
SPEECHWRITERS SPEAK:
A PSA WHITEPAPER

Back to the Future, in Professional 
Speechwriting: Stubborn Problems  
and Time-Tested Solutions
Forty years ago, a corporate speechwriter gave a speech about speechwriting,  
and it was published in Vital Speeches of the Day. It’s full of insights for  
speechwriters today.

By David Murray,  
executive director of the Professional 
Speechwriters Association and publisher 
of Vital Speeches of the Day 
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Dear Speechwriter—

John Bonee died at 63 in 1987, only six years after delivering a speech called, 
“The Care and Feeding of the Executive Speaker: A Few Age Old Principles of 
Effective Oratory,” to the National Conference of the Public Relations Students 
Society of America, in Chicago, November 9, 1981.

Like many speechwriters at the time, Bonee had dropped into his speechwriting 
career from another professional planet. He’d been a priest, before joining  
the Illinois Bell Telephone Company to edit a corporate magazine and write 
speeches for company execs. 

My recent rereading of Bonee’s speech led to an immediate reprinting. I’ve 
annotated it—lightly, because honestly, there wasn’t really all that much to 
add to what Bonee told the aspiring young communicators that day in 
Chicago, four decades ago.

If anything, Bonee’s insights came across fresher, bolder, clearer and more 
articulate than much of the self-promotional thought-leadership stuff 
speechwriters post on LinkedIn now.

And more erudite! These days, do speechwriters at regional utilities refer to 
Aristotle and the Sophists, to Marshall McLuhan, and to Sir Arthur Thomas 
Quiller-Couch? No, because neither the students, nor they themselves, would 
have the foggiest idea of what they were talking about.

So it’s a different time—but not as different as we might think

Anyway, it’s a fun read, even though as Bonee himself admits, “I didn’t invent 
these thoughts—just dressed up in new words the principles every good 
speech writer has found useful, effective and even necessary since the 
moment the human race began to use vocalization to express our ideas  
of reality.”

And as a speech, it’s a pretty good example of the form.

Enjoy.

David Murray 
Executive Director, Professional Speechwriters Association
Editor & Publisher, Vital Speeches of the Day
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Six years before  
the invention of 
PowerPoint, this 
speechwriter has  
us at hello.
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Again, nothing 
earth-shattering  
here to the modern 
speechwriter’s ear, 
but particularly  
well put.
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And the speechwriters 
leapt to their feet 
and roared!

You’ve heard of 
“walking the talk.” 
This would be 
“talking the walk.”
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This is precisely the 
right line to draw in 
the speechwriting 
sand. And his remark 
about “you’ll be 
writing for the 
people between you 
and the boss instead 
of for the boss”: no 
good, indeed.
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A good title is also  
a sign that the 
speechwriter and the 
speaker truly want  
to use the speech  
to communicate 
something, which 
causes everyone 
from the audience  
to the media and 
social mediasphere 
to the editor of Vital 
Speeches to sit up 
and take notice.
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And, Bonee might 
have added, until  
the moment we 
cease to bother.
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