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  AUTHORS’ NOTE




  The authors are sensitive to the use of non-sexist language and therefore have alternated the use of ‘he’ and ‘she’ throughout the text.




  Introduction




  Because there has been implanted in us the power to persuade


  each other . . . not only have we escaped the life of the wild


  beasts but we have come together and founded cities and made


  laws and invented arts . . .




  Isocrates




  There are three things that never return: the spoken word, the spent


  arrow, and the lost opportunity.1




  WHO THIS BOOK IS FOR




  A survey conducted in the United States revealed that the greatest fear human beings face is the fear of public speaking. It is greater than the fear of loneliness. It is greater than the fear of snakes. It is greater than the fear of death. If you are one of those human beings who wishes to convert the adrenalin produced by this fear into excitement, this book is for you. It is your opportunity to read and to understand simple ideas for practice. It is your opportunity to stop fearing and start feeling good, perhaps great, about facing a ‘public’ and speaking.




  And this book is for you who realise that speaking is one of the most powerful means of influencing others in business and in life: you who realise that leading others is about understanding and practising persuasive speaking. And for you who want to make the most of your speaking opportunities, to make the best of your career or business ventures, to influence your professional or political credibility, or simply to further your study.




  WHY WE DECIDED TO WRITE IT




  In the past ten years we have seen presentations in our consultancy work and in our classrooms that have highlighted the need for a book to help executive speakers (and we use executive as a generic term for all those who are and all those who aspire to be) to make the most of their speaking opportunities. Our successes in transforming fearful and often uninteresting or even incoherent speakers into focused and interesting performers inspires us to write with confidence, to share with you a ‘kitbag of knowns’ to carry into your world of speaking opportunities. We speak of a ‘kitbag of knowns’ because there are some quite straightforward techniques which we can teach you to use so that you can become an expert and powerful speaker.




  Recently, we were asked to help a group of scientists prepare for an important short presentation to government and this need for improvement was highlighted once again; we discovered a lack of expertise and a lack of experience which became a lost speaking opportunity.




  The scientists in question fled into a boring presentation, reading sections of their written submission from their visuals. Their presentation was packed with material containing procedural, methodological and legislative language. It was most difficult, even for us as paid listeners, to maintain concentration. Watching a presentation like this can make a visit to the dentist seem like a high point in your day. Those precious ten minutes to persuade the Minister and his representatives of the superiority of the scientists’ ‘accreditation procedure’ were ten minutes of frustration. Frustration enough, perhaps, to destroy the credibility of their case. None of us can afford to lose such an opportunity. With our help, these presenters realised that reading from visuals was really not the most stimulating way to ensure the Minister’s understanding of and commitment to the procedures they were there to ‘sell’.




  As we watched the scientists, we thought of the many similar cases we had encountered in the past ten years of consulting to those who wanted to improve their executive speaking. Having presented, taught and consulted in various countries including the UK, the US, Australia and Japan, it has always been clear to us that the lost speaking opportunity is both tragic and pandemic.




  We are reminded, particularly, of a marketing director of one of the world’s largest construction corporations, who believed that showing seventeen slides of his corporation’s buildings in twenty minutes was a suitably winning presentation. It was no surprise to us when feedback from the corporation’s market research suggested that it was seen by its public as cold and faceless. This man had all of the abilities of a lively, interesting speaker, but he needed to be reminded of the important truth that his own persona, anecdotes and experiences were far more interesting than photographs of building after building. After our guidance, he had to work a little harder to share himself with his audience, instead of just pressing the slide projector button, but it was certainly worth the effort. Sometimes the high-tech help of modern organisations can suppress the humanity and spontaneity of the business speaker. This is a trap to be avoided.




  An executive of another multinational company believed that if he spoke and showed a set of visuals at the same time, he would cover twice the amount of information. To complicate matters, the information he showed on the screen did not match what he was speaking about. As listeners, we caught little to nothing as we were torn between two different presentations—one visual and one aural. Luckily, he had come to our consultancy before presenting. After a careful re-working, his presentation at an international business convention held in London was sufficient to get him a mention in the following day’s Financial Times.




  This lack of awareness and skill is something we have seen so often, even in the highly educated. It highlights a huge gap in our education system that has not traditionally encouraged the development of this expertise. Concern about this lack of expertise is reflected in the debates that are currently going on in the education sector worldwide about the importance of graduate generic skills, such as speaking.2




  Another challenge that many people, worldwide, are now facing is that of reaching out to others who are different from themselves. In countries such as the US, the UK and Australia, with their highly diverse populations, recognising and knowing how to speak effectively to mobilise different opinions and perspectives is a challenge for many presenters. Additionally, as our world increasingly acts as a global village, having expertise in giving presentations to people from many cultures becomes a requirement of professional performance. We hope that this book can fill this gap in speaking training.




  The three short case studies above show some of the mistaken approaches to speaking which can be easily remedied if you have your ‘kitbag of knowns’. In this book, we will use case studies as the means of exemplifying situations to be avoided or strategies to embrace. You can stand beside us as we re-experience many of the situations that have taught us invaluable lessons about the best means of influencing your audience.




  YOU CAN LEARN TO SPEAK




  One of the simplest rules for you to remember when approaching your public is that a formal presentation should be like an organised, enlarged conversation: speak to your listeners as you would speak to your peers over lunch or dinner. The power of speaking is in the personal contact it makes, in the immediacy it brings to an interaction. Use this aspect of immediate contact and do not sacrifice it under any circumstances. One of our past broadcast journalism students, who has since achieved fame, told us that the most important thing we had taught her was that mass media communication was really just interpersonal communication multiplied by many.3




  A debate about who were better business speakers, the Americans or the British, sparked a recent survey of members of British American Business Inc. One hundred and nine senior managers responded to the survey. It seems that both the US managers (68 per cent), and the UK managers (70 per cent), rated the US managers as better speakers. Of other nationalities responding, the verdict was the same—all of them (100 per cent) rated US managers most highly. What did the majority of managers from all countries agree upon? Direct style and confidence were the main reasons cited. For a particular cultural group to be so clearly singled out by all respondents indicates that there is something in the cultural heritage of US managers that builds the qualities important for a powerful, personal approach. Fortunately, for those who find the personal touch difficult to achieve, management training was stated as the next main reason for this superiority, and this is undoubtedly comforting for those who wish to learn to speak well.4




  Awareness of what makes good communication can make a great deal of difference to your credibility as a speaker. The situations we have experienced, and used as examples so far, emphasise this. It is certainly worth the effort to understand the basic rules of communication, which you can then use to take advantage of your speaking opportunity. If you have other problems which seem harder to work on, remember that most of our communication patterns have been learned as we have developed, and that we can, and usually do, respond to re-learning, and replace old bad habits with new successful ones. In other words— yes, you can learn to be a good speaker. The truth is that nobody is born a good speaker—good speaking is learned and takes a great deal of hard work. Some people show more of an aptitude and may even manage to do the hard work less consciously than others, but preparation and determination are the means to effective and eloquent ends. Even a great speaker like Winston Churchill, the British Prime Minister during World War II, was aware of this. His approach is well worth recalling:




  Once Winston Churchill went by cab to a meeting. When the cab stopped at the address, Churchill delayed getting out. The Cockney cab driver yelled, ‘You’ve arrived, governor. You’re ’ere.’ ‘I know, I know,’ replied Churchill. ‘I’m just preparing my impromptu remarks.’5




  All good speakers get nervous. As a young actor, one of us was always comforted by the stock saying in the trade that if you were not nervous you would not be good. As a seasoned actor and lecturer now, she knows this to be the truth: you need the adrenalin of nervous energy to perform effectively. Even the great actor Laurence Olivier admitted to nervousness and, at one time, thorough stage fright. So, it seems reasonable that the rest of us should expect to experience nervousness when under pressure. It is important, however, that nervousness stays as adrenalin for greater alertness. It is important that it never translates into physical tensions which will hurt your effectiveness. You need an ‘easy power’ to capture your listeners. With physical preparation, you can be confident of a relaxed body and an empowered mind.




  YOU CAN LEARN TO SPEAK WELL




  Our aim with this book is to get you back in touch with the potential strengths of speaking. We say ‘back in touch’, because you must remember that speaking is, for human beings, a primitive strength, one that we have used as the dominant means of communication for many centuries. Before we could write, our contacts and our history were kept in the stories which we orally passed down. After all, remember that you learned, as a child, to communicate through speech and then moved to the added complexity of writing. Although complex ideas may need clear written communication to support, and sometimes replace, the immediacy of the spoken situation, you should not approach a speaking opportunity through the mode of written communication. We use a different form of language for writing; it is able to be more formal, more structured and more complex. You need to be a good writer of dialogue, as the good playwright is, in order to be a good speechwriter. Although you should be able to turn to speech with ease and proficiency as the form of communication you feel most natural with, we, as lecturers in Speech Communication, know that every time we ask students to prepare a speech, they feel more comfortable writing an essay and then reading it to us. Do you feel this way? Ask yourself why.




  Perhaps it is because our education system gives us a solid grounding in writing, and has somewhat neglected excellence in the spoken word. Perhaps it is because writing can be more impersonal and you do not feel that you are placing yourself in the vulnerable position of personal interaction. It is also true that teachers have generally felt that they are more at ease criticising a student’s writing than their speaking style. Somehow, criticism of speech seems to be closer to a personal attack. Perhaps it is because many of us believe that ideas equal information transfer in a simple equation, and the presence of a person confuses this otherwise unclouded issue. There could be many reasons for finding it harder to take the risks of working on self-presentation.




  Remind yourself of the power of the spoken word in our daily lives and of the speeches that have changed history. With the future in media and telecommunications, this power can only grow. Instead of having only the medium of writing to use, you may be speaking to and viewing your email contacts on the screen very soon. You could certainly be teleconferencing more often or having your speeches videoed for other groups to watch. In the twenty-first century, you are unable to escape the strengths and limitations of your personal presence. With this in mind, prepare to pack your ‘kitbag of knowns’ with our help, and take the journey of reading our book.




  Our strategy, then, is to share our knowledge and experience of the spoken situation: to get you back in touch with your past; to get you forward to your potential. We aim to strengthen your communication by helping you find the possibilities of the vibrant powerful speaker in you. You can learn, and we can show you, how to speak and to speak well; to feel natural and at ease within your organisation, in your political life, in your community life, in your family life and in your sporting life.




  Although we have a simple aim, this cannot be a simple book. We are aware that versatility is the key to speaking well and to communicating well. As a speaker, you need to adapt to different contexts, to different situations, to changing fashions, to your listeners’ belief systems. There are, though, some rules of communication, and some understandings of our self and of our physicality, that you can carry in your ‘kitbag of knowns’ into your speaking opportunity.




  YOUR ‘KITBAG OF KNOWNS’




  This book, then, will introduce you to some of those ‘knowns’: to proven persuasive strategies, to listener analyses, to physical and mental preparation, to real-life case studies and specific examples of presentations, and to an exploration of the complex question of versatility. This book, then, is our open kitbag. If you practise the complex process of adapting our simple understandings to your speaking situations, you will be more powerful, more persuasive, more impressive as a public speaker. And more confident: you will face the opportunity without fear.




  1


  Getting down to


  business: Think before


  you speak




  We are all it seems saving ourselves for the Senior Prom. But many


  of us forget that somewhere along the way we must learn to dance.1




  WHAT DO WE MEAN BY PRESENTATIONS?




  We recently worked with lecturing staff at a large university. They were given the opportunity to present proposals to enhance the quality of learning and teaching within their institution. These professionals approached this situation as an opportunity to give ‘objective’ information. With our help, they realised that they must seize this opportunity, sell their proposals and persuade their seniors. Their approach to the presentation—its preparation and construction—changed completely as they pursued a new, clear intention.




  Our term presentation covers a wide variety of instances. We mean any opportunity you get to communicate your point of view to listening others. Any such opportunity should be seized, and should be used to enhance your credibility with those listening, within your organisation or without. The opportunity to share your ideas at a meeting is a presentation; prepare for these listeners with the same care that you would for those in a formal situation where you are the single focus of attention. The opportunity to discuss formally in a one-to-one situation is also a presentation. Joint goal-setting interviews, or discipline or exit type interviews when a person is leaving an organisation should seem spontaneous, but they should actually be carefully prepared: read further into the communication rules which govern such interpersonal situations, as we will not concentrate on them in this book. You will find, though, that many of the rules we give in preparation for formal presentations can be used for interpersonal situations. When you present to a larger group, you will usually feel more pressured than in a one-to-one situation, and that is why we will concentrate on the more formal presentation of one to several in this book.




  Most speaking situations have persuasive intentions, even if the speaker is not wholly conscious of them. Speakers who believe that they are presenting ‘objective’ information are unconsciously choosing words and positioning ideas so that they represent their point of view. The famous scientist Thomas Kuhn has argued that even scientists employ ‘techniques of persuasion’. He says that the great scientist transforms what other scientists mean by fact and logic and induces conversion.2 This suggests that even scientific reports that appear ‘wholly factual’ are really partially subjective and partially persuasive. With this knowledge in your kitbag, you will be more adept at recognising and revealing the persuasive parts of any presentation, and in pursuing your own points of view with clear and conscious intention.




  For example, one of the groups of university lecturers mentioned in the opening of this chapter was putting a proposal to reorganise one of their current procedures. Initially, they felt that it should concentrate on information about how the system worked and how it could be changed. After we worked with them on effective persuasive strategies, they examined more closely the real purpose of their presentation and the importance of its persuasive features. They decided to change the structure and emphasis of their material. They now moved to an overtly persuasive approach which showed the disadvantages of the old system and the possible advantages of their suggested new system.




  If you accept your persuasive aim, it can sharpen the focus of the choices you make on what to include in and exclude from your presentation. So, in order to persuade effectively, you must have the right attitude to the material. Before we discuss further this right attitude for success, let us consider how attitude affects anxiety in speakers.




  ATTITUDES CREATE ANXIETY




  Before you begin work on presentations, you need to examine your attitudes to speaking to an audience, because your attitudes can have a great effect on your speaking anxiety and, therefore, on your performance. Attitudes affect how you see yourself as a communicator and can dominate every aspect of your preparation. Almost everyone experiences some anxiety before a presentation, but your attitude to presentations will either generate more, or act as a brake on, unnecessary anxiety. Try to confront your nervousness, control it, turn it into adrenalin and work it into a more effective and energetic communication.




  Some interesting recent research by two American professors, Motley and Molloy, has provided us with some important clues about handling anxiety. The key to confronting and then controlling public speaking anxiety is to examine how you think about a public speaking opportunity. This attitude to the objectives of the speaking opportunity they call ‘cognitive orientation’.3 To understand your orientation, imagine a continuum with performance orientation at one end and communication orientation at the other: those who have a performance orientation believe that speaking must be a perfect aesthetic experience for listeners; those who have a communication orientation consider it important to share their message with their listeners.




  ‘Performance-oriented speakers are often unable to articulate what the critical behaviours for success are, but they invariably assume them to be more “formal”, “polished”, and “practised” than the skills in their ordinary communication repertoire.’4 These speakers assume that their listeners are involved primarily in evaluation.




  Communication-oriented speakers, on the other hand, assume that their listeners are ‘focused with curiosity upon the speaker’s message, and that success is measured by the extent to which the listener understands the message and its point of view. Thus minor “mistakes” are as tolerable as in everyday communication’.5




  It is Motley and Molloy’s belief that public speaking anxiety will be lessened if highly anxious speakers change their attitude or orientation to the speaking opportunity (see Figure 1.1).




  After further studies to test this idea—that subjects with high public speaking anxiety would benefit from a treatment program to change their orientation—Motley and Molloy established a training program that successfully changed the orientation of the participants. These participants experienced a considerable reduction in public speaking anxiety. What they have done is to give us hard evidence that you can overcome your anxiety.




  Figure 1.1 Cognitive orientation
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  This research supports our belief that all of the work that you do to improve your presentation, and any of the evaluation you do of yourself as a speaker, must be done in the preparation stage: once you move into the presentation stage, you must treat the situation as one of communication. Your concentration must be on getting your message to your listeners. All else is irrelevant because you are deeply involved in a conversation. Your goal is to place your ideas before interested listeners in a presentation unhindered by interruptions. As a presentation is just an extended conversation, those listeners will want to feel you are speaking to them, not speaking at them.




  In speaking to your listeners, you need to establish a warm rapport with them. The best persuaders seem to be speaking to each member of the audience individually. They show a verve and enthusiasm for their topic, for life in fact, which carries the listener along with it. This sense of excitement comes through in their vocabulary and their mental attitude, but it also is demonstrated to the audience by their physical actions. The term immediacy is used to express that charismatic physical expressiveness which causes an audience to feel the strength of the individual presence of the speaker and warm to it. You need not only to work on your mental attitude and your excitement about speaking, but also on your physical approach to it.




  This is a second way to work on overcoming your anxiety and another way to gain an easy feeling: work on physiologically preparing yourself. Relaxation exercises will help you relax physically and thus relax mentally. This approach, like the Motley and Molloy approach, has proven success. In Chapter 4 we have included a full relaxation exercise which you can use as preparation. If you wish to be a polished speaker, it is worth working on all areas of your presentation at preparation time: you will derive the physical and mental confidence you need to become a powerful persuasive speaker in your preparation phase. It is the work behind the scenes, with your trusty kitbag at your side, that will lead to ‘mind over fear’6 and your chance of becoming a powerful persuader. Because of this, we believe that Chapter 4 on how to prepare is one of the most important in this book.




  Figure 1.2 Performance orientation Communication orientation
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  Cartoon: Fiona Mitchell




  WHAT DO WE MEAN BY COMMUNICATION?




  This book is about practice, but good practice is supported by reflection, and reflection, of course, becomes theory. Early communication theorists set up a model of communication that spoke of the source of the message, the transmission of the message and the receiver of the message. On reflection, this model assumes that communication is a linear process: a message is sent and received, and communication is achieved. We all know intuitively that this is not how communication works. This is a too-simple perception of what is a more complex process. Come with us now as we examine some of our reflections on the communication process.




  MIND OVER MYTHS




  There are a number of myths associated with communication: that it is easy, that a message that is sent will always be clearly received, and a simple cause-and-effect process will ensue. Engineers even designed a model based on machines to explain this complex human process. In this model, words simply represent rather than shape ideas. The scientific approach to our conceptual understanding of ourselves has dominated in recent times, and this has influenced the study of communication. If we try to think of the process of communication as a puzzle with multiple parts, which can be put together in multiple ways to give different meanings, we would perhaps be coming closer to what we experience. Some of the major parts of the puzzle, missing in a scientific approach, are our emotional responses, which often rely on our previous experiences.




  This leads us to one of the other important myths that has flourished because of the domination of scientific thought, and that is the myth of objectivity. This notion of objectivity arises out of a view of the world which takes as its starting point that information or facts are value neutral. As a consequence, it is simply a matter of transmitting value-neutral information to achieve good communication. With the rise of science, humanity has become obsessed with ‘factual’ knowledge. However, recent communication theorists, and scientists from many disciplines, question whether it is ever possible to achieve objectivity. Remember that when Newton’s ideas were overthrown by those of Einstein, even the faith in ‘scientific’ facts was shaken. We certainly are very sceptical about the possibility of being objective.




  One of the most accessible examples of the impossibility of being objective in communication can be seen in the efforts of the media each day in reporting the news. One media magnate recently went on the record claiming that his papers were completely objective in their reporting of certain incidents. He evidently still believes in the possibility of objectivity and in the righteousness of achieving it. If we examine the idea closely from a communication perspective, we realise that every word chosen and sentence written would have been written differently by another journalist. All words have emotional force and, therefore, each journalist generates an individual mood which accompanies the ideas. It is even more obvious that objectivity is elusive when we turn to the television news media and compare the ‘objective’ reporting of news from one channel to another. Talkback programs such as CNN Talkback Live in the US and Right to Reply on Channel 4 in the UK demonstrate the heated debate which is generated by the presentation of differing perspectives on our complex world. A program which provides excellent examples of this is Media Watch on the Australian Broadcasting Corporation, which examines stories that have been presented in the media in the week prior to its going to air. It especially examines the way the different outlets have presented particular stories, and reflects on the meanings and ethics of these presentations. By this means, it reveals the varying ways in which a news story can be constructed. By selecting some information, and omitting other pieces, it is clear that different versions of the ‘truth’ can be told.




  Pictures do not lie? Even this truism is now questioned. Our attention was particularly drawn to the precariousness of reality by the now famous trial in 1992 in which Los Angeles police officers were accused of brutally beating the black American Rodney King. A home videotape of the beating of King by the police was broadcast on television sets around the world. The jurors in this trial in Los Angeles could be convinced, by an eloquent barrister who justified the verdict they desired, that there was a reason not to believe their eyes. This enabled them to give a verdict of not guilty to the police who savagely beat King. The home video pictures of a savage beating were not enough when the defence attorney used words to build his own pictures of King and the possibly ethical motivations of his ‘honourable’ defendants. With a knowledge of the media, we begin to see how our own eyes and ears can indeed deceive us. After all, camera angle, lighting and editing can all change meanings and cause the message to be structured differently for the viewer.




  Through word and image, particular cultures have constructed particular ways of understanding which seem less acceptable to other cultures. In the west we were shocked when Saddam Hussein spoke of ‘glory in defeat’ at the end of the Gulf War, but we are capable of accepting a similar glory in defeat when we speak of Dunkirk or Gallipoli. We build powerful, cultural meaning on word and image, on oral and visual language, and we cocoon ourselves within those powerful, cultural meanings. It is our inability to search outside the dominant messages of our culture, even within a democracy, that the American academics Herman and Chomsky refer to in their book Manufacturing Consent.7




  It is important to understand that we construct reality from words and images. This does not mean that concrete reality does not exist, but that our understanding of it comes to us through word and image. We are born into a certain construction of reality—our own culture—which is reproduced in our consciousness every day of our lives, in every word and in every image. There are, however, dominant groups that shape our consciousness: the words and images of our culture, our class, our education, our family and our peers shape our perceptions of ‘reality’. These groups create the value and attitude systems by which we understand our lives, by which we respond to the words and images of others. The power of persuasive words and images should never be underestimated: they are central to the building of culture in large and small organisations; they are central to the building of culture in politics and in homes; and they are quintessential to the building of languages of leadership.




  We hope to have convinced you that the concept of objectivity is not a useful one for the successful persuader. Communication is, after all, a dynamic and value-rich process. Therefore, we believe that it is best to exploit this characteristic of communication, and to take the approach that practically all situations are persuasive ones. With this attitude, it is then only a matter of deciding on the best means of persuading others as successfully, and ethically, as possible.




  THE IMPORTANCE OF ETHICS




  Persuasion is a very powerful tool. It is a fundamental human right which should be exercised to achieve your purpose. If you believe in the justice of your message, you have every right to present persuasively to your listeners, using every method available to you.




  True, the ethics which govern your choices are important and you should consider them carefully. However, you do not have to pretend to objectivity in order to be ethical. Many presenters overlook the ethics of their choices and rely on the skills they possess to delude their listeners. Advertisers may often make choices which would not satisfy our ethical considerations. We would not accept the choice, in a television advertisement, of a girl in a bikini draped over the bonnet of a motor vehicle which is being sold to the public, as an ethical choice. It may appeal to some male viewers who could be the most likely buyers of the vehicle, but it is an overtly sexist choice which no longer appeals to many viewers, whether male or female. In business, executives often have to make choices about the omission or inclusion of information they will present to their employees. It can be difficult to balance exigency with ethics. However, by acknowledging the values that drive your message, you can contribute to your own ethical practice of persuasion.




  Equally, the more you understand the techniques of persuasion, the more you will be able to decipher, carefully and critically, the persuasive messages you receive. You will be more prepared to recognise the messages you consider unethical and why this may be so. You will, after all, be more powerful as a speaker if you not only believe in the justice of your message, but also make an effort to understand how your listeners will react.




  CO-ACTIVE PERSUASION




  We take a co-active approach to communication.8 We emphasise the power of readers to reconstruct the message from their own point of view. As the Australian journalist and writer Hugh Mackay says, ‘It’s not what our message does to the listener, but what the listener does with our message that determines our success as communicators’.9 This is why it is so important, if you are to be an effective speaker—a persuasive, co-active speaker—that you understand exactly what your listeners’ points of view are. You must understand where your listeners are in their thinking if you want them to move through those thoughts to reach a shared point of view. Professor Gerald Edelman, the Nobel prize-winning American scientist who writes about the brain, says, ‘Unlike computers we understand ourselves and our world in individual, creative, dynamic and unpredictable ways. We create our outer and inner worlds in a context of unceasing novelty and change.’10 Your persuasion should exploit the dynamic and creative capacities of your listeners.




  You may have wondered why we used the word reader at the beginning of the last paragraph. Recent communication theory has emphasised the idea of a ‘reader’ rather than a ‘receiver’ of messages: readers receive the message and actively interpret it within their own frame of reference; they ‘read’ the messages they receive and actually reconstruct their own meanings. The word reader suggests activity, whereas receiver indicates passivity. Be sure to recognise the power of the reader, and realise, therefore, that listener analysis is an important step before you begin to prepare to communicate. This is why it is also important to observe your listeners carefully while you are speaking, and constantly to check understanding in an interpersonal interaction.




  The words and images we use to represent our experiences generally determine whether we think about an experience as good or bad. We even perceive ourselves in relation to what others say about us or to us, or by the ways they appear to respond to us. For example, if enough people tell you that you look ill, you will probably be feeling so by the end of the day. Think of the power of a belief system which can cause you to die by simply telling you to do so. This amazing example of the power of perception comes from the Aboriginal culture, where members will die if ‘the bone is pointed at them’. This punishment causes death merely because the perfectly healthy recipient believes that this ritual is fatal.




  So, can you ever say that the way you view a situation is definitely the way the situation really is?




  We are sure that you are truthfully answering ‘no’ to this question. It is important to realise that we play an active role in interpreting the world that surrounds us. The advice of songwriter and philosopher Leonard Cohen is very apt on the best way to approach your listeners: ‘To discover the truth in anything that is alien, first dispense with the indispensable in your own vision.’




  In this book, we emphasise the idea of co-active persuasion and the power of the ‘reader’. This is, in fact, one of our interpretations of the way we understand the world, and it agrees with those communication specialists who suggest that individuals play an active part in ‘constructing reality’ from and through the communication process. If you are a powerful enough persuader, you may be able to convince others that your view is the way the situation is, and there are many notable examples from our history of the potential of great communicators to create and recreate how whole nations define themselves and their experiences. Your speaking goals may be less ambitious, but your need to succeed may nonetheless be very important to you.




  OPEN UP YOUR KITBAG




  Now that we have given you some ‘knowns’ for the journey, look in your kitbag—throw out anxiety, throw out objectivity, put ethics in a safe place so that you can always find it, and make space for the many resources you are about to pack which you will need in your career as an opinion leader to your peers. As we have said, this book is about co-active persuasion: so your next thought should be, and our next chapter is, about listeners.




  TIPS




  • All opportunities to communicate your ideas to listening others should be carefully prepared.




  • Most presentations have persuasive elements. Recognise and pursue these.




  • You can overcome anxiety by physical and mental preparation.




  • Do not allow the myth of objectivity to interfere with your persuasive intent.




  • Consider the ethical implications of your position before you start to prepare.




  • Persuasion is a co-active process. Be prepared for what your listeners will do with your message.




  2


  Getting to know


  your listeners




  It is the province of knowledge to speak and it is the privilege of


  wisdom to listen.1




  Several years ago, one of our colleagues working in London for a management consultancy received a phone call from one of the world’s largest multinational corporations. Its managing director asked her to meet with him. After a long trip across London, on an unusually hot English afternoon, she arrived; she was taken to the boardroom, seated at a long table facing four senior executives of the corporation, and told that she had thirty minutes to persuade them that they should use her consultancy. They wanted to know what she could do for them.




  She was unnerved. She had come only in response to a request from the managing director and had expected an informal meeting with him. So she responded by spending the first fifteen minutes of her allocated thirty asking them what they felt they needed from her. She understood that good communication is focused not on ‘What can I do for you?’ but on ‘What do you need from me?’




  She was then in a position to offer them skills and strategies to service those needs. She spent the second fifteen minutes persuading them that she would do a great job for them. She convinced them, and she got the job.




  A good speaker is a good listener, above all else. It is only by listening to your clients that you can know where they are coming from; it is only by knowing where they are coming from that you can help them to where they are going.




  LEARN TO CONSTRUCT MESSAGES STRATEGICALLY




  You are probably aware, at this point, of the emphasis we place on communication as persuasion. If you want to achieve your purpose, if you want to have your listeners understand your way of seeing the world, you need to construct messages that start with their way of seeing the world. A good speaker actively engages in the construction of messages that allow shared points of view of the topic and its issues. If you get to know your listeners, you will have a considerably better chance of appealing to those aspects of the topic which make sense to them in terms of their values, priorities and concerns. Our strategy, then, is to help you to develop techniques that you can use to communicate persuasively by moving your listeners effectively to a shared understanding of your point of view.




  This is the game that we call strategically constructing messages for listeners. How well you play will determine how well you can communicate, how well you persuade, and thus whether or not you achieve your purpose.




  Your moves towards your listeners must be guided not only by what you want to achieve by what you say, but also by what your listeners might want to do with what you say. At this very moment, as you read this page, our purpose is to persuade you to think strategically about how to communicate. If you look back over the language we use you will see words like game, strategically, engage, move and construct. Our purpose is to urge you to see communication as moves and countermoves, as strategies to engage your listeners. Listening is an active process of making meaning out of what a speaker says. Consequently, speaking needs to be the active process of establishing and then exploiting what listeners are likely to do with those ideas.




  One of the most important parts of the speaking process is the analysis of listeners. Good speakers, in their preparation, clarify the interests and needs of their listeners and determine what values, priorities and concerns their listeners have before they determine what it is, out of the vast range of possibilities, they could and should say to those listeners.




  We do not intend this to mean, though, that you will always be able to achieve complete agreement. There will always be differences that are unresolvable, no matter how strategic you are. We do not mean either that you should say anything to achieve a shared point of view. What will help you most, however, will be sensitivity to how your listeners understand a problem as well as awareness of your own attitudes. Tough issues can be handled carefully in words and images that take account of your listeners’ understandings of the world, and yet demonstrate how your intentions can be achieved to some positive effect.




  LEARN TO ANSWER QUESTIONS STRATEGICALLY




  ‘What’s in it for me?’




  Listeners listen, always, with one question in mind: ‘What’s in it for me?’ This question should always guide your message construction. Our experience tells us that listening, far from being a passive activity, is a demanding one. Most listeners need to be given a great deal of encouragement before they make the considerable effort to tune in and to stay tuned to a speaker. Coming to terms with this is the first step in constructing a strategic message.




  ‘What do I want to say?’




  When speakers start to prepare a presentation, they usually ask: ‘What do I want to say?’ You will have particular points that you want to make and it may seem natural to you that if you say them you will achieve your purpose. However, knowledge of your listeners, knowledge of what they know and how they feel about those particular ideas, determines how you say them. Your goal must be to make a very large strategic move to aligning your listeners’ needs and attitudes with your needs and attitudes. It requires your knowledge, time, creativity and determination; it requires your ongoing evaluation of how the two match.




  ‘What is the most effective way of constructing and presenting


  the particular things I want to say to achieve my purpose?’




  The only way to gain a clear understanding of how to be effective is to get to know as much as you can about both your topic and your listeners. The two are always related. It is the tendency to underestimate their relationship which leads to failures in communication. When a managing director who fails to value his employees’ fear of change makes a presentation on a new corporate image, it can turn into an attack on the way things are done. If he uses their commitment to the past as his starting point and acknowledges their concerns, he could turn fear to energy. For example, he could frame the move to a new corporate image as growing out of old ways, and create a vision for the future out of past commitments. It is just as important for student presenters to understand their audience and its relationship to the topic to help frame their approach.




  Answering the three questions that we have just discussed provides a good starting point for matching your listeners with your topic. There are also some other important pieces of information that you need. Lack of time and resources might prevent you from collecting everything you would like to, and sometimes you have to make an educated guess. You may also be able to draw on your experience from other situations to build a picture of the listeners for a presentation. However, in the ideal case, here are some tips on what would help you to guide your decisions.




  LEARN THEIR DEMOGRAPHICS




  To establish your listeners’ values, priorities and concerns, you need to have an idea of their demographic characteristics: you may be able to learn their age, gender, cultural identity, including ethnic background, race, religious affiliations and group memberships.




  Age




  You should consider the age of your audience for any presentation. It is common to hear communication failures in families explained as a generation gap, but when the context moves from family to organisation this is rarely the explanation. We often imagine that the categories of ‘employee’ and ‘management’ will dissolve age differences but, in reality, the problems remain, and you need to acknowledge them. Consider this example. You are making a presentation on restructuring in your organisation. Employees who have been with you for twenty years have invested a great deal into the history of the organisation; new and young employees are investing great idealism into its future. The presentation will be ‘read’ by young and old listeners, and young and old meanings will be made. When you recall an important change that the organisation made ten years before, your ideas will matter only to those employees old enough to remember, and will be disregarded by those too young or too new. It is essential, therefore, that you balance your examples, and appeal to the different categories of your listeners.




  Gender




  While it is claimed that employees are employees no matter what their gender, a great deal of recent research has demonstrated that attitudes and values towards work are marked by gender differences.2 When you prepare, you must take care to select ideas and examples that reflect those differences in thinking, knowledge and action. This is further complicated by the need for sensitivity to overcome gender stereotyping as well. The complexity arises because gender is only one of the many categories which determine a listener’s attitudes to your topic and is sometimes, but not always, the category that a person identifies with. Sometimes they may be thinking more as a manager than as a woman, for example.




  Your presentation may need to account for gender differences. Men and women share a broad range of experiences, but nonetheless, they are socialised differently. On numerous occasions, women managers have commented to us about their sense of exclusion from discussions, not by the speakers’ intentions, but by forms of address and examples that imply that their listeners are men. Even humour can be gendered,3 and so exclude some audience members. An awareness of the difficulty of catering for a mixed-gender audience has led some human resource managers to develop training programs designed for women. This can simplify the task for the trainer by drawing attention to the importance of targeting this group. However, you will seldom have the luxury of being able to cater for one category within an audience, and therefore you will need to manage the complexity of the category of gender carefully.




  As an example of the need for sensitivity to gender, imagine that you are to give a presentation on telecommuting to a mixed-gender group. If your listeners comprise mainly women, current research on how they view their careers suggests that, as primary care-givers, their interest in and knowledge of leave and career development is strongly affected by the probability of breaks in their careers for child-bearing and rearing. This is in contrast with men, who are much less likely to have knowledge or experience about how career breaks would affect their development. For the men, you may need to build in a section on the implications of career breaks, to cater for this gap in their knowledge. You could also point to the possibility of alternative work attitudes and arrangements, if you wish to move the whole group to this new, more flexible work arrangement.




  Learning about the composition of your audience in terms of gender will quite possibly have a significant impact on the selection of appropriate material, in terms of both information and approach.




  Ethnic, racial and religious backgrounds




  Most countries around the world have culturally diverse populations. A recent article in the Washington Post described the struggle for the news industry in America to recruit black, Hispanic and Asian journalists to meet the needs of a culturally diverse American audience. Although meeting these needs for racial diversity has become a preoccupation in the industry, mainstream media outlets registered their concerns that it is not enough just to learn how to recruit an ethically diverse workforce. They must also learn how to keep them. It seems that the great majority of these journalists quit out of a sense of frustration, a sense that their point of view is not understood and valued, and that their limited opportunities for advancement are unreasonable. This case highlights the complexity of meeting the needs of a culturally diverse workforce.4
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