
 
The Rolls Royce of
Leadership Communication

THE LEADER’S SPEECH



From my perspective, it is very understandable that 
most leaders pay serious attention to the details of 
their speeches. When pared down to the bone, it is 
essential that the good leader’s speech addresses 
the co-workers, the members, the electorate, etc. in 
terms of delivering convincing answers to the awe-
inspiring, but nevertheless completely legitimate 
question: why should we let you lead us?

The leader’s speech is in many ways the ultimate tool to 
inspire, motivate, and clarify the direction in which the 
company or the organization is developing. This is also 
the reason that the leader’s speech is by many conside-
red to be the Rolls Royce of leadership communication: 
The ultimate model for leaders who understand that 
they are the most important communication channel in 
the organization.

In my profession as a communications adviser, I coach 
top leaders in how to design, write, and deliver leader 
speeches in a wide range of situations - among other 
tasks. In this line of work it is my experience that the 
most successful leaders proactively strive to include as 
a minimum the following important elements into their 
leadership speeches:

1. Control Your  
 Environment
It may sound self-evident that leaders control their 
environments. However, I occasionally see even expe-
rienced leaders initiate a speech by repeatedly tapping 
nervously on the microphone and asking: “Can you hear 
me?” while they apologetically screw up their eyes in 
the spotlight and wait in vain for an answer from the 
audience. Leaders who communicate effectively imme-
diately enter the stage with their rhetoric, voice, body 
language, eye contact, general patterns of gesticulation 
and body movements. Moreover they have in advance 
made sure that all contingencies in terms of light, 
sound, the distribution of the audience in the room, etc. 
are coordinated the second they enter the stage. By con-
trolling these elements they signal that this speech is 
important, that they command the audience’s full atten-
tion, and that they guarantee that they are 100 percent 
present and ready to communicate.

Leaders start out with a strong front
Leaders who deliver effective speeches understand 
the importance of making a powerful impression, when 
opening a speech. They immediately take charge of the 
speech, the room, and the audience. As recipients of 
the communication – in this case the speech, we quickly 
(within the first 30 seconds) form a relatively permanent 
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The stage is set in a conference center just outside London. Around 150 hopeful leaders await the key note 
speaker. They have flown in from far corners of the world to take part in the annual conference of the company’s 
leaders. In a few minutes the conference will open with the main attraction: a major speech by the company’s 
leading CEO.

Backstage the silverback himself is seated on the edge of a table. He seems slightly tense and is sipping the 
day’s third cup of coffee. He is ready. During the last weeks he and his closest advisers have made detailed 
preparations for the event that is about to happen: The Great Leader’s Speech. The speech is designed to use 
the company’s new strategy to inspire, motivate, and guide the assembled leaders in their efforts to optimize 
the company’s future. The last days have been rather hectic; the leader and his team have diligently practiced 
the delivery of the speech. The text has been amended, rewritten, and polished, most recently this morning, 
where a new example has been added to the opening section. Words have been carefully assessed. Metaphors 
and stories have been analyzed and tightened, and the light, the sound, and the room tested repeatedly. The 
moment of truth has come. The leader of the company looks at his watch. It is 08.59 a.m. A technician adjusts 
his headset for the last time. The leader’s eyes scan the room. Several advisers nod and give him thumbs up. 
The leader of the company closes his eyes, takes a deep breath, and withdraws for a few seconds to find inner 
focus. With a firm gait he then walks onto the stage and into the spotlight … 



impression of the speech we are about to become a part 
of. Psychological research documents that the impres-
sions, experiences, and information we receive the first 
time we meet a person, are more significant than the 
impressions and information we get later. Thus there 
are many good reasons to spare no efforts to make a 
good impression, when you meet and address others for 
the first time. Do the speaker and the speech convince? 
Is the speaker passionate about his or her subject? 
Is the speech important or not? Experienced leaders 
understand the psychology involved and design their 
speeches accordingly. They might for instance design a 
convincing start and perhaps locate the first applause 
cue at an early stage in the speech in order to confirm 
the audience’s expectations that this is a speech, where 
quite a few rounds of applause will be appropriate…

Leaders understand that the audience’s mindsets vary
Effective leaders engage proactively with the audience, 
because they understand that people process informa-
tion in different ways. The skillful speaker designs his or 
her speech to fit various preferences and competences 
of the audience. If for instance your leader speech is 
primarily concerned with lean management of the 
company and the construction of a future competitive 
edge, you can be certain that some will pay attention to 
your analyses (logic, facts, numbers), and others will 
primarily focus on ways and means to reach the goal 
(process, procedures, planning). Another segment will 
be looking for the human aspects in your speech 
(emotions, empathy, co-operation, dismissals), while 
still others will prefer the part of your speech that 
concerns the future (vision and new opportunities). 
Competent speakers and leaders understand that the 
audience’s preferences vary across the board, and 
design their communication accordingly.

Effective speakers display high status 
behavior during the speech 
As a rule, confident speakers conduct themselves with 
high status demeanor during their speeches. They do so 
by having an open, forthcoming body language, a good 
posture; head held high, eyes focused upwards, a calm 
and collected pattern of movements, a clear concise 
diction, a calm and suitably modulated voice, appropri-
ate eye contact, etc. Moreover, they often consciously 
mirror – or pace – the audience with a view to creat-
ing a good rapport with the room. In short, successful 
speakers have executive presence – a term that denotes 
a leader’s ability to conquer and own the stage and the 
room with a powerful posture and body language.

2. Make Sure that 
 They Like You
According to behavioral scientists, the spectators first 
form an opinion about you, and then they make up their 

minds about your speech. Experienced leaders under-
stand this mechanism, and to some extent they design 
their speeches in accordance with this psychological 
rationale. They might at an early stage of the speech 
take the opportunity to demonstrate verbally and non-
verbally that they as leaders see, hear, and understand 
the audience. Audiences from all walks of life and any 
situation under the sun have a latent need to feel includ-
ed, feel that they belong, and that you as a speaker are 
part of the group – even if the title on your business card 
is CEO. By virtue of their positions, these leaders have 
the right to make decisions that affect a great number 
of people. To some leaders the challenge could be that 
they might have a problem seeing others as individuals. 
If you as a speaker and leader occasionally find your-
self in this situation, then you might try the following:

Tell them why they should listen
Most spectators will meet you and your speech with 
three (unspoken) questions: Who are you? What do you 
want? And why should I listen? Within the first minute 
of the speech, the effective leader in general answers 
these three questions by clearly stating what the audi-
ence will gain from paying attention. This agreement is 
also known as the Promise. In other words, the Promise 
is what you will deliver if the audience listens to you 
during the speech. The audience will find it easier to ac-
cept your Promise, if you within the first minute or two 
demonstrate that you see, hear, and understand your 
addressees …

Leaders use effective rhetoric
Leaders with communicative competence choose their 
words carefully, and they understand that the connota-
tions of most words vary. Words do not merely signify. 
They also set the agenda. There is a difference between 
talking about protective measures for plants or pesti-
cides. A campaign or a war. A government intervention 
that will bleed the taxpayers dry or a reduced social 
security benefit. Professional speakers are very con-
scious of the fact that the right words can move people 
and shift opinions. In the effective leader’s speech there 
is simply no room for fluffy, meaningless, ambiguous 
words or concepts. In highly specialized expert teams 
of for instance doctors or elite soldiers, words may 
mean life or death. It is imperative that the surgeon and 
the nurse understand each other during the operation. 
People die in organizations because of words. However, 
if the leader is incapable of defining the company’s or 
the organization’s purpose, position, and strategy, then 
there is a risk that the understanding and the accept-
ance will die.

Leaders dare to edit a speech
It goes without saying that you cannot be best friends 
with everybody, and that you cannot address all points 
of views and opinions in the leader’s speech. Particularly 
political leaders are often – and with the best intentions – 
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bombarded with last minute changes, including 
we-also-need-to-address-such-and-such additions, 
amplifications, and details that often clutter up the 
speech. Among speech writers, former Danish Prime 
Minister Poul Nyrup Rasmussen was notorious for 
adding last minute details and information, which often 
interrupted the organic flow of the speech. On the other 
hand many ministers will be familiar with situations, 
where they do not recognize a speech after it has been 
through the ministry’s meat grinder, which has added a 
number of views and positions. The point is that leaders 
who deliver strong speeches pare down the text, leav-
ing only the essentials. Moreover they maintain focus 
on giving a speech with a clear read or blue unifying 
principle.

Strong leaders tell contagious stories
Leaders who use their speeches to communicate ef-
fectively understand that they are not just CEOs - Chief 
Executive Officer – they are to a great extent also CST: 
Chief Story Teller! Eloquent and significant stories are 
effective tools, when you need to open doors to other 
people. Stories represent our way of understanding the 
world and they can become shortcuts to showing others 
who we are and what we believe in. Good storytellers 
move and motivate us, because stories speak not just to 
our minds, but also to our hearts. For this reason expe-
rienced leaders consciously include significant stories, 
anecdotes, and examples in their speeches in order 
to animate and enhance the company’s values, vision, 
and mission – and thereby ultimately generate under-
standing for the change they introduce. The significant, 
well-told story is hence useful in terms of creating an 
increased focus on the mission and the values of the 
company or the organization – and often it does the job 
much more efficiently than any PowerPoint-show. Ef-
fective speakers who constantly look for “contagious” 
stories understand this point. The appeal of your stories 
might even tempt your co-workers, your constituents, or 
members to retell them in their networks with a view to 
share knowledge and best-practices, generate identity 
and understanding.

3. Seize the Magic 
 of the Moment
Never underestimate the effect of planning. In gene-
ral, the motivating leader speech is always designed 
and planned down to the slightest detail. However, it is 
worth noticing that the expe-rienced leader’s speech 
(unless it is a fire drill) is almost always directed at the 
people in the room. When your focus is external, you 
perceive other people, and they in turn register that you 
are present and attentive.

Effective speakers tap into the flow of the situation.  
Naturally, the basis of the effective leader’s speech is 
careful preparation and design of the relevant messages. 
Moreover, it is my experience that effective speakers to 
a greater extent make themselves available to a given 
situation-in-process. In general, they are basically open 
to potential new opportunities for creating a momentum 
of reciprocal attention shared by the speaker and the 
audience. By way of example, one of my clients (who 
incidentally is an outstanding communicator) recently 
entered a stage and made an effort to carefully ob-
serve his audience prior to delivering his well-prepared 
speech. During his silent spotlight appreciation of the 
hundreds of co-workers, he suddenly saw two Japanese 
employees in the crowd. The two familiar Japanese 
faces inspired him, and he spontaneously seized the 
impulse to tell the story of how the Japanese subsidiary 
had helped hundreds of Japanese in distress after the 
tragic 2011 earthquake in Japan. This was a thoroughly 
touching and inspiring story, which deservedly received 
the strongest applause of the day. Furthermore, it also 
created a brilliant foundation for the leader’s speech 
about the company’s new strategy.

Effective speakers engage actively with “disturbances”
Confident and effective leaders are characterized by the 
fact that they actively seek out and use “disturbances” 
in the context of their speeches. Standup comedians 
talk about “calling the situation”. This means that you 
integrate any unforeseen events that occur during your 
speech – someone overturns a glass, sneezes loudly 
or leaves the room. In so doing, you signal that you 
are not insensitive to the events around you. Daring to 
react to unforeseen events during a speech is in gene-
ral perceived as high status communicative behavior. 
Conversely, if the ceiling drops and the speaker on the 
stage does not seem to notice, he displays low status 
communication. In my experience leaders who need to 
deliver the same speech several times to various audi-
ences might find that it is to their advantage to keep the 
speech crisp by actively looking for possible construc-
tive disturbances

The experienced speaker involves the audience
One way to involve the audience could be via a syste-
matic use of rhetorical questions. Rhetorical questions 
are not meant to be answered, but they are effective in 
the sense that they create a micro involvement with the 
audience. The experienced speaker might for instance 
say: “And what is our greatest challenge as a compa-
ny?” or: “Is it not our duty to help those who are ill and 
cannot take care of themselves?” Rhetorical questions 
activate the audience and invite them to a dialogue with 
the speaker. Bonus info: The experienced speakers 
remember to give the audience time to reflect on the 
questions he or she asks by making a brief pause after 
each question.
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4. Casting Yourself
Effective leaders and speakers understand that not just 
your words are important to the success of your speech. 
The receiver’s perception and response to your speech 
depends just as much on the emotions you generate in 
the audience. In this context the casting of yourself, your 
non-verbal language, your voice, your ability to contact 
the audience, and your attentive presence – or lack of 
the same – can be crucial to your success. In my experi-
ence skillful speakers are aware of these elements and 
constantly try to improve them:

Casting yourself
Leaders who communicate effectively cast themselves 
because they understand that the words they say 
generate only part of the effect. The entire ensemble of 
words, background, dress code, location, etc. combine 
in an overall impression. We cast ourselves because 
messages are not just perceived by the intellect, but 
by all five senses, and your casting could work either 
for or against you. When for instance the presidential 
candidate Mitt Romney introduced Paul Ryan as his vice 
presidential candidate, a spectacular prop of an aircraft 
carrier was used. The prop was no doubt designed to 
demonstrate a will to defend the nation, his resolution, 
and patriotism. The problem was that the passage of 
Paul Ryan from the prop to the rostrum took a lot of 
time. First Romney had to descend several decks – from 
the third floor to the front deck, where people were 
waiting – and in the process he literally disappeared 
from sight several times. The episode recurred when 
Romney introduced Ryan who then also had to under-
take the same descent to the rostrum. The casting did 
not improve, when Romney addressed the climax by 
presenting Ryan as: “The next President of the United 
States”, and thereby cementing the impression of a cast-
ing that might have looked good on paper, but did not 
survive a reality check. The point is that your casting 
– above and beyond remaining true to your basic values 
– must be faultless and consistent down to the minutest 
details. Only then will it support the message of your 
leader speech.

The strong leader speech holds its own
The strong leader speech has a personal touch in terms 
of content as well as language. It is perfectly OK to 
be inspired by other people’s speeches. However, in 
the final analysis you need to create your own unique 
speech. Most people cringe with embarrassment when 
seasoned communicators like for instance former Dan-
ish Prime Minister Lars Løkke Rasmussen in all earnest 
says: “I have a dream” (Martin Luther King, 1963) or 
when the former Danish Minister of Foreign Affairs Villy 
Søvndal at the annual Socialist People’s Party conven-
tion for the fourth time paraphrases an extremely pre-
sent contemporary American president in a tired Danish 
version of: ”Yes, we can…”.

Make it personal
We love leaders who dare apply themselves, and share 
their experiences and communicative mistakes. In a 
Danish context nothing is more ridiculous than inflated 
leaders appearing in public. Conversely, leaders who 
have the ability to speak to us at eye level – preferably 
with a good measure of self-irony – tend to go far, par-
ticularly if they have something important to say. Bonus 
info: we love to watch top leaders “processing live”. 
See for instance Apple’s Steve Jobs during one of his 
legendary performances and watch how he constantly 
alternates between paying attention to the audience and 
then withdrawing to concentrate on his message or to 
“process live”. When a speaker dares to “abandon” the 
audience for a short moment in order to focus (process 
live), he or she generally signals high status communi-
cative behavior.

Reconciliation with the elements that do not work
In general top leaders want perfection – also in the 
context of the leader’s speech: The surroundings, the 
speech, the delivery, the response, etc. Naturally I 
understand the dream of perfection. But the truth of 
the matter is that we as receivers of any kind of com-
munication always look for something about the sender 
we can identify with. In this context my assumption 
is that it is a good idea to look into the aspects of the 
leader’s speech that do not work. We love the imperfect, 
the cracks and the fissures, and as audience we love 
to identify with leaders who show that they are human. 
Perceptive speakers reconcile themselves with the 
aspects of their personal communication that do not 
perform 100 percent. Your voice might not be the best, 
you might have an uncontrollable tic, etc. And even if 
the leader’s speech is beyond doubt the Rolls Royce of 
leadership communication, we might occasionally be 
relieved to see a dented Ford – especially if the lights 
are on. The German chancellor Angela Merkel is an ex-
ample of a leader who seems to have reconciled herself 
with her physical as well as her verbal appearance. With 
her awkward conduct and somewhat distant presence, 
few would accuse her of being a demagogue. On the 
contrary, the German chancellor is known to be a little 
touchy and rarely exhibiting great rhetorical, social, and 
body language skills. The news magazine der Spiegel 
recently addressed her as the “government automaton”. 
Never the less, the fact that Merkel has successfully 
guided Germany through a long financial crisis, where 
the majority deletes all excessive “bling”, had prompted 
many Germans and Europeans to champion Chancellor 
Merkel as the Great Bookkeeper – the quintessential 
German understated “Mutti”.

Leaders with communicative competence 
take charge of their body language
Competent leaders and speakers understand that your 
non-verbal language can either alienate or attract peo-
ple to you. Your voice, gesticulation, facial expressions, 
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patterns of movement, the way you position yourself 
in the room, etc. send a wide range of sig-nals about 
who you are and what you want. Leaders with effective 
speaker skills are in charge of what some misleadingly 
call the silent language. Skillful speakers understand 
that when the speech or the presentation fails, it is often 
because you say one thing, but your body language com-
municates something else. In that context the leader is 
the medium, and the point is to take control of your non-
verbal language and synchronize it with your speech 
– not always an easy task. Bonus info particularly for 
leaders who still get sweaty palms, when they have to 
stand on the speaker’s box: When you are up there alone 
in the spotlight – exposed like a gazelle on the savannah 
and with nowhere to hide – then remind yourself that by 
adjusting your body language and using “power poses” 
(for instance opening your arms, making yourself a little 
taller than you are, walking with a firm gait, focusing 
your eyes a little higher, etc.) you may in fact change 
your state of mind from nervous to confident.

5. Enjoy the Situation 
Leaders who have had no coaching tend to enter the 
stage looking forward to the point, when the leader’s 
speech is over and done with. In the worst cases their 
autopilot is focused on sur-vival, and their eyes firmly 
fixed on the safe haven of the big screen. Leaders who 
are effective speakers tend to have a different ap-
proach: they look forward to the speech and particularly 
the interaction with other people. They look forward to 
sharing their words, stories, and energy, thereby chal-
lenging, motivating, and inspiring their audiences.

Accomplished speakers are impassioned speakers
In no way do I suggest that you should pretend to be 
something that you are not or go into acting mode, when 
you enter the stage. However, behavior prompts behav-
ior. Moreover, the best speakers are impassioned about 
the subjects they address and the actions they take! 
You should hence ask yourself: What am I enthusiastic 
about? What kind of feeling do I wish to generate in the 
conference room? Experienced speakers understand 
that often we do not remember the words of the speak-
er, but rather the feeling the speech generates in the 
audience. Finally, leaders who are accomplished speak-
ers are also often categorized by behavioral psycholo-
gists as “Happy Warriors”. In other words happy – and 
realistic – warriors, who signal and verbalize that no 
matter what challenges we face as a community, com-
pany or organization, we will come out on top!

Enjoy the situation
Skillful speakers enjoy the spotlight of the leader’s 
speech! In general they are not narcissists, although 
admittedly, I can think of one or two. Basically success-
ful speakers enjoy the interaction and the moments 
shared with other people. To develop this sensibility you 

should take your time to be present in the moment and 
enjoy the situation in which you deliver your speech. 
Should you seek out inspiration among those who really 
enjoy the dialogue with the audience, then take a look 
at former President Bill Clinton’s 2012 speech at the 
Democratic Convention. That was a top notch perfor-
mance and apparently Clinton enjoyed this speech so 
much that the organ-izers almost had to drag him off 
the stage – after he had spent seven more minutes than 
he was allocated… Bonus info: Contrary to what many 
believe, introversion or ex-troversion are not decisive 
factors in your success as a speaker. We have a tenden-
cy to assess introverts (people whose focus is primarily 
internal) as potentially less impres-sive communicators 
than extroverts. In my experience no research points 
to such a conclusion. Moreover, I know many introvert 
leaders who are excellent speakers. Their speeches 
merely differ from those of extroverts … 

Focus on Genuine Feedback
During the 2008 presidential campaign in the USA, then 
Senator Barack Obama delivered a series of speeches 
in which he demonstrated a principle that many lead-
ers could learn from. Immediately after his speeches 
Obama quite simply made a point of inviting all his 
advisers – from the youngest intern to the director of 
the campaign – to give feedback on the speech in point. 
What went well? What could be improved – in terms of 
contents and delivery? Feedback is a dish that should 
be served steaming hot. When you speak as a leader, 
you should ensure that you right after your speech get 
a diversified, concrete, and constructive feedback that 
can improve your performance as a convincing speaker 
next time.

Effective speakers practice
In terms of the leader’s speech, it is a well-known 
fact that professional speakers (those who deliver the 
leader’s speech successfully) practice, while amateurs 
only play the games. In this context I often meet leaders 
who believe that effective speaking practice consists in 
endless readings, if not rote learning of the speech they 
and their advisers have written. In my experience it will 
be to your advantage to practice transformation of your 
speech to a comprehensive experience by for instance 
focusing on the following:

•	How	do	you	synchronize	the	contents	of	your	speech		
 with your body language?
•	How	do	you	make	sure	that	you	get	the	audience’s	full		
 attention from the first second?
•	How	do	you	immediately	create	genuine	contact	with		
 your audience, thereby getting li-cense to communi- 
 cate – permission to share your thoughts with them –  
 not something you can take for granted!
•	Successful	leaders	who	consistently	deliver	strong		
 speeches understand how to focus on the audience  
 and their needs, as opposed to thinking only about  
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The text above constitutes a chapter from the book “Ledere, der 
taler – taler der leder” published by Frydenlund Academic, 2014.
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If you are a leader or a budding leader reading the 
above, and you would prefer jumping off the nearest 
tall building to delivering a leader’s speech, then 
I understand how you feel. The effective motiva-
tional leader’s speech is an ample blend of many 
factors, and in many ways the Rolls Royce of leader-
ship communication: 

The impressive model 
with plenty of horsepower, 
a solid crankshaft, and a 
fantastic ability to move 
people and opinions swiftly!

 themselves and whether they perform more or less  
 advantageously in a given situation. 
•	Bonus	info:	Warm	up	before	your	speech	–	not	just		
 on a psychological level – but also physically. Body  
 and mind interact. If you want your mind to be alive  
 and alert (and you do) then exercise your body. It rubs  
 off on your skills in terms of rhetoric and body language.

Leaders make sure they get genuine feedback
In terms of The Great Leader speech, quite a few lead-
ers operate in a feedback vacuum – also known as 
the Saddam Hussein effect. Such leaders neither ask 
for nor do they invite critique of their communicative 
performance of the leader speech. Another reason 
is that the leader’s skillful and well-intentioned co-
workers often do not have the lan-guage and concep-
tual background necessary to give comprehensive and 
constructive feedback. And that is fair enough. However, 
it is not particularly efficient, because the critique – to 
the extent it is given - tends to be condensed to trivial 
remarks like “Well done”, “Thumbs up”, or “Can’t win 
them all” if the speech did not quite succeed. Hence, if 
it is your ambition as a leader to improve your ability to 
design and deliver the lead-er’s speech, it is essential 
that you make sure that you get an impartial, profes-
sional assessment of your good points, and the points 
you should improve.


