WHITE PAPER

5 STEPS TO IMPROVED PERFORMANCE

“If you want to build a ship, don’t drum up people together to collect wood and don’t assign
them tasks and work, but rather teach them to long for the endless immensity of the sea.”
- Antoine de Saint-Exupéry

Every Speech Is An Investment
When you stand in front of an audience, anything
is possible. You can align beliefs, clarify direction
and motivate action. You can change minds, hearts
and lives. Every speaking opportunity is also an
investment of your time, effort and resources.
More importantly, it is an investment in your brand,
reputation and credibility.
In order to improve your return on this investment,
you must improve your performance.
My background has given me a very unique view of
performance, what it is and what it takes to improve.
As a speech coach, a creative director and producer
of corporate events, a musician, life-long athlete and
youth athletic coach, I’ve come to understand that
nearly all successful performances follow a five-step
process: Purpose, Strategy, Preparation, Execution
and Advancement.
These five steps are not a check-list for giving great
speeches. Instead, they merely describe a process
that all speakers, and in fact all performers, must
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go through in order to effectively set and achieve
objectives. And, what they must do to execute at their
very best.
This document is designed to guide you through
this process and present you with some ideas and
insights—along with many opinions—along the way.
Before we begin, I’d like to quickly address
terminology. Throughout this document I’ll use the
terms “speech” or “presentation.” These words
also represent the many other ways organizations
communicate through the spoken word, including
panel discussions, sales or creative pitches, press
events, videos and webcasts.
Though some adjustments need to be made
based on the situation, the following 5 STEPS TO
IMPROVED PERFORMANCE apply to these and
every other type of speaking opportunity.
Now, let’s begin with the first step.
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1. Purpose
In my opinion, this is the most important
step. You can’t give a successful speech
or presentation without a purpose. In
fact, think about the last unsuccessful
speech you’ve experienced. Most likely,
the speaker either did not have a clear
purpose, or a had misdirected purpose.
In working with my clients, we always begin by asking
these three questions:

So, instead of giving a presentation with the purpose
of increasing my sales, my presentation is about
helping my potential customers solve a problem and
improve their situations. Put your audience first: your
purpose is not to give your audience a speech; it’s to
give them something of value.
Too often, speakers do not begin by defining their
purpose. Instead, they’re focused on the data,
content or graphics design. And, too often, this
proves to be fatal to their speech. It is critical that
every speaking opportunity begins with a clear and
meaningful purpose.

••Why are you speaking?
••What do you want from the audience?
••What does the audience want from you?
Over the years, I’ve learned that the more strategic
your purpose—versus merely tactical—the better. And
the more your purpose directly affects the audience,
and addresses their needs and wants, the better still.
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2. Strategy
The second step, which is also often
overlooked, is defining how you will achieve
your purpose. Obviously, there are a lot
of variables that need to be addressed in
developing a successful speech strategy.
I’ve put them into three categories:
Situation, Competition and The Rules.

Situation
The situation for every speech or presentation is unique.
In order to succeed, you need to first clearly define:

••Who: Your audience and other stakeholders.
••What: Your primary messages, themes and content.
••How: The creative approach, the
structure of your content, the media you
will use and your delivery style.

••Where: The room type, technical requirements
and any physical challenges or opportunities.
The answers to these questions will help you
determine the best approach for creating and
delivering your speech or presentation.

Competition
First off, your audience is not your competition. They
are partners in your performance. You can’t give a
successful speech without them.
Your competition, therefore, is what gets between
you and your purpose. It’s also what gets between
you and your audience, such as a credibility issue
or a difficult environment where they have trouble
seeing and hearing you.
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And finally, the competition is what gets between you
and your performance. This includes both physical
issues, such as speaking too fast, as well as internal
issues, like a lack of confidence.
By first identifying what is working against your
performance, you will be able to strategically address
these issues and compensate as needed.

The Rules
In all areas of performance, such as athletics or
the arts, there are rules to guide us, and more
importantly, to help us to measure our success. This
applies to speeches as well, where there are many
rules to consider.
For example, one rule is that Speeches Are Special.
Speeches are special experiences for both the
audience and the speaker—physical, rational and
emotional experiences. On the surface, they appear
to be about transference of information. But, what
they really are a transference of emotion, vision
and ideas. This requires an emotional connection
between the speaker and the audience, which is
often far more important than the content being
presented.
Another rule is that Speeches are Dramatic. Humans
are “pre-wired” to understand and experience
dramatic structure. We follow the flow from
beginning, to middle to end, and are used to having
our experiences broken up into acts and scenes
(or chapters). We are comfortable with the use of
flashbacks and parallel stories that change our
perceptions of place and time.
Plus, we all feel, and actually enjoy, the emotional
journey from conflict to resolution. That’s why it’s
important to incorporate some dramatic tension into
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2. Strategy Continued
your speaking. Clearly lay out the conflict and provide
real and meaningful resolutions.
And, one other rule is Speeches Are Rhetoric.
Though the term “rhetoric” is often used derisively
these days, the basic concepts and understandings
defined over two-thousand years ago are still
practical and applicable to today’s speaker.
Simply defined, rhetoric is using the power of speech
to build consensus and create change.
Successful rhetoric leads to the sharing of common
“truths” or beliefs. But, it’s important to point out that
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changing someone’s beliefs – which is what really
motivates their actions – is complex. “Logical” things
like facts and reason are usually needed, but seldom
are enough. Because beliefs are not driven by logic,
they’re derived from emotion. If you want to change
what someone believes, you have to change not just
what they think, but how they feel.
These are just three of the many rules for improving
performance and delivering successful speeches. By
understanding how speeches work, you can make
the right choices in developing your strategy.

4

3. Preparation
Now, with a purpose and strategy,
it’s time to get to work in preparing
for your speaking performance. This
includes three areas: Scripting, Media
and Rehearsal. (By now I’m sure you’ve
noticed my use of the speech writer’s
old friend, the “rule of threes.”)

Scripting
I strongly recommend that you do not write your
speech in PowerPoint or similar graphic creation
programs. Begin in Word (or even a mind-mapping
program like Mindjet) to create either an outline,
speaking notes or a word-for-word script.
That’s right, start with the script, or at least a detailed
outline. Clarify your ideas and messages, identify
what will connect with your audience, create the
dramatic structure and tension, and then start
thinking about how to support these with graphics or
other media.
Your script will most likely be filled with data,
information and examples. But, in reality, these are
only the support for the most important pieces of your
speech: your key take-aways. Because speeches
are not built on data or examples, they are built on
conclusions, or as I call them, Motivating Conclusions.
Motivating Conclusions are the beliefs that you want
to transfer to your audience. The beliefs that will drive
their behaviors. These conclusions also form the
Experience Arc of your speech, with each adding to
or building upon the last.
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When you speak, you lead with these conclusions
and then “back-fill” only as much data, information
and examples as needed. What you want to avoid is
presenting the proof first and then the conclusion, or
even worse, just presenting the proof and expecting your
audience to come to the right conclusions on its own.
Stories are also a great way to support a conclusion.
In addition to their dramatic aspects and the
engaging way they help communicate ideas,
telling a story during your speech creates a shared
experience with your audience. A good story makes
everyone in the room feel the same thing, at the
same time and in the same place. Whether it’s happy
or sad, angry or inspired, this connects you all on an
emotional level.
Another suggestion I give my clients is to begin
creating their scripts non-linearly. That is, work on the
conclusions first and don’t worry about the order of
things too much (another interesting approach is to
write your speech backwards).
The primary thing to remember is to write from the
perspective of your audience and how you want them to
experience your speech. Be clear. Be concise. Be bold.

Media
Media is often the downfall of many presentations.
How you use (or don’t use) it is fundamental to your
performance. Often, the misuse of media comes from
a misunderstanding of its role. Your media is not your
speech, it’s there to support your speech. It’s there to
add to the experience and strengthen the connection
between you and your audience.
If your media delivers all your content, then why give the
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3. Preparation continued
presentation in the first place? Why not save everyone’s
time and simply email a file? Remember, your audience
can read your slide in a matter of seconds. After that,
whatever you are saying is redundant, which gives your
audience a chance to disconnect from you and use their
phones to check their email.
Media is only a tool. And, just like all tools, there’s a
right way and a wrong way to use it.
Like your content, your media should be clear,
concise and bold. It should be aesthetically pleasing.
It should be art (or at least aspire to be). If it doesn’t
look good, then don’t use it.

Rehearsal is also how you can actually learn your
speech, so that you won’t need to rely on your slides
for your talking points.
Most important, rehearsing gives you greater
confidence, which is vital to making a strong
connection with your audience.
Unfortunately, many speakers typically spend the
majority of their preparation time developing or
“tweaking” their media and little or no time rehearsing.
In my opinion, a much more effective ratio is 50:50.

Rehearsal
Yes, rehearsal is important. Very important.
Rehearsal helps you internalize your conclusions and
content. It allows you to get a sense of the overall
Experience Arc of the speech and to feel the pacing
and transitions. Rehearsal is also where you can push
yourself, make mistakes and focus on certain skills,
like stage movement or dynamics.
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4. Execution
Finally, the moment of truth.
Successful execution comes from
confidence and confidence comes
through control. What often causes
the greatest anxiety in speakers is the
feeling of powerlessness over what
is happening. But, because of the
work you put in during the previous
three steps, you are in control of your
purpose and strategy, your script and
media and your ability to deliver.
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You are ready to stand before your audience and
perform at your best.
Another important concept I share with my clients
is called Present Focus. This means being actually
present, mentally and emotionally present while
you’re with your audience. This is a lot harder than it
seems. While presenting, people tend to think ahead
about what they will say next, versus making sure
they are effectively communicating what they are
currently talking about. They become focused on
their graphics instead of the audience. Being present
is critical to staying connected to your audience.
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5. Advancement
You’ve given your speech and now
what? Improving performance is a
continuous process. Every speech you
give should be better than the last.
To help my clients Advance, I use a three step
process. The first step is Evaluate. I watch you speak
and evaluate your performance to determine what’s
working and what’s not, and what we need to do to
get better.

CONCLUSION
As mentioned earlier, these 5 STEPS TO IMPROVED
PERFORMANCE are not a check-list. They are a
process. Every speech is unique and requires a
unique approach. However, from my experience,
each step of this process is necessary and important
to improving performance and achieving greater
results from every speaking opportunity.
Please feel free to address any questions or
comments to:

The second step is Innovate. This is where we work
together to identify concepts and exercises to improve
your content and build specific speaking skills.

Cliff Kennedy
Kennedy Speech Communications
cliff@kennedyspeech.com

And then finally we Collaborate in implementing
these concepts and exercises to improve your
overall performance.

Speak well.

From my perspective, Advancement is continuously
raising the bar and pushing yourself to do better. It’s
driven not only by a desire to become a better and
more effective speaker, but a true desire to create real
experiences and provide real value to your audiences.
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Notes

ABOUT KENNEDY SPEECH COMMUNICATIONS
Kennedy Speech Communications helps its clients create the audienceconnecting experiences that are at the core of all great speeches and
presentations. We guide them in using ideas to inspire and words to
clarify and motivate. And, we provide the direction and support they
need to execute under pressure and perform at their highest level.
We provide speech coaching and presentation skills training to individual
executives as well as groups and teams of presenters from every area
and level in an organization, from the C-Suite to the front lines.
Our comprehensive approach addresses both the mental and physical
aspects of speaking performance. We work together with our clients
— before, during and after their speeches — to perfect content and
strengthen skills and confidence. They see an immediate improvement
in their ability to connect with, motivate and inspire audiences.

LEARN MORE AT
www.kennedyspeech.com

