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Communicator-in-chief:
Takeaways from election 2008

By Susan Peterson

For PR professionals, each presiden-
tial election season is a Communication
Super Bowl. Some of the most talented
speechwriters, message crafters and politi-
cal strategists in the world battle under
enormous pressure and nerve-rattling
deadlines. Given this historic race, we
decided to closely track the major candi-
dates during their convention speeches as
well as in all the debates.

‘We published our observations and
insights in our “Communication
Scorecards” for each major event to help
our clients glean some major lessons
learned. (This is the first time we had done
this for an election in our 25-year history.)

No matter the stakes of your com-
munication challenges,a few moments
spent reflecting on the takeaway from this
election season could sharpen your own
message development and delivery.

Communicating complicated issues
is tough

After two conventions and four
debates, why were the differences in tax
policies and competing health care plans
still hard to grasp? Complicated issues are
difficult to communicate, and even
tougher when you're explaining the
details with a debate clock ticking.

Sen. Obama’s debate style was to list
three or four main points and tie them
together in a short amount of time. Sen.
McCain relied on Joe the Plumber to
simplify his own tax proposals. Both tac-
tics can work, but it depends on your
individual style and how your audience
would respond.

While the campaigns relied on focus
group feedback for crafting their mes-
sages, you can find out the chief concerns
of your target audiences and address
them accordingly. Audiences love listen-
ing to a pitch tailored specifically for
them. And,just as the candidates hit the
campaign trail after the debates, you can
also campaign for your proposals once
your primary pitch is made.

Non-verbal communication speaks
volumes

Nixon’s sweaty brow. Gore’s sighs.
President H.W.Bush checking his watch.
These are moments that made presiden-
tial debate history without saying a word.
It’s called body language for a reason: You
can speak volumes with a smile or a
smirk. Both McCain and Obama did just
that during their three debates together.
Sometimes the facial expressions made
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by one candidate while the other was
speaking were more memorable than
their answers.

Remember,if you are appearing
before a group, you are always on stage —
even if you aren’t speaking. Active listen-
ing is difficult because it requires your full
attention. If you don’t want an audience
to remember something, don’t say it —
not even with your eyebrows.

Preparation is a priority

The debate prep picture that
received the most attention was the
photo of Gov. Palin practicing for her
debate versus Sen. Biden under a shady
tree beside a picturesque creek. The point
1s hard to miss: When you have an
important presentation, make time to
practice and perfect your remarks.
Imagine the demands of the campaign
trail where every moment is scheduled
and timed down to the minute. If the
candidates made time to prepare for an
important presentation, you can too.

It’s not enough to jot notes in the
margins of prepared remarks or mumble
your opening lines to yourselfin the cab
on the ride over to your presentation. We
recommend practicing prepared com-
ments at least three times out loud. This
investment of time works miracles for
everyone, whether they are corporate
executives or think-tank directors.

Storytelling is key

It’s never all about facts and figures.
Striking a memorable chord with your
audience by telling a story is a compelling
way of leaving a message that resonates
long after the speech is given. Remember
McCain’s story of his imprisonment in
Vietnam in his acceptance speech? Hard
to forget. Do you recall Biden choking up
talking about his son? It was one of his
most memorable moments.

Not every presentation gives you an
opportunity to get so personal.Yet it is
important to let your audience know
what is important about the topic and
why. “I’ll never forget my first day on the
job,when...” or “The last time we had
such an important meeting, we...”
These lines are examples of key message
set-ups made more memorable because
they are personal.

A successful presentation is one
which can be summarized by every
member of your audience in just a few
sentences. A memorable story or person-
al anecdote is a powerful tool — just ask
the candidates.

Humor is in the eye of the beholder

As a senator, president-elect Obama
was not known for his sense of humor,
while McCain has long been known on
Capitol Hill as being quite funny. In their
first debate, McCain tried at least twice to
inject a little humor into the proceed-
ings. Don’t recall? That’s because it didn’t
work very well. Perhaps nothing is more
dangerous than attempting to liven up a
presentation with a little humor. A joke
at your own expense? A little tricky if
your audience doesn’t know you. A joke
at the expense of someone else? It usually
turns out badly.

There is a time and place for every-
thing. Leave humor to the pros ifat all
possible. Remember, McCain and Palin
were very funny on NBC’ “Saturday
Night Live.” And it’s much safer to go for
laughs when you’re accompanied by
Tina Fey. (T)
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Setting the stage

Representatives from the two
campaigns negotiated every fine point
of the presidential and vice-presiden-
tial debates, from the lengths of answers
to the height of the podiums. For
many speakers, the setting is almost as
important as the speech itself. Obama
appeared more comfortable at a podi-
um while McCain preferred town-hall
events. Here are a few observations to
help you decide what sort of format
works best for you:

At the podium

Some speakers tend to disappear
behind a lectern, almost as if they re
hiding from the audience. Both candi-
dates were very skilled at speaking in
such settings and did not sufter from
lectern lock —a common affliction
where speakers clutch both sides of the
lectern.

Town hall events

In any town hall setting, questions
from the audience must be answered
respectfully. It is best to first respond
directly to the person who asked the
question, rather than immediately
turning to the entire audience to
respond.

This is the perfect place to develop
a more intimate connection with audi-
ence members.You can convey person-
al stories in a more conversational tone.
It also requires a lot more preparation
than a traditional speech.You have to
anticipate potential questions and be
ready with your talking points.

At the table

This turned out to be the most
interesting setting for a debate between
the two candidates. Most likely; their
exchanges were sharper because of their
close proximity. Comments seem more
personal when the individuals are next
to one another. It also heightens the
power of active listening skills (or lack
thereof) since eye contact is critical.

Whatever the setting, remember
that the audience’ attention is split. If
one person is speaking and the other is
writing notes or shaking his or her
head, attention is drawn away from the
speaker to the action on stage. It’s best
to demonstrate respect by maintaining
eye contact with your colleagues, even
if they are your opponents. @ — S.P




