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Chapter 5

Speech Building Blocks: Credibility

To be persuasive we must be believable; to be believable we 
must be credible; to be credible we must be truthful.

Edward R. Murrow

Chapter 4

Speech Building Blocks: Relevance

The single biggest problem in communication is the illusion 
that it is taking place.

G.B. Shaw

PART 1: WHY YOU NEED TO DEVELOP PUBLIC SPEAKING 
SKILLS

Chapter 1

Why Learning to Speak in Public Matters

Be skilful in speech, that you may be strong.

Merikare

PART 2  
THE FOUNDATIONS YOU NEED TO BE A 
PERSUASIVE SPEAKER

CHAPTER FIVE

SPEECH 
BUILDING 
BLOCKS: 
CREDIBILITY

“To be persuasive 
we must be 
believable; to be 
believable we 
must be credible; 
to be credible we 
must be truthful.”

Edward R. Murrow



CHAPTER FIVE 
SPEECH BUILDING BLOCKS: CREDIBILITY

Credibility matters, for without 
it trust will not follow. Whether 
you are addressing a large or 
small audience and there are 
minor or major issues at stake, 
audiences have to reach a point 
where they see you as someone 
who should be believed and 
believable. Audiences are 
unlikely to be receptive to 
speakers who lack it. Look, for 
example, at how Barack Obama 
came to be seen as a serious 
contender for President of the 
United States.

Becoming a contender
He was hardly a complete unknown. After all, he had won a State Senate seat twice in Illinois since 1997 and gained some kudos for his unsuccessful bid to become a Congressman in 2000 on behalf of the Democratic Party. His name was Barack Obama and he was chosen to give the keynote address at the Democratic National Convention in July 2004, supporting the nomination of Senator John Kerry for the Democratic Presidential ticket. 

Despite his relative inexperience and the fact that he was not a household name, this speech is widely acknowledged as the launching pad from which his successful bid to become the first black President of the United States just four years later was born. This was the day that Obama’s credibility was truly confirmed on a national stage.
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CHAPTER FIVE 
SPEECH BUILDING BLOCKS: CREDIBILITY

But where does a speaker’s credibility come from? There are 
many sources, but these three are in my opinion the most 
important:

1. Your title

2. Your known experience

3. The impression you create

Your title
If you’re introduced as a professor of nuclear 
physics, there’s a good chance your audience will 
expect you to know a thing or two about nuclear 
physics. This is a halo effect, where people may 

assume that you have a particular expertise because of a 
title. Mind you, there can be grades of authority associated 
with a title. For instance, the level of credibility accorded to 
you may depend on the degree of expertise associated with 
your specific title – just think about the titles, consultant, 
specialist, general practitioner, registrar, and junior doctor. 
Whose hands would you prefer to place your life in? For 
those who value academic credentials, a title from one 
university may be seen as more prestigious than another 
from a less well-known or lauded establishment.

Leaving aside the source or inferred rank of a title, audiences 
will commonly assume you to be a trustworthy source of 
information or knowledge if your title suggests you have 
expertise on a given topic. Of course, you could have earned 
your title a long time ago, or you may not have devoted 
much time to the exact topic at hand, so truth be told, you 
will still need to show that you know your stuff. However, an 
audience may be prepared to give you a longer period of 
time in which to establish that you’re worth listening to than 
someone else who does not possess your credentials.

11
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Your known experience
A more common form of inferred authority is 
that gained by people in the course of their 
work or other activities, where their knowledge 
is accumulated over a lengthy period of time 
by doing things. So if you’ve been involved in 

developing a certain form of software for years, or you have 
become an old hand at doing something, this has a value 
too. And this is especially true when you are speaking to 
your peers. Your experience can open both doors and ears. 
Audiences tend to appreciate those who have been there, 
done it, got the t-shirt and are still wearing it!

The halo effect of known experience can even outshine that 
of a title. In many circles, knowledge accumulated by doing 
things is perceived to offer greater value, because solutions 
proposed by these speakers may offer the prospect of more 
practical and less theoretical application. Obviously, the 
opposite can occur if an audience feels they are about to 
spend time with an old stick-in-the-mud, who has been doing 
things a certain way forever and is not up-to-date with the 
latest ideas and developments. 

So, just because you have experience in a given area, it 
doesn’t mean an audience will gravitate towards your ideas. 
However, a bit like having a title, due to your experience 
an audience may indulge you a little longer than might 
otherwise be the case until they decide if they like or care 
about what you have to say.

So long as you do have the right experience, there are 
various ways to establish this halo effect. These include 
providing biographies and pre-event marketing materials, 
pre-event content, introductions, and during a speech itself. 
By doing so, you are favouring a show versus tell approach. 
Later in the book, in chapter 7, I will return to the do’s and 
don’ts of when and how you can benefit from this form 
of trust from an audience that may not know about your 
experience. This in turn will boost your credibility without 
appearing to be self-serving.

22
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CHAPTER FIVE 
SPEECH BUILDING BLOCKS: CREDIBILITY

Conversely, a perception of inexperience can sometimes 
turn into a bit of an advantage. This is because it’s almost 
always easier to exceed limited expectations than to meet 
or approach high ones! Think of it this way; have you ever 
gone to a film, a play or a concert where you didn’t know 
much about what you would see or hear? You may have 
found yourself approaching that event with a very limited 
expectation, where any experience that breached boredom 
would actually be a result! And how often in this situation 
have you found that you have been pleasantly surprised? 
Maybe the premise of the movie might have been a bit artsy, 
and yet you found that the ideas you saw struck a chord with 
you. 

The very same can apply to presentations when delivered by 
a relative novice. It depends on you. With your ideas, you can 
provide much value to audiences and turn the ship around, 
changing their minds and earning their undivided attention. 
A lot will depend on the impression you make.

The impression you create
The impression you create is actually the most 
important form of credibility. Even if you have a 
title or 25 years of experience in XYZ to boast 
of, audiences will still assess or reassess whether 
they believe or trust you within moments of 

first seeing and hearing you. You have to demonstrate that 
you understand where your audience is coming from and 
what they need. So what exactly are audiences looking for? 
Basically, knowledge, something they value, and sincerity.

KNOWLEDGE 
This is all about showing how you know what you’re 
talking about. Do you know what you’re talking about? Is it 
evident? How do you show your audience that you not only 
understand a topic, but can also relay your knowledge to 
them in meaningful ways?

33
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As a speaker you need to demonstrate that you’ve done your 
homework and can translate your experience and knowledge 
in practical and meaningful ways for your audience, 
especially through the use of examples. The latter is 
important, as a greater focus on show versus tell will almost 
always provide a more inspiring and memorable experience 
for your audience.

SOMETHING THEY VALUE 
Audiences may vary in many ways but they have one thing in 
common – they turn up to listen because they expect to get 
something out of the experience. Therefore, most audiences 
will more than warm to you if you can meet or exceed their 
expectations.

If an audience feels better off after a presentation than they 
were before, they will be delighted with that speaker, and 
his or her credibility will be enhanced. So centre every talk 
on issues you know matter to your audience and how you 
can provide value to help them deal with these matters. If an 
audience senses you’re on their side, playing for them and 
obviously selfless, you’re onto a winning performance!

Regardless of good intentions, as a speaker, never show 
up without having figured out why what you have to say 
is worth hearing by those sitting in front of you. No one 
appreciates having his or her time wasted, and not only will 
speakers who commit this offence fail to command attention 
the first time they do this, but they also run the danger of 
being ignored later at future events. After all, once bitten, 
twice shy!

SINCERITY 
Here’s a note of caution. You can be quite an expert on 
a subject, say all the right things and still not be rated as 
credible. If your demeanour or style smacks of arrogance or 
self-aggrandizement, of not caring about your audience or 
just being generally self-absorbed, this will make your 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
SPEECH BUILDING BLOCKS: CREDIBILITY

audience bristle. People rarely react well to a ‘know it all’ or 
someone full of their own self-importance, and audiences can 
react against people they do not like. This is where Aristotle’s 
ethos comes to the fore.

Perceived character counts just as much as real character. 
Be in no doubt that audience members tend to have 
an instinctive ‘sincerity detector’ that they use to make 
conscious and unconscious decisions about speakers. 
These are the same instincts humans have used throughout 
the ages to assess potential threats when meeting others, 
and making those all-important and difficult friend or foe 
determinations.

If people don’t buy into you, don’t find you trustworthy or 
are concerned about your honesty, they will be far less likely 
to take action on the back of whatever you say. So even if 
people subscribe to your logic and even feel quite passionate 
about the emotions you have stirred, inspiration will 
commonly not be turned into application if they don’t like or 
trust the guy or gal encouraging them to do something. It’s 
human nature.

How often have you seen politicians fail to garner support 
for an idea, even if they are 95 per cent or more correct in 
their assessment of a situation and can suggest plausible 
solutions. This happens all the time, doesn’t it? So make it 
easy for others to feel they can trust you, by obviously caring 
more about the welfare of others than of yourself.

You’re now ready to get creative. In the next few chapters, 
I’m going to bring you through a step-by-step approach to 
write more compelling speeches, building on the foundation 
we’ve worked on in Part 2. Let’s begin.

Manage your reputation as a speaker. 
It’s valuable. Deliver on promises 
made about you and your talk every 
time you speak.
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PART 2: HOMEWORK

INFORMATION TO GATHER ABOUT YOUR 
AUDIENCE BEFORE WRITING A SPEECH

When asked to speak at an event, be fully briefed about 
who’s going to be there, what the event is about, and 
audience expectations. Get in touch with the event 
organisers, and maybe even select event attendees to help 
you assess how to exceed what is expected of you.

1. The event:

a. What’s the event called, if it has a name?

b. If the event has a central theme, what is it?

c. What is the main purpose of the event?

d. When and where will the event be held?

e. What’s on the agenda on the day you’re to speak?

f. What related events will precede and/or follow it?

g. What formats will be used during the event and for what 
purpose?

h. What outcomes do the event organisers hope to achieve 
through the event?

2. The audience:

a. Who will be there?

i. Who are they (ages, gender split, level of seniority, 
from what industries and/or occupation types, etc.)?

ii. What range of knowledge and expertise is the 
audience likely to have regarding the topics you will 
address? 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
SPEECH BUILDING BLOCKS: CREDIBILITY

iii. What are the top 2 to 3 challenges they commonly 
need to tackle regarding your topic?

iv. What other challenges or issues will members of your 
audience be most focused upon?

b. What are their most important expectations from the 
event?

c. What are they likely to know about you and expect from 
you?

3. Other speakers:

a. Who else will be speaking on the day?

b. What will they be speaking about?

c. In what sequence and in what formats?

4. Your speech:

a. How much time will you have to speak?

b. Are there specific issues you are expected to address?

c. What, if any, topics do you need to avoid or treat with 
sensitivity or tact?

d. What other speakers have spoken to your audience 
regarding your topic in recent years? 

i. If any, what was the nature of information they 
shared? 

ii. How will what you have to say be different and of 
value?

e. Have you spoken to some, many or all of this audience 
before regarding this topic?

i. If yes, what will you say that will be different and 
offer the audience equal or greater value this time 
around?
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