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Heidi Ellert-McDermott is a TV director/writer turned speechwriter. She worked at the BBC for the majority of her fifteen-year career, producing and directing entertainment shows. It was her love of comedy scriptwriting that led to her giving a bride speech that got more compliments than her dress. Realising there was an appetite for wedding speeches that are modern, witty and unshackled by tradition, she set up Speechy, a bespoke wedding speech company, employing TV scriptwriters and comedians to help couples around the world achieve their wedding speech goals. The team’s passion for storytelling is revolutionising the wedding scene and Heidi’s speech advice has been quoted everywhere from the Observer to the Daily Mail, and from The Drew Barrymore Show to the New York Times. She lives in the Cotswolds, England with her husband Roger and two children. And, yes, she did write Roger’s groom speech.
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To Roger, who was willing to marry me.


(Which gave me the opportunity to deliver a wedding speech, which inspired me to set up Speechy, which resulted in this publishing deal, which meant I haven’t really spoken to him in about six months. Sorry about that.)









Introduction


WHY YOU NEED THIS BOOK


When it comes to wedding speeches, most people are novices so it’s no surprise you need help. And even if you’re a ‘seasoned pro’, this book can still help you improve on your previous effort(s).


While there’s a lot of wedding speech advice out there, you may have already noticed that not all of it is good. Or even relevant.


Luckily, this book doesn’t assume you’re male, straight, have a questionable sense of humour or are incapable of having a unique thought. (Though, if that is the case, it will help you with at least two of those.)


This is a book designed for twenty-first-century couples – and not just the ones who met on Tinder! This book is for any couple who knows a great wedding speech is worth investing in; the 60-year-old ones, the childhood sweethearts (it happens), the traditional folk, the couples with two penises, the religious duos, the second-timers and the all-out weirdos.


The only assumptions this book makes are: 1) you’re in love; and 2) you know that a wonderful wedding speech will add an awesome moment to your day.


So, wherever you live, whatever you believe in, however dysfunctional your family are, this book is designed to help you ditch the cheesy clichés, say no to internet gags and, instead, help you kick-start your marriage with a bang.


In fact, it’s not just your speech I’m going to help with; this book is going to ensure all the speeches at your wedding are memorable.


And, crucially, for the right reasons.



MEET YOUR SPEECH STYLIST



I spent fifteen years of my life as a TV director, producer and writer before I decided to become a professional ghostwriter and specialise in love.


After witnessing some horrendous speeches (including two where the speaker was escorted away from the mic) and subsequently delivering my own bride speech, I knew there was a market for a more modern and better class of wedding speech.


I set up Speechy, the bespoke speechwriting business, in 2015 and recruited a crack team of TV and comedy writers to join me on my mission to make wedding speeches better. The team have written for BBC comedy shows, ghostwritten for high-profile comedians and are often panellists on topical entertainment shows. They’re all expert storytellers and thoroughly decent folk.


Millions of people have now visited the Speechy site and, between us, we’ve helped thousands of couples around the world deliver their dream speech.


When Speechy first went online, I thought most of our clients would be despairing best men, but actually the vast majority of people contacting us were nearlyweds. And not just grooms needing a last-minute speech the day before the wedding (though there will always be a few of them!) but grooms, brides and couples getting in touch, sometimes a year in advance, because they wanted to deliver a truly beautiful and brilliant speech.


What I also realised is that not everyone contacting us needed their very own bespoke speechwriter. Some people just needed a kick-start, while some couples actually wanted to write their own speech but lacked the basic storytelling techniques to help them turn a good speech into something a little more wonderful.


I also noticed that 90 per cent of the first drafts emailed to us (as part of our Edit Service), suffered from similar issues. People kept making the same basic speechwriting mistakes and it became too frustrating not to write this book and tell you all. And, so, here you are: the wedding speechwriter’s guide to nailing your wedding speech.


WHY YOUR WEDDING SPEECH MATTERS


My first job is to get you excited about writing this speech because there’s a rumour going round that it should be hard and painful.


It’s not. Read this book and you’ll ‘get it’.


You may be ‘linguistically challenged’ today but by page 183 you’ll be a professional storyteller. And let’s face it, telling a story sounds more fun than writing a speech.


Storytelling is actually hardwired into our DNA. It’s what connects us as humans. It’s the essential glue that bonds people and helps us give meaning to our lives.


We’re programmed through history to care about stories. In fact, gossip helped our ancestors survive. ‘Pretty sure he’s a Neanderthal. Don’t swipe right.’


Today, storytelling is big business. It’s at the heart of global marketing campaigns. It’s a billion-dollar entertainment and publishing industry. It’s at the root of political propaganda. Clearly, storytelling is powerful and important.


But when, exactly, do we have the opportunity to tell our story? When do we sum up what we’re all about and why we love the things and people that we do?


Unless you’re an Instagram influencer with cute hair, a cool backdrop and a quirky hashtag, the answer is rarely, if at all.


Isn’t it a shame that so many of us leave it for other people to tell our story and explain our motivations in life, when we’re lying there… dead. I mean, how ridiculous is that?


A wedding speech is essentially the yin to a eulogy’s yang. It is just as important, just as moving and just as life-affirming, but – good news – you’re around to enjoy it.


Your wedding speech is important, not just to you, but to the people you love. It’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to thank your parents and friends, and tell them why you love them. And it’s one of the rare occasions when you can shout about how much you adore your partner without your mates sticking their fingers down their throats.


The flowers at a wedding might add beauty and the vows may add meaning, but the speeches? Well, they add the heart. They provide the day with its personality and show what ‘you two’ are all about.


Your guests may forget what they ate, they won’t remember what they danced to but, as Maya Angelou reportedly said, ‘people will never forget how you made them feel’.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


The book is written for a global audience. Straight or gay, whatever your religious views, wherever you live, you’ll get something from this guide.


Speech traditions vary around the world. In fact, many couples don’t even refer to them as speeches; they’re wedding toasts. However, for the purpose of this book, we will refer to the full-length oration as the ‘speech’ and the final call to raise a glass as the ‘toast’.


Meanwhile, some cultures are relative newcomers to the toast tradition, with speeches at Asian weddings really only becoming popular in the last few decades.


But whether you’ve sat through dozens of wedding speeches or hardly any, whether you’re a natural storyteller or find it a struggle, this book is your ultimate ally and yours to play with.


It’s been written to get you working from the get-go, so make sure you’re ready to take notes and scribble as you go. Laptop, voice-notes, or old-school pen and paper – whatever works for you.


It’s designed to be used as a couple but it’s up to you whether you read it one after the other, fight over it chapter by chapter, or read it together. Whatever the case, planning and writing your speeches is more fun if you do it as a team.


(Of course, if your partner has absolutely no interest in the speeches and you’re flying solo, enjoy the best bit of wedding planning there is and leave them to organise the day’s transport.) So, how does this work?


Stage 1


First of all, we’ll get you thinking about all the speeches at your wedding.


While you can’t actually write the other speakers’ speeches for them (this may seem ever so slightly controlling), you can do your best to ensure they’re great.


We’ll get you thinking about …




•Who you want to hear from on the day.


•How to schedule the speeches.


•How you can minimise the speech politics.





Next, it’s time to decide how you’ll represent your union on mic.




•Will it be one of you delivering a speech? And if so, how will you reflect your partner’s thoughts and personality?


•Will both of you be giving a solo speech? And, if so, who should be thanking whom?


•Or would a joint speech work for you?





Stage 2


Now, it’s about gathering your material.


I’ll reveal all my wordsmithy tricks and techniques; you bring the stories, anecdotes and insights.


We’ll cover …




•The modern speech etiquette rules and ‘to dos’.


•Making your thank-yous meaningful.


•Paying tribute to your dearly departed friends or family.


•How to find strong stories and develop insightful observations.


•How to be funny without resorting to googled gags.


•Nailing the sentiment without being cheesy.





Stage 3


Next, you’ll learn the tricks of the speechwriting trade so you can structure and write your speech.


Find out …




•How to curate your content.


•How to develop a narrative theme.


•How to structure your speech with an exciting opening, an engaging middle and an inspiring toast.


•How to write a joint or rhyming speech.


•How to edit your speech so it’s punchy and powerful.





Stage 4


Finally, I’ll take you through the presenting principles so you deliver your speech like a pro.


With over fifteen years of TV directing under my belt, I’ll reveal how to …




•Rehearse effectively.


•Overcome nerves.


•Pace your speech.


•Use your body.


•Converse, rather than present.





Throughout the book, there’s also examples of speeches the Speechy team have written so you can see the advice in action.


Some speeches are funnier, some are more sentimental. Some I hope you love, some you might not.


I’ve purposely included a range of speech styles and the demographics of the (imaginary) couples delivering them are also varied. Older and younger, gay and straight, religious and atheist couples are featured, but even if the speaker’s profile differs from yours, you can still learn something from every speech.


There’s lots more inspiration dotted throughout the book too, so feel free to dive right in, steal the best lines and claim them as your own. But, first, give yourself the chance to discover you’re actually rather good at this speechwriting malarkey.


Get scribbling, get silly and start speeching.


WHO’S WHO – MEET THE EXPERTS


I’ll be quoting wedding influencers and writing experts throughout the book, so let me introduce you to them:




‘Speeches can either make a wedding fly or drain it of all life.


‘As a guest, I want to know where the love is. I want to learn something about the couple, either individually or as a duo, and I want to be left rooting for their marriage.


‘Speeches have the power to surprise and delight, and a great speech creates the roadmap of the couple’s relationship for the guests. It should help us understand where they’ve come from and how it relates to where they’re going.’


EDUARDO BRANIFF, EDITOR-IN-CHIEF AT MEN’S VOWS


‘Wedding speeches are increasingly being filmed so there’s an added pressure and an added fear of getting it wrong. There’s now even more expectation from the guests that the speeches will contain original content delivered in an original way.’


ALISON HARGREAVES, FOUNDER OF GUIDES FOR BRIDES


‘A wedding speech is not something you can phone in. You have to “give it”. And that involves work.


‘If you want to connect with your guests, you need to avoid being generic. When you’re giving a speech, the hardest thing to be is yourself but that’s who your friends and family want to see.’


ALAN BERG, PUBLIC SPEAKING EXPERT AND ONE OF ONLY THIRTY-NINE GLOBAL SPEAKING FELLOWS IN THE WORLD


‘I believe that a great toast can set the tone for the whole evening. The most memorable toasts I’ve heard over the years all create a sense of unity in the room; everyone is laughing, crying and the energy in the room is palpable.’


COLLEEN KENNEDY COHEN, CELEBRITY WEDDING PLANNER


‘I’m a sucker for the speeches, even as a professional speechwriter. I’m always excited by the idea of them and yes, sometimes they can be disappointing, but people say the sorts of things in a wedding speech that they will never say in any other context.


‘The emotion, the honesty, can be impactful.’


TOM COLES FROM ‘ED AMSDEN AND TOM COLES’, TV SCRIPTWRITING DUO AND PART OF THE SPEECHY TEAM


‘Couples are not making the most of their wedding speeches. In fact, a lot of couples don’t say a word at their wedding because people just don’t want to do it!


‘Speeches should never take time away from the dancefloor, but they should project a level of gratitude and emotion with a celebratory approach.’


DAVID TUTERA, CELEBRITY WEDDING & EVENT PLANNER


‘A couple of decades ago, the majority of speeches at South Asian weddings were awful; far too long and parents showing off about their children’s achievements. Thankfully, things have changed.


‘The scene has finally caught up with the potential of speeches to add humour and emotion to the day and I now see the speeches are a wedding day highlight. Most of the time at least!’


SHAI HUSSAIN, SPEECHY WEDDING SPEECHWRITER AND COMEDY WRITER


‘Almost all other elements of the wedding have become more bespoke, with couples opting to do things “their way” but speeches are the last thing to be revolutionised. It frustrates me how old fashioned most wedding speech line-ups still are.


‘I’d like to see more nearlyweds investing time in their speeches. They’re a chance to celebrate the person who means the most to you in the world and a rare opportunity to tell all the people you love how cool you think they are.’


ZOE BURKE, EDITOR AT HITCHED; THE KNOT WORLDWIDE


‘When I got married in 2008, I really struggled to find alternative wedding inspiration, or sources of cool and different ideas, so I didn’t even really consider the speeches and who would be giving them. We just did the traditional ones (groom, father of the bride, best man).


‘It’s great that that’s changed. These days, I would definitely give a bride speech. Sometimes people need a kick-start to start thinking a bit differently.’


KAT WILLIAMS, FOUNDER OF ROCK N ROLL BRIDE


‘Without the speeches, you have the meal, the ceremony, photos and disco but you don’t get much opportunity to speak to the couple yourself. Sometimes you never do!


‘Speeches make sure the couple speaks to everyone in a non-religious and genuine way. They’re crucial in making sure everyone feels connected to the newlyweds.’


CLAIRE WETTON, SPEECHY WEDDING SPEECHWRITER AND TV SCRIPTWRITER


‘Speeches can definitely be seen as a drag but in my opinion, they can be one of the best and most touching parts of a wedding.


‘Weddings can be busy, overwhelming affairs so speeches give everyone a chance to take a moment to sit back and focus on the couple they’re celebrating for a few moments.’


HAMISH SHEPHARD, FOUNDER OF BRIDEBOOK


‘I think delivering wedding speeches is a practice being adopted in more international cultures and it’s becoming a trend around the world. People are seeing more videos of funny and emotional speeches on social media and TV shows and they’re catching on to the joy of them.’


ELEONORA TUCCI, GROUP EDITOR AT WEDDINGS & HONEYMOONS MEDIA


‘After the pandemic, the wedding rules relaxed and couples’ priorities changed. The vibe now is more bespoke and couples are paying closer attention to their speeches and many more are delivering personalised, handwritten vows too.’


ANNA PRICE OLSON, WEDDING EXPERT, EDITOR AT BRIDES FOR MORE THAN EIGHT YEARS


‘Speeches are arguably the most personal reminder and memento from the day.


‘It’s something that will echo through your friendships and relationships for the years to come. It can be daunting but it’s also an incredible opportunity.’


ANDREW SHANAHAN, SPEECHY WEDDING SPEECHWRITER AND JOURNALIST


‘All I know is my wedding speech was one of the favourite parts of my wedding day. I made my friends laugh and I ensured everyone I love felt vital to the day and a little more cherished.


‘I was glad my groom got a few compliments thrown his way and to publicly confess how much I love him. Trust me, I don’t do that often.


‘In the end, my bride speech got more compliments than my dress. And I actually think that’s rather wonderful.’


ME












Stage 1 – Plan Your Speeches


Over  the last couple of decades, weddings have changed immeasurably. A couple’s nuptials are now expected to be a representation of them and say something about who they are.


And yet, ironically, wedding speakers have been saying pretty much the same thing for far too long.




The plan


In this chapter, we’ll cover …




•Creative ways to schedule your speeches.


•How to curate your wedding speech line-up.


•How to handle the inevitable speech politics of asking certain people to speak but not others.


•Useful information to give your speakers.


•How you two will represent yourselves on the day – one speech, two speeches or a joint speech?


•Stage management – the tech, the equipment and the Master of Ceremonies.








SCHEDULING YOUR SPEECHES


Guess what? Your wedding speeches don’t need to be limited to three and they don’t need to be allocated to a ‘speech clump’ time zone. In fact, we’d go so far as to say, your speeches shouldn’t come packaged to bore.


Think big but not lengthy. No one wants to sit through a solid hour of speeches unless you have Ricky Gervais as your best man or Melissa McCarthy is your mum.



Scheduling options



In the US, speeches are just as common at the rehearsal dinner (the formal dinner prior to the wedding that the ‘top table’ are invited to) as on the wedding day itself.


Meanwhile, in Scandinavian countries, there is often an invite for everyone to propose a toast at any point during the wedding dinner (we’ll go into this in more detail on page 16).


At many British weddings, the speeches are scheduled before the wedding meal; the idea is that everyone is officially welcomed to the wedding and the speakers are quickly able to relax (and tuck into the free wine!).


Of course, some couples opt for speeches after the wedding meal (or before the dessert), once everyone has eaten and had a chance to chat and drink. As a speaker, there’s certainly something to be said for your guests having had a bit of laughter-lubricant. Equally, you may find people are more likely to be rowdy so be prepared for some good-natured heckling.


An increasingly popular idea is separating your speeches so they’re spread between courses. This works particularly well if you’re having more than three speakers.


For example …




•Master of Ceremonies (MC) welcomes guests and introduces first speaker.


•Father of the bride (5 minutes).


•Starter.


•Main course.


•MC welcomes second speaker.


•Mother of the groom (5 minutes).


•MC welcomes third speaker.


•Maid of honour (7 minutes).


•Dessert.


•MC welcomes fourth speakers.


•The joint couple speech (9 minutes).


•MC welcomes fifth speaker.


•Best man (7 minutes).





Of course, if you’re having a wedding weekend, you have more time to play with …




•Rehearsal dinner – 2 speakers.


•Prior to the wedding-day meal– Spousal speech plus 2 speakers.


•After the meal / During dessert – Everyone invited to propose a toast.





The benefit of having the speeches spaced out is that there’s less chance of the guests getting bored with the stand up, sit down routine of too many toasts one after the other. It’s also less likely that the speeches feel repetitive or overly lengthy.


However, as Zoe Burke points out, wedding photographers and catering staff can struggle with spread-out speeches as they make the day’s timings complicated: ‘I put a post out encouraging our Hitched nearlyweds to consider scheduling their speeches a bit differently and I got loads of DMs back from venues and photographers saying, please, stop recommending it! I’m still a fan but couples should definitely brief their suppliers in advance of the day so they’re fully prepared for the challenge.’


From personal experience, I know it’s possible to schedule speeches between courses, but it’s important to give realistic estimates of the speech duration. Here’s what some of the influencers had to say about scheduling …




‘I like when the speeches come after the main course and before dessert as it means no one is left starving for too long.


‘I remember going to a wedding where the speeches were before the food. Unfortunately, the speeches went on for an hour and a quarter, and what was even worse is I could smell the beef Wellington getting slowly killed in the kitchen. By the time it was served, everyone was famished and hammered, and the meal was close to ruined.


‘The same speeches, delivered after the main course, would have been well received by the guests … and the chef!’


ALISON HARGREAVES


‘The newlyweds might actually give a couple of speeches over the course of the celebration.


The speeches at the rehearsal dinner are generally always great as it’s a more intimate audience that knows the couple extremely well. Speeches on the wedding day might feel very different.’


ANNA PRICE OLSON





Ultimately, there’s no right and wrong. I’m a big fan of breaking up the speeches but not everyone agrees, so the scheduling of your speeches really is yours to play with (and we’ll cover the pros and cons of each option on page 18).


Scandi-speeches


One way to shake up the scheduling debate is to invite everyone who fancies it to stand up, clink their glass and give an ‘ad hoc’ toast during the meal or between courses.


You can suggest the idea in your invites and get the MC to remind guests of this opportunity prior to sitting down.


The benefit is, not only is it fun to get everyone involved, it also takes the pressure off the ‘main’ speakers.


Of course, you may still want to get proper, loving tributes from your family and some hardcore roastings from your mates, but this idea allows your naughty cousin to get involved, as well as your lovely boss and your twelve-year-old nephew.


It basically ensures you have a solid couple of hours of people throwing massive compliments and love-bombs in your direction and, really, who can argue with that?


Well …


… the possible downside is that people have too much to drink, speakers babble on for far too long and it all descends into chaos. That’s fine if you’re cool with that but make sure the important people get heard too.


Prep anyone not on the metaphoric ‘top table’ to keep their toasts to less than two minutes and make sure your MC is assertive enough to call time on anyone who goes on too long.


Eduardo Braniff is a fan: ‘The concept gives guests who are moved the opportunity to express it. And I always love the little glimmers of truth that get divulged along the way.


‘Get a good MC moderating so there remains a sense of control. You need someone assertive and witty enough to bring a rambling toast to a conclusion.’


Alison Hargreaves is less of a fan. ‘Spontaneous speeches are a good idea for second marriages when couples want to move on from the traditional speeches but the downside is people often feel obliged to say something when they don’t actually have that much to say. It can become very repetitive.’


Personally, I’ve been to a couple of weddings where the idea has worked really well. It’s obviously more suited to the boho, relaxed wedding vibe as opposed to a formal affair.


If you fancy it, here’s how you can invite your guests to get involved.




Invite guests to give a Scandi-toast


‘During the wedding meal, feel free to call for silence and say something (nice!), read a verse, or just say ‘Hooray!’ and raise a toast.


We’d love to hear from as many of our friends and family as possible on the day, so keep your contribution short.


We’ll leave it up to you if you want to be sentimental or silly!’





Scheduling recap


So what do you two think?


In a recent online poll for Guides for Brides, 74 per cent of respondents said they preferred the speeches delivered in one hit but think about what works best for the day you have planned.








	

 



	

Pros



	

Cons












	

Before dinner



	

•Immediately welcomes your guests to the day


•There’s something for guests to talk about and bond over straight away


•Speakers can relax


•Easy to co-ordinate



	

•Guests haven’t settled into the day. They’re still on their best behaviour and sober


•Speeches one after the other can become boring, especially if there are a lot of toasts or repetition


•Guests may become hungry


•The duration of each speech will have to be kept tight to ensure the caterers can cope


•It limits the number of speakers (as you wouldn’t want too many one after the other)








	

After the main course



	

•Easy to co-ordinate


•Guests are relaxed and have had a drink (cue more laughter)


•Guests won’t be hungry



	

•Speakers can’t relax till after dinner


•Speeches one after the other can be boring


•People may be keen to get to the bar or dancefloor


•It limits the number of speakers








	

Spaced-out speeches



	

•Each speech is given its own time to shine


•You can have more speakers on your line-up


•Each speech can be slightly longer than if it was delivered alongside others


•Less danger of the speeches feeling too long or boring


•Can schedule the nervous speakers earlier and the funnier ones later in the day



	

•Harder to co-ordinate


•The first speaker is more likely to be addressing guests who have not quite relaxed into the day – i.e. a tougher crowd


•The final speakers might not be able to relax through the meal (or could be in danger of becoming too relaxed!)








	

Scandi-style



	

•Less pressure on each speaker


•Couples get to hear from more of their friends and family (depending on your family, this may also be a con!)


•Adds a sense of fun



	

•Less control over who speaks or what is said


•Can get rowdy!












YOUR SPEECH LINE-UP



Okay, we’ve got the scheduling sorted, now who’s part of the line-up?


Well, I’m glad you’ve asked, because so many couples don’t!


The shade of confetti gets debated, the words on the chalkboard get a good five minutes and even the favours demand a conversation – but the speech line-up, something that all the guests will focus on for a good chunk of the wedding, well, that’s just assumed most of the time, isn’t it?


At straight weddings it’s the father of the bride, groom, and best man. Doesn’t matter if the best man is a liability or if the dad hates public speaking – rules are rules.


But here’s the thing: there are no rules.


Same-sex weddings are one step ahead here and aren’t shackled to the usual format. But every couple, straight or gay, should spend time discussing their speech line-up together before anyone assumes they’ll be given mic time.


Today, I estimate less than 50 per cent of weddings have the old-school father of the bride, groom and best man option, so who’s taking their place?


Well, obviously, more women, in every role, from brides and bridesmaids to sisters and mums. Also, uncles of the bride, and mothers and fathers of the groom. Grandparents occasionally. And children too. Adult, teenage and even younger.


The demographic of Speechy’s clientele is diverse and changing every year to reflect the age and values we live in. Yes, there’s still tradition to consider and, to be fair, that deserves some thought, but so do lots of other things:




•Who do you genuinely want to hear from on the day?


•How many speeches do you want in total?


•Who has lots to say and would love to give a speech?


•Who can be relied upon to deliver an entertaining, funny speech?


•Who can deliver the poignant one?


•Will anyone be annoyed if they’re not asked? (Sadly, not something to be overlooked.)


•Do you have any women on the mic?





Overload, anyone? Okay, let’s go through it step by step.


Speech politics


Before we get to your dream line-up, let’s acknowledge the speech politics involved.


Wouldn’t it be wonderful if all your friends and family were delighted to be asked to speak and relieved if they weren’t?


Well, that’s as likely as a venue offering a ‘wedding discount’.


Take your dad for example. He might be disappointed if he isn’t asked to speak, even if he’s not the most eloquent of characters or despite the fact his style of humour verges on the Les Dawson. (Google him. Not good.)


If you do have a potentially dull or renegade speaker, whether it’s your dad or a best mate, then do your best to help them out. Firstly, check they actually want to give a speech. Believe it or not, they may not want to dust down their best Les Dawson impression for public consumption.


If they do expect some mic time, make sure you give them clear guidance. By this, we don’t mean threatening them or ‘kindly’ buying them a speech template but rather giving them some basic parameters (see page 27) and requesting a short duration.
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