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Engaging the public 
When you’re seeking elected office you‘ll have lots of different opportunities to talk to 

members of the public.  

The communication skills you’ll need to use include listening, public speaking, 

considering alternative points and trying to resolve conflicts.  

When to engage with the public 

Oral communication skills are important in the following situations:  

• Whilst canvassing  

• During chance encounters with members of the public  

• At hustings  

• During debates  

• At public appearances.  

Approaching conversations  

The first thing you should think about when you enter into a conversation is how to 

ensure that the discussion is as productive as possible.  



Naturally, you’ll need to change your approach depending on the topic and who you 

are speaking to.  

Keep the following four principles in mind. 

• Be in control 

• It’s a good idea to start a conversation by stating:  

• The purpose of the discussion 

• What you are hoping to achieve.  

This will give the other person an idea of what will happen, and the end goal you are 

aiming for. 

Don’t be judgmental 

You should try to appear as open as possible, through the tone of your voice and 

your body language.  

Be clear and don’t over-elaborate  

You don’t need to give information that’s not relevant or explain things in too much 

detail. People may lose interest if you are talking about things that are not important 

to them. If you concentrate on the key arguments, you can ensure that your 

message is clear and precise. 

Be direct 

There’s no point in trying to avoid giving difficult messages or bad news. You should 

aim to explain any tough messages plainly and simply at the outset of the 

conversation. If there is no opportunity to provide any positive messages, you need 

to be sensitive and show that you understand that this is a difficult message for your 

audience. 

Preparation 

There are a few things that you should always keep in mind when you are speaking 

in public, regardless of whether you are making a formal speech or meeting voters in 

a shopping mall. 

  



Benefits 

Why should voters vote for you? Think about the key benefits you can bring to your 

audience if they vote for you. For example, are you campaigning for improvements to 

the local area or trying to provide a new service for the community?  

Interests 

Think about your main interests and activities that are relevant to the council, town, 

or ward. 

Achievements 

Can you give a few examples of your achievements to show that you can make a 

difference? 

Reasons 

When you’re standing for elected office, people will challenge you and your ideas. 

You can prepare for this by thinking of the possible reasons why someone might 

think that you should not be elected. You can then think how to defend your position 

if people do raise these points. 

Hustings and public meetings 

There are two types of meetings at which you might campaign: hustings and public 

meetings. Both of these events will be a real test of your oral communication skills. 

Let’s look at both in turn. 

Hustings 

Hustings are meetings to which a number, or all candidates, are invited to attend. 

They are primarily of relevance to candidates for UK Parliamentary elections. Such 

events often follow a similar format to the television programme ‘Question Time’.  

They are hosted by a neutral chairperson, who may allow each candidate to speak 

uninterrupted for a given time, put questions to the candidates and invite questions 

from the audience. 



If you are a candidate either in or attending a hustings event, you should read the 

Electoral Commission's guidance on hustings event, you may need to declare the 

costs in your campaign spending and donations report. You should read the 

Electoral Commission’s guidance on hustings, which is available on its website.  

Public meetings 

Public meetings are those that you might organise yourself and to which only 

members of the public are invited. The purpose of these meetings is to promote your 

views and respond to questions from members of the public. 

Set-up 

Notify the public of the event through canvassing and perhaps an advert in the local 

media. Ensure you choose a venue that is accessible to all. As a candidate, you are 

entitled to the use of a public meeting room. Check with The Electoral Registration 

Officer, who keeps a list of all suitable meeting rooms in their area and their 

availability, which may be made available for candidates and agents to inspect.  

More details can be found in the Electoral Commission’s [link 

href="http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/guidance/resources-for-those-we-

regulate/candidates-and-agents"]campaign guidance[/link]. 

Questions 

These events are an opportunity for candidates to communicate their policies to the 

electorate and engage with them. You should consider in advance what you would 

like to discuss and what questions you might be asked.  

Questions may be asked by neutral members of the public, but also supporters of 

opposition candidates so you need to be prepared. You might also consider asking 

your supporters to ask questions and prepare the answers in advance. 

Campaign literature 
To aid your campaign, you may also produce campaign literature telling the voting 

public about why you’re standing and what your policies are.  

http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/


You might never meet most voters in person, so this is your key means of convincing 

them to vote for you on election day. The aim is to make yourself and your ideas 

known to as many voters as possible, so try to deliver your leaflets to as many voter 

households as you can. 

Types of literature 

The key item that you should produce is a manifesto. Manifestos are statements of 

intentions of individuals and political parties. Candidates will also typically print 

leaflets and posters, but there is plenty of potential to be more creative. 

Usefulness 

Creating a manifesto ensures you have clearly laid out the policies on which you are 

standing. If you are a single-issue candidate, you still need to do the same for your 

one issue. You can write it with the help of party members if appropriate, or other 

people involved in your campaign. 

Promotion 

Manifestos will often be featured in the local media and stocked in local libraries, 

allowing the general public to find out about your policies. They are also a 

particularly useful tool to be used in discussions with voters. 

Personal details 

All printed election material, including your manifesto, must include an imprint with 

the name and address of the printer, the promoter, and anyone on whose behalf the 

material is being printed. You can find further guidance on the Electoral 

Commission's guidance website.  

Campaigning online 

Campaigning on the internet also has plenty of potential. It allows you to interact with 

voters using a means that is accessible and convenient to a lot of people. For 

example, Siobhan Benita, who stood as an Independent candidate for the Mayor of 

London, conducted a considerable part of her campaign on twitter and on Facebook. 

http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/
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As with other election materials, electronic material must include the name and 

address of the printer, the promoter, and anyone on whose behalf the material is 

being printed.  

Website 

Information about candidates standing for a political party might appear on the 

party’s website. You may choose to set up your own website or blog, allowing you to 

update voters on what you have done and what you will be doing. You can consider 

providing electronic versions of your manifesto, printable posters and leaflets.  

Ensure you tell people how they can contact you and get involved in your campaign. 

Social media 

Social networking websites (such as Facebook) and blogs, allow you to update 

people about your campaign on a regular, instantaneous basis. They are a handy 

way of contacting your supporters quickly and easily and generating discussions and 

ideas but be prepared that you may get a high volume of responses and also be 

prepared that you may get hostile as well as supportive responses. 

Caution 

You may feel that focusing your campaign online is much more efficient and effective 

than canvassing, but many would also argue that you would miss key votes by not 

canvassing members of the public directly. A well-rounded campaign might employ a 

balance of both methods. 

Talking About Your Disability  

You may find that some people will be curious about your disability and how you will 

fulfil your role.  

Some elected officials with health conditions may choose to downplay or not speak 

about the impact it has on their role. This can be because disabled politicians do not 

want to be pigeon-holed and give the impression that they are only concerned with 

disability issues. However, this does not imply that people need to downplay their 

health condition in order to succeed.  



Others may feel that it is important to highlight disability issues. When you are 

campaigning for an election, you can decide what achievements or priorities you 

want to focus on. It is completely your decision whether you want to talk about your 

own personal life. 

The importance of listening 
Listening to what members of the public have to say is very important when you are 

campaigning for an election and just as important as giving your views. 

If you can show people that you are really listening to what they say, you will gain 

people's respect and build relationships based on trust. 

In one theory, there are two levels of listening. The first level can be described as 

passive. According to research, most of the listening we do in everyday life is 

passive as often people are just waiting for an opportunity to speak. 

The second level of listening is described as active. An active listener will pay more 

attention and focus on what the other person is saying. You should always aim for 

active listening during your conversations. 

One of the most important aspects of active listening is summarising. This helps you 

clarify the issues at hand, as well as showing that you are paying attention. In order 

to summarise, listen carefully and then rephrase what you have heard, asking for 

clarification on anything that is not clear to you. Try not to interrupt them when they 

are explaining something, unless they are taking too much time, or are digressing. 

Talking to the public 
When you are campaigning for an election and engaging with the public, you may 

need to talk to people on their doorsteps and people may want to engage in long 

debates with you. If this will pose problems for you, you might need to think about 

alternative ways of approaching this sort of interaction. 

Assumptions 

Do not assume that you will not be able to run a good election campaign because 

you have an impairment. For example, councillor Marie Pye received a lot of support 



from local activists in her party, who she said “would offer practical solutions to help 

me and always made me feel at ease. For example, they were more than happy to 

help with my leafleting campaigns, so that I could sometimes concentrate on staying 

in one busy location and speaking to different members of the public. 

Even if you are standing as an Independent candidate, the chances are that you will 

be working as part of a team. Think about whether you can make alternative 

arrangements if you are struggling with certain aspects of the election campaign. 

Alternatives 

You may decide to canvass members of the public with another member of your 

team for assistance.  

Alternatively, telephone canvassing can be a vital part of campaigning and taking a 

lead in this area might be beneficial to the rest of your team.  

Other candidates have found that attending community events can achieve the same 

levels of public interaction as canvassing.  

Getting in touch 

Carrying lots of campaign materials around with you can be difficult, so it’s a good 

idea to have contact cards, which you can distribute. This will enable people to 

contact you with any follow up questions and give you the opportunity to provide 

more detailed advice on your policies and campaigns. This may also help you to 

avoid standing for long periods of time. 

Preparing for negative reactions 

Techniques to employ for effective conflict resolution. 

When you’re having conversations with the public, you’ll need to be prepared for 

negative responses. There are certain things that you can do in order to help defuse 

confrontational situations.  

Handling negative reactions 

There are several effective ways of handling an angry reaction. One useful method is 

writing down what the person says. If the person you’re talking to starts to get angry, 



stop them, and ask them to explain what has made them feel this way. Even if you 

already know, the prospect of having their thoughts written down on paper will 

encourage them to express themselves more rationally. Once they begin relaying the 

information, they should start to calm down and you will be better placed to take 

control of the conversation.  

It's important to keep calm throughout your conversation and listen to what the 

person is saying. Try asking questions which will help you to understand the situation 

better and why the person is upset. During the conversation, you may be able to find 

ways of helping, which will allow you to build a relationship. 

Preparing yourself for negative reactions 

If you’re expecting a difficult conversation, you can prepare yourself beforehand. As 

with canvassing, there are certain things that you may want to consider.  

You should think about what you want to get out of the conversation, what you want 

the other person to get out of it and the mindset of the person you'll be speaking to.  

Firstly, how do you want to appear? Do you want to come across as firm but fair? 

Flexible? Or do you want to make it clear that the matter has been decided? Think 

about this in advance so that you can prepare your arguments and be consistent in 

them. 

You should already know the messages that you want to express. When you begin a 

conversation, it's important to try to get into the mindset of the person you are 

speaking to. 

Think about what the individual is expecting of you. For example, if you think that 

they are expecting you to be dismissive of an issue, then what frame of mind will 

they be in when approaching the conversation? This may mean that they will be 

overly defensive at the beginning. 

You should also think about how that approach will influence the direction of your 

conversation. You should think about how to change any negative perceptions the 

person has. For example, can you show them that you are diplomatic and willing to 

help in other ways? 



People can make snap judgements when they meet others for the first time. 

Although it can be difficult to avoid making these assumptions, it is important that 

you do not let them affect your interactions. Try to keep your language neutral and 

let the person tell you why they think the way they do. 

Dealing with complaints 

If your conversation revolves around a complaint that the member of the public is 

making, it’s often better to avoid explanations on why the error occurred. Instead, 

think about using the AAA (Agree, Apologise, Act) method, where you apologise and 

explain how you can solve the problem.  

Agree 

The first stage of the AAA method is to Agree. This involves expressing your 

agreement that an error or oversight has taken place, rather than denying it or trying 

to explain why it happened. If an error has not occurred, you can still show empathy 

with the person. 

Apologise 

The next step is to Apologise for the inconvenience. It doesn’t always matter whether 

or not you are responsible as showing that you can appreciate their point of view will 

still be valued. 

Act 

The final stage of the AAA method – and perhaps the most important – is Act. At this 

point, you need to state what you can do to improve the situation and show the 

person that you are prepared to help. 

Canvassing 
Canvassing is the practice of getting out and about to meet voters directly and on a 

one-to-one basis. It can also lead to challenging conversations, so it's important to 

think about how exactly you are going to approach your voters. Let’s start with a 

quick review of the canvassing process. 



The primary aim of canvassing is to identify the people who intend to or are 

considering voting for you. The key to this is the Electoral Register as it tells you who 

is eligible to vote and covers the area (constituency/ward) for which you are seeking 

election.  

If you're considering standing for election ask the relevant returning officer about 

access to the Register. You can find their contact details on the About My Vote 

website. There are legal restrictions on what you can use the Electoral Register for 

and who can see it. The Electoral Commission’s guidance can be found on its 

website.   

How do you canvass? 

When you arrive at an address, ask to speak to the registered voter. Beyond this, 

your approach is up to you, but you should give thought to what you wear, your 

manner and body language, and whether you will distribute any literature as you go 

from door to door. 

Remember that any literature must include the name and address of the printer, the 

promoter, and anyone on whose behalf the material is being printed (if they are not 

also the promoter). 

You can expect challenging conversations when you are out canvassing. Bear in 

mind the following points if you want to improve your canvassing style. 

State the purpose of your canvassing right away. This will clarify your intent to the 

householder. If you don't they'll be too busy wondering why you are there instead of 

paying attention to your well thought through messages. 

Householders will tend to remember the first and last parts of the conversation, so 

remember to include important information when you introduce yourself. For 

example, you might want to highlight your headline policies or the Party you 

represent. 

Try to avoid being drawn into long conversations that veer away from the aim of the 

conversation. When you feel like the discussion is going off track, politely steer it 

back towards your original goal. If the conversation lasts too long, and you need to 

move on, apologise and give the voter your contact details to show them that you do 

http://www.aboutmyvote.co.uk/
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want to continue the dialogue you have built and they don't feel that they've been 

dismissed. 

If somebody has a question that you can't answer straight away, don't be afraid to 

say that you don't know and don't be tempted to make it up! Keeping a note of 

questions like these will be useful for you when preparing to meet voters. If you 

follow it up it will also give you a chance to impress the voter by showing your 

interest and commitment. 

Be prepared for some negative responses and don't let this discourage you. People 

do not always respond well to canvassing as they may feel that their privacy is being 

invaded. If you think it will be too difficult to engage with certain people, you can 

simply respond with a cheery comment like 'OK, have a nice day', and move on. 

First Impressions 

There are some key factors that govern someone’s first impression of you. 

How you get your points across 

You can think about using particular techniques to help people respond in a positive 

way to what you are saying. For example, using short sentences can help people to 

understand your key messages. 

Content 

Beginning a conversation with some interesting points is incredibly important if you 

want to make a good first impression. People may switch off very early on in a 

conversation.  

Taking the lead 

Take the lead and start up conversations with people instead of hesitating. Showing 

that you can take the lead will help you to convince people that you have the right 

skills and personality to represent them. 

Questions 

There are two sorts of questions: productive and counter-productive.  



Productive questions can be open (such as “tell me about this…”), probing 

(questions that request more detail), or closed (yes/no).  

Counterproductive questions, on the other hand, can be leading (suggesting a 

particular answer) or multiple (where two or more questions are asked at once, 

leaving the person confused about which they should answer).  

They all have different purposes and generate different responses but the first tend 

to move conversation forward. 

Public speaking 
The idea of public speaking can be hugely daunting for many people and can deter 

many potential candidates from campaigning for elected office. 

If you need to make a public speech, you need to understand how to prepare for and 

write them. 

Many of us feel nervous when public speaking and planning what you are going to 

say is vital to keeping calm. Planning your speech will also help you to deliver a good 

speech as you will have time to make improvements. 

Delivering speeches 
Think of the following five Ws as a useful starting point for composing your speech. 

Who 

One of the most important things to consider when delivering a speech is your 

audience. Who is it that you’re speaking to? Are you addressing children or adults? 

What are their interests and values? What kind of assumptions might they have 

made about you or your policies? 

What 

If you had to pinpoint one message that you want the audience to take on board, 

what would that be? It is vital to isolate the main message of your speech and 

ensure that this is communicated clearly to your audience. 

How 



Once you have decided on the main message of your speech, start to think about 

the best way to express that message. As well as thinking about the language you 

use, think about gestures and nonverbal cues, which can be equally as important 

when communicating with your audience.  

Where 

You should also consider the location when you are preparing your speech. Are you 

going to be speaking in a public forum, like a shopping centre? Or will it be a more 

quiet and intimate environment? You may need to think about how the location will 

affect your speech and how to deliver it.  

Why 

You need to be clear why your message is valuable, in order to persuade your 

audience to see things from your perspective and have confidence in your political 

abilities. Why are you somebody worth listening to? Once you know this, you can 

convince others too. 

Thinking about your audience 

It can be all too easy to forget to factor your audience into your speech, but in reality 

they should be one of your major points of consideration.  

Level of expertise 

Pitching your speech at the correct level is one of the most important aspects of 

audience consideration.  

Imagine that you’re delivering your speech to a group of eighteen-year-olds who’ve 

just recently become eligible to vote. Trying to talk about complex tax concepts or 

pensions will probably seem irrelevant. But they will probably have strong views on 

other topics such as getting into university or the jobs market. 

Primary concerns 

When it comes to speeches, one size doesn’t fit all. Different audiences have 

different ‘hot topics’, and so will require speeches that address specific concerns in 

more depth.  



Similarly, you might want to highlight the policies that are of particular relevance to 

each audience. For example, if you are delivering a speech in a hospital, you’ll want 

to discuss any health policies you have. 

Speech length 

Another important factor in maintaining audience interest is the length of your 

speech. Does the situation demand a brief two-minute affair, or a half-hour speech 

full of complex political information?  

Knowing the context of the event is very important to decide timing and complexity. 

Also, will the audience be seated? If you are speaking at a standing reception, your 

audience will no doubt appreciate a brief speech. 

Tricky areas 

There may be occasions when you will need to tackle a contentious issue head-on. 

For example, if you are addressing a large audience of young people, you might 

want to speak about youth unemployment.  

It might be helpful to consider a list of contentious issues and your responses to 

each beforehand. 

Thinking about your message and objectives 

Your objective 

The first thing you need to think about before putting pen to paper is the objective of 

your speech: getting this clear before you do anything else will help you to construct 

a good speech. You need to think not only what the speech is about, but also what it 

is for. Do you want to persuade them to take some action?  

Once you have a firmly-established target in mind, you can start to build the main 

messages of your speech around it.  

Your message 

It is a good idea to start with a single-sentence summary of your speech’s core 

message before you start writing the speech. You can check whether your message 

is clear by briefly explaining it to someone who isn’t familiar with the subject matter 



and asking for their feedback. You can then use this feedback when you’re writing 

the rest of your speech.  

Consider what information is relevant to your purpose. Think about what the reader: 

• must know: two to five main points  

• should know: points that will help them understand the main points  

• could know: this is the detail. 

Thinking about style 

Thinking about the way in which you are going to present your speech is almost as 

important as the content itself.  

Below are some points on style which you may want to think about when preparing 

your speech. 

Level of formality 

It's important to think about what type of language to use when preparing a speech. 

If you're going to speak to teenagers, you might want to use a more informal tone. 

You may want to use more formal language if you're going to address a group of 

adults. 

Speed 

People can talk quickly when they’re nervous. It's important not to rush what you're 

saying as this will make it more difficult for your audience to understand and you may 

finish your speech with lots of time to spare. A recommended speed for speeches is 

3 words per second. You can use this to estimate the length of your speech and to 

help you pace yourself when you practice. 

Level of specialism 

When you think about your audience, you can also consider whether to use 

specialised language. If you’re addressing people who are experts on your subject, 

you can use more technical language and include more detail. 

Thinking about different locations  



Different locations require different considerations when it comes to making 

speeches.  

Giving a speech in a village hall is different to speaking in a hospital. Apart from 

anything, the size will vary so you’ll need to consider projection.  

You should also think about issues such as lighting. For example, dimmed lights 

might make it harder if you are partially sighted or if you lip-read, which could be a 

problem if your communication is reliant on you doing so. 

Busy locations 

You might be asked to make a public appearance or speech in a busy location such 

as a shopping mall.  

It can be challenging having a conversation or making a speech in such a busy 

environment. If possible, try to give consideration to the means with which you 

counteract this. For example, if your sight is impaired you might not be able to 

identify who is talking when there is commotion or interruption. You might want to 

have an assistant on hand to point out who you should address each response to. 

Other considerations 

Although you may be able to do most things most of the time, bear in mind that you 

do have the right to ask whether you can do things differently and have reasonable 

adjustments made for you. Plan ahead and get as much information about venues 

as possible. 

Thinking about why? 

What are your strengths and what do you have to offer 

Knowing why your audience should listen to you is one of the major battles with 

delivering a powerful speech. You need to believe you have something worthwhile to 

say before you can convince others of that fact.  

See if you can try to identify the valuable things you have to say now.  

Why should your audience pay attention to you? 



I’m worth listening to because: 

Self-confidence is persuasive 

You might have thought about what you have to offer personally or what makes you 

qualified for the position you are seeking.  

When you think of your policies, can you explain to someone with limited knowledge 

of the areas why they’re important?  

Thinking about your skills and why your policies are important will boost your 

confidence levels, which in turn will help you to deliver a commanding and 

persuasive speech. 

Appropriate Language  

Using the following language tips will help you to write a clear, effective speech. 

Vary your sentence structure to avoid your speech being too dull. Instead, try 

alternating the long and short sentences for maximum impact and to help your 

audience maintain concentration. 

Lots of long, unfamiliar words will make your speech difficult to follow, and detract 

from the actual message. 

Try to keep your writing smooth and conversational, no matter how technical or 

unexciting the subject matter. Using filler words and phrases such as "okay" and 

"you know" can make a conversational flavour and make your speech seem more 

spontaneous. When composing a speech, you must remember to write how you 

speak! 

Don't use jargon if your audience is not well-versed in it. You want to facilitate 

communication, not hinder it. Even if you are discussing a technical or complex 

subject, make sure you discuss it in a more generic manner. 

It's an obvious point, but don't use any language that might be thought of as 

offensive. Basically, if you think the language might be contentious, it probably is - 

just leave it out.' Instruction: Select next to continue. 

Language Techniques 



Alongside language and audience you also need to think about using different 

language techniques in order to make your speech as effective as possible. These 

can highlight what you’re saying and excite the audience’s interest further by making 

your speech more stimulating.  

You could consider using humour carefully to get a point across, as Sir Winston 

Churchill knew well: "No one pretends that democracy is perfect or all-wise. Indeed, 

it has been said that democracy is the worst form of government except all those 

other forms that have been tried."(The Official Report, House of Commons, 11th 

November 1947).  

Even simple techniques like alliteration, repetition, asking a rhetorical question can 

make your speech more persuasive. The use of rhetorical questions can allow you to 

use a personal example of what you’re talking about which can add weight and 

personalisation to your message. 

What is plain English? 

Plain English is straight forward, clear and direct. It also avoids specialist terminology 

or formal language. When there is no alternative to using a specialist term, it is 

explained.  

Using plain English helps to prevent misunderstandings. The use of appropriate tone 

and language also means that the audience is encouraged to fully engage with what 

you are saying.  

Language and tone 

Your choice of language and tone should suit your intended reader, so make sure 

you always keep them in mind.  

If in doubt, remember KISS. This stands for Keep It Short and Simple. Make sure 

that your sentences are plain and concise to avoid any misunderstanding.  

Plain English is also the best choice for the majority of possible target audiences. 

A simple writing style is particularly helpful if English is not an audience member's 

first language. 



The use of plain English in written material and speeches would mean that people 

with lower levels of literacy will be able to understand your message. 

You need to make sure that your language is clear and engaging for your reader. 

Let’s look at some tips on using plain English.  

Your audience 

Make sure you communicate directly with your listeners. This way they’re engaged 

with what you have to say because it‘s clear and easy to understand.  

You should do this by using words like "I", "You", and "We" in your speech. Not only 

does this make your speech more direct, it also makes it clear to the audience that 

you are involved and responsible. 

Your voice 

Use an active voice to make your communication clearer and much easier to 

understand. By using the active voice you are saying who is doing the task 

described.  

For example, don’t say something like, ‘The decision has been made’ when you 

could instead say, ‘We decided, I decided’. When using the active voice it’s much 

clearer who made the decision and sounds more confident. 

Your language and tone  

An engaging tone means that it’s more likely that your audience will pay attention to 

the content of your communication. If you are overly formal, the audience may be put 

off. Instead, you should aim to be friendly and personal in a way that explains rather 

than tells your listeners what to do.  

Only use abbreviations when you need to repeat a term frequently and make sure 

that you have explained what the abbreviation stands for when you first use it. 

Structuring your speech 
Whilst you may be comfortable with the subject matter that you're going to discuss 

and the arguments for and against, do not assume that the audience will be.  



In order to allow them to follow your argument, you’ll need a logical, step-by-step 

structure.  

Do not be too concerned about making obvious links in your argument, as your 

audience may appreciate these pointers. The longer the speech, the tighter the 

structure needs to be in order to maintain the audience’s attention. 

How to structure convincing content 

To structure your speech in an effective way, think PEEL. 

Point 

From the start you need to assert your argument. This introduces what it is you’re 

going to discuss in the rest of your speech. 

Evidence 

The next part of your speech should provide evidence to support your initial point. 

Evidence may include statistics, research and quotes. Depending on your target 

audience you may use anecdotes, stories from history or descriptions of your own 

experiences.  

Evaluation 

Next you need to evaluate the merits of your evidence against the point you have put 

forward. This evaluation will strengthen your argument and encourage the audience 

to reach the same conclusion. It can also show that you’re willing to consider and 

discuss other points of view.  

Link 

Finally, link this point to the next point you’re about to cover. This will make your 

speech flow and help the reader to follow your arguments. 

Planning your speech 

The body of your speech is where you're going to be putting across your arguments - 

and, as such, it’s a lot more complicated to organise.  

Mind-mapping 



Mind-mapping can be a good technique for getting all your initial thoughts out onto 

paper (people with different impairments will use other methods to achieve the same 

result). Rather than arranging your thoughts into a linear structure, start by writing 

the subject of your speech in the centre. 

Key points 

You can then draw branches extending from it to the key points that you want to 

make. 

Supporting points 

From these points, you can draw further branches to information and facts that 

elaborate on and support your main points. 

Using your mind map 

Once you have finished your map, you can use the ideas you have come up with to 

create a more formal outline. 

Opening your speech 

If you think of nothing else when structuring your speech, you must make sure that 

you have a clear beginning, middle, and end. 

The opening of your speech is crucial to winning your audience over at the very start. 

Consider using an anecdote or a quote to make your speech stand out. 

Telling an anecdote will immediately make your audience feel like they have a 

personal connection to you. Personalising your speech in this way will make it feel 

less generic and make you seem more accessible. 

Posing a rhetorical question at the start of your speech can help capture the 

audience's interest. Also, requesting audience input may make them feel involved in 

the speech and encourage them to invest in what you have to say. 

When you come to creating a more formal outline of your speech, there are several 

different approaches you can adopt.  

Hammer it home 



Repetition is the key to an effective speech! 

• Your introduction should introduce your topic and main message.  

• In the body, talk about the supporting points of your main message (ideally 

you’ll have three supporting points).  

• In your conclusion, recap on your main points, summarise your message, and 

then speak about what to do next.  

Storytelling 

Rather than a standard speech outline, you could use a story-based structure. This 

method has the advantage of being very personal, which can make your audience 

warm up to you quickly. This structure looks like this: 

• Use a dramatic opening to introduce your subject and message  

• Tell an anecdote - use it to make a point  

• Tell another anecdote - use it to make a point  

• Tell another anecdote - use it to make a point  

• Conclude by tying the three stories together, and reiterating the main 

message of your speech.  

Problem analysis 

You can also structure your speech around an analysis of a problem, and proposed 

solutions to that problem. 

• Introduce the topic by discussing a “symptom” of the problem  

• Work back from the symptom to the core problem, using facts like statistics 

and reports to support your reasoning  

• Propose your solution  

• Encourage and explain to the audience why they should support your 

solution.  

Laying out your argument clearly 

When you’ve decided on the points you want to make, you’ll need to choose a 

suitable and clear structure to arrange this information. There are several different 

ways that you can do this effectively. 



The body of your speech 

There are many ways to organise the main bulk of your speech, but the crucial 

points to remember are order, clarity, and coherence. You should help your audience 

to easily follow your argument.  

For instance, you might want to move from past, to present, to future. You can give 

the background to the subject you’re discussing; move on to talking about the current 

problem that needs to be addressed; and then finally what needs to be done in order 

to rectify the problem.  

Another useful structuring method is moving from analysis to prescription. You begin 

by analysing the problem, and then discuss potential solutions. 

Logical Structures 

Making sense 

Putting your speech into a logical order will ensure that your speech flows and 

makes sense, and will also help you to identify any areas that need further last-

minute research.  

You will probably be able to remember which part of your speech leads to another, 

because they should be logically connected. If you can’t, this may be a sign that you 

need to rearrange some of your content into a sensible order. 

Getting a second opinion 

You might also want someone else to scan over your speech, to see that it flows 

correctly. When you are reading your own work it can be difficult to identify any 

errors or omissions. Another person, preferably one who doesn’t have much 

understanding of the subject matter, will be able to let you know if the speech makes 

sense from a less well-informed point of view.  

Using examples 

Using facts and examples throughout your speech is vital for two reasons. It can help 

support your argument and provide evidence for the points and conclusions you are 

making. It can also make your speech more memorable and colourful. 



Using facts gives your speech credibility and authority. For example if you're talking 

about the UK's carbon footprint, don't just say how large it is; be ready to say where 

you found the information. Your facts must be accurate, and from a credible source. 

Examples do not just have to be cold, hard statistics - they can be stories, too. Using 

stories and anecdotes can be just as useful in winning over an audience as facts and 

figures. 

Repetition and reasons why 

Repetition 

Your reader is more likely to agree with you if they understand what you’re saying 

and there is clear evidence to support your point of view. You can emphasise your 

message by presenting it in different ways, for example, by using a story, example or 

a quote.  

Reasons why 

People are more likely to do something if you simply explain why it is important. 

Comparisons 

Use techniques such as metaphors or similes to relate your scenario to other 

examples that the reader may recognise. This will encourage your reader to 

understand your point of view.  

Consistency 

Consistency in your writing will help to demonstrate to the reader that your argument 

is logical. 

Address concerns 

Try, where possible, to address all of your audience’s concerns.  

If you have explained your argument but someone is left unconvinced over one 

unexplained point, then you may have been unsuccessful in persuading them to your 

point of view. 

Closing your speech 



The way you finish your speech is just as important as the way you begin it. Don’t let 

your audience think of your speech as the one with a tight, effective argument but a 

disappointing conclusion.  

When you close a speech, avoid repeating all of the points you made earlier. Simply 

restating what you have already said will make for a deflating end to your speech. 

Instead, you might want to consider using a quotation to liven up your conclusion, or 

a question to leave your audience thinking. 

Reviewing your speech 

The final stage in the process of drafting your speech is to review your work – but 

what does this involve? You may wish to... 

Leave yourself time 

Make sure you leave enough time for you, or someone else, to carefully proof-read 

your drafts.  

Guide your eyes 

Print out a copy of your speech and use a ruler to guide you. This will help your eyes 

to focus on what’s actually written on the page and stop you reading what you expect 

to see, rather than what’s in front of you.  

Sense check and spell check 

Make sure you check that the speech flows, and that the sense and purpose of it 

meets the requirements of your readers. Check that sentence length makes it easy 

to follow, and always remember to check your grammar. 

Second opinions matter 

You may choose to ask another person to proof-read it too. A reviewer will often spot 

grammatical, punctuation and spelling errors. Other people can also provide useful 

comments about the tone, logical flow and clarity of your writing. 

What should you check for when reviewing? 



Reviewing your speech can make a big difference as small mistakes can have a 

disproportionate impact. If a member of the audience spots a small mistake they may 

think that your writing is not accurate and that other aspects of your speech may 

contain errors.  

When you’re reviewing you should check for the following: 

• Plain English (Grammar, Punctuation, sentence and paragraph length, and 

familiar words). We’ll look at this in more detail later in the module  

• Accuracy of information  

• Consistency of style  

For any hand-outs (or if you are providing a hard copy of your speech to the 

audience), ensure that you also check for: 

• Typing errors  

• The right titles and forms of address  

• Spelling mistakes. 

Always factor in sufficient time to proofread your speech. Good time management 

and organisational skills are crucial for completing a successful review.  

If you struggle to concentrate in loud, open plan environments, try to find a quiet 

room away from distractions. This will help you to focus on your proofreading. 

Delivering speeches  
Spend some time thinking about the venue. Hustings, debates and public 

appearances are likely to be staged in public buildings and you should check that 

any access needs have been taken into consideration. Liberal Democrat candidate 

Greg Judge recommends checking for ‘disabled parking, accessible toilets, door 

widths, lift types’, among other things. The best approach is to ring and check 

beforehand leaving enough time for the organiser to make any reasonable 

adjustments.’  

You’ll also need to confirm who is responsible for providing other essential services 

such as food and drink or interpretation. Making such enquiries should be a key part 

of your preparation for the event. 



Accessibility of printed information 

Something else you may need to consider when delivering your speech is any 

printed literature you want to provide to your audience.  

To ensure that the printed information that you provide is accessible to all members 

of your audience, you should bear the following points in mind. 

Formats  

To accommodate those with low vision, the following formats can be used for your 

hand-outs: 

• Information in large print  

• Photocopier-enlarged paper material  

• Colour paper, acetate sheet, or overlay to increase colour contrast between 

printed text and document background  

• Cream paper – rather than white or grey – is recommended by the British 

Dyslexia Association. You should avoid using glossy paper because the glare 

makes it difficult to read  

• Braille hand-outs or material in electronic material  

Sensible sentences  

The ideal sentence should range between 50-65 characters. This is based on 

research by institutions such as the Royal National Institute for the Blind, the 

Lighthouse, AbilityNet and other research material. It’s also useful to leave a space 

between paragraphs as it gives the eye a break and makes reading much easier. 

Consistent capitalisation  

Use capitals in the correct places and use them consistently throughout your 

document. Research shows that people with visual impairments find text set in 

capitals is much harder to read than lower case. You should always bear this in mind 

when dealing with printed material. 

Appropriate fonts 

To help people with visual impairments read printed material: 



• Use at least 12pt font as it is recognised as being the easiest to read  

• Use a non-seriffed font (preferably Verdana, Ariel and Microsoft San Serif)  

• Avoid using Italics.  

Complicated fonts that are difficult for people with visual impairments to read. 

Presentation 

Another thing you'll need to think about before you begin to prepare for your speech 

is who you want to present it. For most people, this will be themselves. However, 

there's nothing to stop you nominating someone else for the task. 

Independent crossbench peer, Jane Campbell, successfully challenged parliament 

on whether another member of the House of Lords could speak on her behalf, since 

she is unable to make long speeches. 

If you would prefer to read your own speech but think you will have difficulties in 

delivering it, you may be able to use software to assist you in presenting the speech.  

People with certain impairments have also used screenreader technology in 

assisting them to deliver presentation. 

While getting the speech written in the first place may have seemed like the hard 

part, you need to learn how to perform your speech.  

Practice is essential for ensuring that your speech is as smooth and polished as 

possible. 

Be aware of how you present 

Perform your speech in front of a friend or colleague and ask them for honest 

feedback.  

It might help to print off your speech in a larger font or on coloured paper.  

Other techniques include using certain words as prompts, instead of printing off a full 

speech. This might help you to engage better with the audience. 

Record yourself 



Record yourself delivering your speech. You can replay the tape to check that it is 

coherent and logical.  

Projecting 

It’s useful to be aware of the need to project your voice to make sure everyone can 

hear you. A useful technique is to find the object furthest away from you when 

practising, and imagine you are delivering your speech to it. You might find that it’s 

helpful to ask organisers if a microphone can be provided for you to use.  

 

If this isn’t your strongest asset then play to your other strengths. If appropriate, you 

might want to use a prop or presentation screens to help engage your audience. 

Practising on the move 

Some people find it handy to use index cards so that you can practise your speech 

on the go.  

Additionally, when you’ve become familiar with your speech they could be helpful to 

aid you in recalling aspects of the speech, making it feel more conversational for the 

audience. 

Feedback 

Keep rehearsing and running through your speech, practicing how fast to speak, 

where to pause, any non-verbal gestures to punctuate what you’re saying.  

It’s especially useful to do this with supportive friends who will give you honest 

feedback and may notice different things about your delivery. 

Memorising your speech 
Although it’s not an essential aspect of speech delivery, memorising parts of your 

speech will really help to make it seem more spontaneous and unpractised. 

Memory techniques: Images, words, audio 

Which works best for your memory? 



We all memorise things via different methods -which technique do you think would 

work best for you when trying to commit your speech to memory? 

One method you may find effective is the “method of loci”, which refers to any 

technique which relies on memorised spatial relationships to recall content. This 

method works by you memorising the layout of a particular geographical location. To 

remember information or a set of items, you simply ‘walk’ through this location and 

associate an item (in this case, a point in your speech) with each distinguishing 

feature of the location by forming an image that links the two. In order to remember 

the information, you walk through the location, activating the stored information at 

each specific area.  

Once you are comfortable with your speech, however, don’t be afraid to ad-lib! 

Memorising your speech can be very useful, but don’t become stiff or robotic 

because you feel you need to stick to your exact words. 

On delivery 

So when you’re delivering your speech always remember: 

Stumbling 

If you stumble or lose your way during your speech, then stay calm and remember 

that you know what you’re talking about. If you need to, start again from where you 

were having problems. 

Speaking 

Speak clearly and loud enough that everyone in the room can hear you without being 

too loud. Also remember to regulate your speech so that you don’t speak too quickly. 

After a speech 
After a set piece speech, you will probably be expected to answer questions. So 

when you’re rehearsing and practicing your speech there are some key thoughts to 

draw upon when you’re answering questions that might be asked. 

If you think you might have difficulties responding to questions or debate after your 

speech because you’re deaf or partially deaf then there are some things to consider. 



Requirements 

If you think you’re likely to find it difficult to hear questions directed to you then you 

could ask the organisers to make sure there are microphones that can be passed to 

questioners. Positioning yourself next to the speakers could assist you in this 

instance.  

For those who need a BSL interpreter then you may want to let the person asking 

you the question to finish before turning to your interpreter. By maintaining eye 

contact you can demonstrate that you’re really paying attention to the questioner. 

People performing sign language 

If you find that you cannot mirror the pace of other people in a question and answer 

session, it might be worthwhile agreeing with the chair of the meeting on a way to 

manage this. For example, you could decide on a signal that could be used to 

indicate to other speakers that you have something to add.  
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