar case.

antithesis A stylistic device in which two con-
trasting ideas are placed in opposition through 
the use of parallel phrases or clauses.

appeal to tradition A fallacy in which a speaker 
offers past ways of doing things as the only rea-
son for or against doing something now or in 
the future.

G L O S S A R Y
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commemorative speech—celebrating the social 
values associated with graduation from an edu-
cational institution.

commenting modifiers Modifiers that attempt 
to boost the meaning of a word but reveal noth-
ing new.

communication apprehension Feelings of anxi-
ety a speaker may experience before or during a 
public presentation.

connotative meanings The subjective or emo-
tional meanings associated with particular 
words or phrases.

critical listening Listening analytically, care-
fully evaluating all that is said and assessing the 
relevance, accuracy, timeliness, and validity of 
the speaker’s message.

databases Immense, searchable collections of 
materials (indexes, abstracts, and full text) avail-
able in electronic form.

decode To interpret the verbal and nonverbal 
content of a message so as to give it meaning.

deductive reasoning Reasoning from an ac-
cepted generalization to a conclusion about a 
particular case.

deep breathing Expanding the diaphragm to 
increase one’s intake of air, to assist with relax-
ation and enhance vocal delivery.

defining modifiers Modifiers that provide new, 
needed information.

definitions Meanings provided for words 
that are unfamiliar to listeners or technical in 
nature.

deliberating “in good faith” Debating and dis-
cussing controversial issues in a spirit of mutual 
respect, with a commitment to telling the truth, 
backing up arguments with sound reasoning and 
evidence, and remaining open to changing one’s 
mind.

deliberative dialogue A respectful exchange 
aimed at establishing a framework for 
mutual understanding and a common 
purpose that transcends individual ideas and 
opinions.

categorical pattern An organizational pattern 
in which several independent, yet interrelated, 
categories are used to advance a larger idea.

causal pattern An organizational pattern in 
which ideas focus on causes or effects, or are 
arranged to reveal cause-to-effect or effect-to-
cause relationships.

causal reasoning Reasoning that aims to prove 
relationships between effects and causes.

chronological pattern An organizational pat-
tern in which ideas are arranged in a logical, 
time-based or sequential order.

citizen-critic A citizen educated to critically 
evaluate the claims, reasoning, and evidence he 
or she encounters in public deliberations.

civic engagement Actively participating in 
community or public affairs, not only by voting, 
but also by keeping up with the news, discussing 
issues with fellow citizens, and participating in 
civic and volunteer activities.

civic literacy The historical, political, and cul-
tural knowledge necessary to participate actively 
as a citizen in a democracy.

civic virtue The attitudes and behaviors of 
good, ethical citizenship in a democracy.

claims The debatable assertions put forward 
by a speaker.

clichés Trite, overused expressions.

climactic pattern An organizational pattern in 
which the ideas being advanced in a speech are 
arranged so that they build in intensity.

closed question A question—often a “yes” 
or “no” question—in an interview or survey 
that restricts responses to a limited number of 
options.

cohesiveness A group dynamic that produces 
unity, agreement, and sometimes pressure on 
dissident group members to go along with the 
majority.

commemorative speech A ceremonial speech 
marking an important date or event.

commencement address A type of cer-
emonial speech—more specifically, a type of 
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evidence The body of fact and opinion that 
you present in support of your arguments, 
including statistics, examples, testimony, or 
comparisons.
expert testimony Testimony based on those 
whose expertise and experience make them 
especially trustworthy.
extemporaneous speaking The presentation of 
a thoroughly prepared speech using an abbrevi-
ated set of speaking notes, often in the form of a 
keyword outline.
facts Data that can be verified through empiri-
cal observation.
fair use The doctrine in copyright law that 
allows for educators, scholars, and students to 
use limited amounts of copyrighted material for 
noncommercial purposes without obtaining for-
mal permission.
fallacies Flaws in reasoning or evidence that 
render arguments logically unsound.
false cause (post hoc ergo propter hoc) The
fallacy that occurs when a speaker assumes that 
because one event precedes another, it must have 
caused it.
false dilemma The fallacy that occurs when a 
speaker suggests that we have only two alterna-
tives, when in fact more than two alternatives 
exist.
farewell addresses Ceremonial or epideictic 
speeches in which the speaker bids a formal 
farewell to his or her hosts during an extended 
visit, or to employees, supporters, or constitu-
ents after serving for a time in a particular office 
or position.
faulty analogy The fallacy of analogical rea-
soning that occurs when speakers compare 
things that are not, in fact, similar.
feedback Constructive criticism, comments, 
and other helpful information about your 
speech given to you by your instructor, your 
peers, or other members of your audience.
fidelity Narratives that seem authentic to 
listeners because they ring true with their own 
life experiences.

demagoguery Deceptive or manipulative 
speech, often relying upon the charismatic ethos 
of the demagogue and appealing to “dark” emo-
tions like hatred or fear.

demographics Audience characteristics, such 
as age, gender, and race, that shape listeners’ be-
liefs, values, and attitudes.

denotative meaning Meaning that is considered 
literal, objective, or universally accepted.

descriptive statistic A statistic that quantifies 
or characterizes a dataset without drawing infer-
ences about some larger population.

Dewey’s Reflective Thinking Sequence A prob-
lem-solution pattern that takes listeners through 
a thorough problem exploration before consider-
ing possible solutions and arguing for the pre-
ferred course of action.

empathic listening Listening supportively to 
another with the goal of understanding his or 
her feelings or point of view.

encode To put ideas or information into a par-
ticular format for transmission over a particular 
channel, as when a speaker chooses the specific 
language to communicate his or her ideas in a 
speech.

enthymeme A “rhetorical syllogism,” or a form 
of deductive reasoning in which the speaker 
draws inferences from a general principle or 
rule, often unstated, that is already accepted by 
the audience.

epideictic The ancient Greek term for ceremo-
nial speeches, or speeches presented on special 
occasions.

ethical delivery Speaking authentically, with 
respect for one’s listeners and concern for their 
well-being.

ethnocentrism The belief that one’s own racial 
or ethnic heritage is superior to all others.

ethos The ancient Greek term for ethical 
proof, or the audience’s perception of the speak-
er’s credibility, intelligence, and motives.

eulogies Ceremonial speeches paying tribute to 
a recently deceased person.
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guilt by association The fallacy that occurs 
when an advocate judges an idea, person, or 
program solely on the basis of its association 
with other ideas, people, or programs.

hasty generalization The fallacy that oc-
curs when a speaker generalizes from too few 
examples.

hate speech Language that demeans or de-
grades whole classes of people based on their 
race, ethnicity, religion, or other characteristics.

hypothetical examples Examples that describe 
actions or events that did not actually happen 
but that might or could plausibly occur.

impromptu speaking Casual, off-the-cuff deliv-
ery used when a speaker has little or no time for 
preparation.

inaugural addresses Ceremonial addresses 
given upon assuming a new office or position.

incorporation Determining if and where spe-
cific information and ideas belong in a speech.

inductive reasoning Reasoning from particular 
instances or examples to a general conclusion.

inferential statistics Statistics that generalize 
from a small group to a larger population, based 
on probability.

informational listening Listening in order to 
learn and expand knowledge.

information literacy Understanding when 
information is needed and knowing how to lo-
cate, gather, and evaluate information and use it 
responsibly.

informative oral report An informative pre-
sentation, often technical in nature, intended to 
assist a group’s performance or decision making.

Informative Speech A speech whose goal is to 
help the audience gain understanding.

internal preview A quick look ahead at what 
will be covered under one of the main points or 
within a particular section of a speech.

internal summary A brief review of what one 
has presented under a main point or within a 
particular section of a speech.

figures of speech Stylistic devices, such as 
metaphors or personification, that heighten 
the beauty of one’s language or make that 
language clearer, more meaningful, or more 
memorable.
flip chart An oversized writing tablet that 
speakers can place on a tripod for use during 
a presentation, interactive workshop, or brain-
storming session.
formal outline An outline in which ideas and 
their development are articulated completely 
and precisely, usually using full sentences.
gendered language Language that reinforces or 
perpetuates gender stereotypes.
gender identity One’s sense of sexual identity, 
of male and female tendencies and character-
istics, as shaped by social norms and expec-
tations that vary across cultures and change 
over time.
general purpose A speaker’s ultimate goal in 
speaking, whether that goal is to gain audience 
understanding, change minds and win agree-
ment, motivate to action, or simply reinforce 
existing beliefs and values.
ghostwriting Writing a speech for another per-
son to deliver as his or her own.
glass ceiling An invisible barrier of prejudices 
and discrimination that hampers one’s abil-
ity to rise to the top of some organization or 
profession.
graphical icons A symbol, such as a dollar sign, 
which is widely understood and used in place of 
verbal representations.
group pressure for uniformity The pressure 
exerted by majority group members on those in 
the minority in an attempt at getting the minor-
ity to conform.
groupthink A group mindset that hinders the 
group’s ability to critically appraise ideas and 
express lingering concerns; seeking agreement 
on a  course of action before the group has thor-
oughly and thoughtfully analyzed the problem 
and allowed everyone to express their points of 
view.



450 Glossary

mode The most frequently occurring number 
within a particular set of numbers.

monotone Use of the same vocal pitch without 
variation.

motivated sequence An organizational pattern 
for a persuasive speech that is based on psycho-
logical studies of what engages people’s emo-
tions and motivates them to act.

narrative example An extended example that 
tells a story, based either on true experiences or 
on symbolism, perhaps in the form of proverbs.

narrative pattern An indirect, organic orga-
nizational pattern that often uses a coherent 
series of stories to convey the main ideas of the 
speech.

National Issues Forums (NIF) A nonpartisan, 
nationwide network of locally sponsored public 
forums for the consideration of public policy 
issues.

noise Any interference that distorts or inter-
rupts message flow within the communication 
process.

non sequitur A fallacy that occurs when a 
conclusion simply does not follow logically 
from the arguments and evidence that 
precede it.

nonverbal communication Facial expressions, 
vocal qualities, and physical movements that re-
inforce or contradict one’s verbal messages.

norms A set of assumptions or expectations held 
by a particular group concerning what is good, 
appropriate, or acceptable language or behavior.

objectivity The audience’s perception of a 
speaker’s honesty or fair-mindedness in consid-
ering diverse points of view.

open question A question in an interview or 
survey that allows for open-ended responses and 
more detailed elaboration.

oral style Language that is chosen with a lis-
tener in mind, characterized by short, simple, 
straightforward sentences and familiar word 
choices and repetition; generally more informal/
conversational than a written style.

irony The use of language to imply a meaning 
that is the total opposite of the literal meaning 
of a word or expression.

isometric exercise Tensing a muscle and hold-
ing it for a short time, followed by complete 
relaxation of the muscle.

keynote addresses Ceremonial speeches de-
signed to set the tone and sound the key themes 
of a meeting, conference, or other formal 
gathering.

keyword outline An abbreviated outline that 
serves as a speaker’s notes during the delivery of 
a speech.

lay testimony Testimony based on the expe-
riences of ordinary men and women whose 
direct experiences make their testimony 
compelling.

line graph A graph in which one or more lines 
depict a trend or trends over time.

listening Actively attending to and processing 
the verbal and nonverbal elements of a message.

loaded questions Biased questions, or ques-
tions phrased in such a way that they lead re-
spondents to a particular answer.

manuscript speaking Presenting a speech from 
a prepared text, often in formal ceremonial 
settings.

margin of error The range of possible error as-
sociated with the sampling procedures used in 
inferential statistics.

Maslow’s Hierarchy A scale of human needs 
ranging from very basic physiological needs to 
higher-order psychological needs, such as the need 
for self-actualization.

mean The mathematical average.

median The number representing the midpoint 
between the largest and the smallest numbers 
within a particular set of numbers.

memorized speech A prepared speech presented 
from memory, without the assistance of speaking 
notes.

metaphor An implicit comparison in which 
two dissimilar objects are compared.
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poster board A type of display board, made 
of thin cardboard, suitable for drawings or for 
affixing flat, printed material or small objects.

presentational aids Visual or audiovisual mate-
rials that help clarify, support, and/or strengthen 
the verbal content of a speech.

presentation speeches Ceremonial or epide-
ictic speeches in which the speaker formally 
announces the winner of some award or other 
recognition and reminds the audience of why 
the recipient is worthy of the recognition.

prestige testimony The views of a popular or 
famous person who, though not an expert, ex-
presses a genuine commitment to the cause.

presumption In a courtroom debate, the idea 
that the accused is presumed innocent until 
proven guilty by the prosecution.

preview A glimpse of the major points one 
will be treating in a speech or in a section of a 
speech.

primacy effects The presumed impact of plac-
ing the most compelling information or argu-
ments first in a speech.

problem-solution pattern An organizational 
pattern in which a problem is identified and one 
or more specific solutions are proposed.

prop Visual or audio material that enlivens a 
presentation but is not a necessary element.

public controversies Controversies that affect 
the whole community or nation and that we 
debate and decide in our role as citizens in a 
democracy.

public deliberation The discursive process 
through which people in a democracy articulate, 
explain, and justify their political opinions and 
policy preferences to their fellow citizens.

public values Values that are clarified and cor-
roborated through the process of group inquiry.

qualifiers In the Toulmin model, the words or 
phrases that indicate the level of confidence we 
have in our claims.

question of fact A question about existence, 
scope, or causality.

orator-statesman Woodrow Wilson’s term for 
the ethical, civic-minded public speaker.

oxymoron An expression that presents, in com-
bination, seemingly contradictory terms.

panel discussion A public discussion format 
in which the participants interact directly 
and spontaneously under the guidance of a 
moderator.

parallelism The use of a series of sentences 
with similar length and structure to signify the 
equality of ideas.

paraphrasing Summarizing or restating another 
person’s ideas in your own words.

passivity syndrome Denying one’s accountabil-
ity as a listener and assuming that the burden of 
effective communication resides wholly with the 
speaker.

personal testimony Testimony based on your 
own personal experiences and beliefs.

personification A description of an inanimate 
form or thing as if it were human.

persuasion The chief mechanism through 
which citizens in a democracy select their lead-
ers, determine their civic priorities, resolve 
controversies and disputes, and choose among 
various policies.

persuasive definition A definition that reflects 
the speaker’s way of looking at a controversial 
subject.

persuasive speech A speech that seeks to 
influence the beliefs, values, or actions of 
others or “make the case” for a new policy or 
program.

pictograph A graph that relies on a set of self-
explanatory icons to depict growth or decline 
over time or between situations.

pie graph A graph, in the shape of a circle, 
in which segments of the circle (cut into slices, 
like those of a pie) depict the relative size of 
particular features or elements within the 
whole.

plagiarism Taking all or part of your speech 
from a source without proper attribution.
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self-actualization needs The desire to achieve 
to the fullest extent of our capabilities; the high-
est need level in Maslow’s hierarchy.

self-inventory Thinking about what you really 
know and care about in order to generate pos-
sible topics that are both meaningful to you and 
significant for your audience.

sensory appeals Vivid language that attempts 
to evoke one of our five senses: seeing, hearing, 
smelling, tasting, or feeling.

sequential pattern An organizational pat-
tern in which the various steps of a process or 
phenomenon are identified and discussed, one 
by one.

sermons Religious speeches that may be either 
persuasive or ceremonial (epideictic), depending 
on the occasion, purpose, and audience.

signposts Words that alert listeners to where 
you are in your speech, particularly in relation 
to the speech’s overall organization.

simile A figurative comparison made explicit 
by using the word like or as.

slippery slope The fallacy that occurs when a 
speaker claims that some cause will inevitably 
lead to undesirable effects, ultimately resulting 
in some worst-case scenario.

socially constructed The process by which roles 
and behaviors are judged as appropriate within 
different cultures with different cultural norms.

spatial pattern An organizational pat-
tern in which ideas are arranged according 
to their natural spatial and/or geographical 
relationships.

specific purpose A precise statement of how 
the speaker wants the audience to respond to 
his or her message, which serves to direct the re-
search and construction of the speech.

speech of demonstration An informative 
speech intended to teach an audience how some-
thing works or how to do something.

speech of description An informative speech 
intended to provide a clear picture of a place, 
event, person, or thing.

question of policy A question about what pol-
icy or program we should adopt, or what course 
of action we should take.

question of value A question about whether an 
idea or action is good or bad, right or wrong, 
just or unjust, moral or immoral.

racism The prejudicial denial of the essential 
humanity of people of a particular race, often 
manifested in claims about the superiority and/
or inferiority of particular races.

reasoning Reaching a conclusion on the basis 
of supporting evidence.

recency effects The presumed impact of 
saving the strongest argument or the most 
important information for near the end of a 
speech.

red herring A fallacy in which the speaker 
attempts to throw an audience off track by 
raising an irrelevant, often highly emotional 
issue that prevents critical examination of an 
argument.

repetition Repeating, word for word, key ele-
ments presented in a message.

reservations In the Toulmin model, the stated 
exceptions to our claims, or the conditions 
under which we no longer hold to our claims.

restatement Rephrasing, in slightly different 
language or sentence construction, the key ele-
ments in a message.

rhetorical questions Questions posed by a 
speaker to stimulate audience interest and 
thought, not to solicit information or answers.

saliency The level of interest or concern that 
our listeners have in a particular issue or topic.

sample The portion of some larger population 
that we actually test, interview, or otherwise 
gather information about in order to draw gen-
eralizations about the larger group.

sans serif A style of typeface lettering devoid 
of any embellishments (such as “feet”) that 
might blur the separation between letters in a 
word or a line of text. A common type of font in 
electronic or online texts.
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symmetry Using a balanced approach to devel-
oping and presenting ideas in a speech, so that 
each idea is developed with a similar level of 
elaboration.

symposium A public discussion in which each 
group member speaks in turn without interrup-
tion or interaction, with the moderator provid-
ing introductions, transitions, and closure.

target audience Those whom the speaker 
would most like to influence with the 
message.

technical language Any language that has precise 
meaning within a particular field or endeavor.

temporal context Previous, current, and antici-
pated events that affect what can or should be 
said and how it might be received.

testimony Opinions, interpretations, or judg-
ments quoted from other people, including 
personal testimony, lay testimony, and expert 
testimony.

thesis statement A single, simple, declarative 
sentence that expresses the principal idea of a 
speech that the speaker would have the audience 
understand or accept.

town hall meeting A community-wide meeting 
that brings together a diverse array of citizens 
representing different and often conflicting in-
terests in an effort to find common ground or 
solutions to community problems.

trait anxiety Internal anxiety that an individual 
brings to the speaking situation; not dependent 
on the specific situation.

transactional communication The process of 
constructing shared messages or understandings 
between two or more individuals.

transition A word, phrase, or sentence that 
helps the audience perceive the relationship of 
ideas and the movement from one main idea to 
another.

tributes Ceremonial speeches honoring a person, 
group, event, organization, town, or community.

values Things that we consider good and 
desirable.

speech of explanation An informative speech 
intended to help an audience understand com-
plicated, abstract, or unfamiliar concepts or 
subjects.

speech of introduction A type of ceremonial or 
epideictic speech in which the speaker’s purpose 
is to welcome and introduce another speaker, 
reinforce that speaker’s credibility, and provide 
any background information necessary for the 
audience to understand the featured speech.

spiraling narrative A narrative pattern that 
builds in intensity from the beginning to the end 
of the speech.

state anxiety Anxiety caused by worrisome 
factors in a specific speaking situation.

statistics A numerical method of interpreting 
large numbers of instances to display or suggest 
such factors as typicality, cause and effect, and 
trends.

stereotyping Making assumptions about 
someone based on such factors as race or 
gender without considering the person’s 
individuality.

straw man fallacy The fallacy that occurs when 
a speaker attributes a flimsy, easy-to-refute argu-
ment to his opponent, then proceeds to demolish 
it, in the process misrepresenting the opponent’s 
real position.

study circle A diverse small group of people 
that is guided by an impartial facilitator and 
that meets over several sessions to tackle com-
munity problems and devise creative strategies 
for action through respectful deliberation.

style A speaker’s choice and use of language.

subscription database An immense, search-
able collection of indexes, abstracts, or full-text 
materials compiled by a private vendor (such as 
EBSCOhost or ProQuest) and made available on 
the Internet by subscription or through library 
databases.

supporting material Information that you 
present in your speech to substantiate and 
strengthen your main ideas.
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Wikipedia A free, online encyclopedia to 
which anyone can contribute information, 
and whose accuracy cannot be effectively 
monitored.

working outline Early drafts of your speech 
outline, representing your work in progress.

working thesis A tentative thesis, meant to 
articulate the overall idea being examined in a 
speech, that is formulated to guide one’s investi-
gation and writing.

WorldCat An electronic catalog of the holdings 
for more than 53,000 libraries from around the 
world.

x axis The horizontal axis of a graph, often de-
picting the progression of time.

y axis The vertical axis of a graph, typically 
depicting an amount or quantity.

visualization Using language that creates 
“word pictures” and helps your audience “see” 
what you are talking about.

visual literacy The ability to think critically 
and discerningly about visual images and 
depictions.

warrants In the Toulmin model, the general 
assumptions, rules, or principles that connect 
evidence to claims.

washout The reduction in brilliance of an 
image being projected onto a screen due to in-
terference by light.

welcome addresses Ceremonial or epideictic 
speeches in which the speaker formally wel-
comes some honored guest or dignitary or some 
group of participants to a convention, fair, or 
similar public event.
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Deliberation. See also Group 

deliberation
explanation of, 421



Index 477

function of, 18–19
in good faith, 15, 330–331
purposeful, 424

Deliberative dialogue
explanation of, 422–423
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Dewey’s Reflective Thinking 

Sequence, 189–190
Dissent, tolerance of, 433–434
Distractions

explanation of, 39–40
methods to minimize, 40

Diverse audiences. See also
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Formal outlines. See also Outlines

example of, 217–219
explanation of, 212
guidelines for, 213–216

Franklin, Benjamin, 10
Free society

ceremonial speaking, 
388–394

demagoguery, 354–357
persuasion, 354–357

Free speech, limits to, 19
Friedman, Milton S., 403
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Group deliberation

approaches to, 422
benefits of, 424–425
cohesiveness and, 434
conflict and, 431
dissent in, 433–434
drawbacks of, 425–426
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Imagery, 407–409
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Reasoning
Inferential statistics, 166–167
Information. See also Supporting 

material
accuracy of, 175–176
appropriateness of, 177, 

184–185
completeness of, 176
ethical considerations related 

to, 177
literacy, 136
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Information gathering. See also

Research
audience surveys for, 90–94
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Internet. See also Technological 
advances; Web sites; World 
Wide Web
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gender-inclusive, 247
meaning of, 229
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Lesbians, 75
Lewis, John, 200
Liberator, 44

Liberty University Commencement 
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stereotyping as, 38–39

Literacy
civic, 10
visual, 286

Literal analogy, 367, 374
Loaded questions, 92
Lomas, Charles, 16
Long, Huey P., 16
Luthin, Reinhard, 16
Lutz, Frank, 231
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stereotypes, 39

Median, 165
Meeting minutes, 432
Membership, group, 87–89
Memorized speech delivery, 

274–275
Men. See Gender; Gender identity
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Online Computer Library Center 

(OCLC), 142
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causal, 187–188
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conclusions and, 202–207
guidelines for, 192–193
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Post hoc fallacy, 375, 376
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Practice, value of, 66
Precise language, 235–236
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chalkboards or whiteboards as, 
292–293

for clarity, 281
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shows as, 
290–291

for emphasis, 282
to encourage emotional in-
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to enhance credibility, 289–290
ethical issues related to, 299
explanation of, 281
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290
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Presidential election of 2008. See

also McCain, John; Obama, 
Barack

contrasting views of candidates 
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historical importance of, 2
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Problem-solution patterns

choice of, 192

explanation of, 188–189
motivated sequence as, 190
reflective thinking, 189–190
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Psychological needs, 84, 85
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Public deliberation. See Group 
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engagement
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contemporary challenges in, 8
critical thinking and, 9–10
ethical issues related to, 19–20
general purposes of, 114–117
legal issues related to, 19–20
as process, 30, 32, 49
setting for, 46
specific purposes of, 117–120
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overview of, 44
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understanding situation as, 
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Purcell, Robert C., 206
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Putnam, Robert D., 3–4

Q
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closed, 147
facts in, 332
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open, 147
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Quotations, 198, 205
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explanation of, 76–77
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344–345
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analogical, 367–369
causal, 366–367
deductive, 365–366
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fallacies of, 369–378 (See also

Fallacies)
inductive, 364–365
overview of, 363–364

Recency effects, 193
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