
Take the stage with the skill of Steve Jobs 
"Today I want to tell you three stories from my life. That's it. No big deal. Just three 
stories."  

This was how Steve Jobs began his 2005 commencement speech at Stanford University. In doing 
so, he was actually executing multiple layers of subtle communication strategy. Morey Stettner, 
corporate trainer and editor of Executive Leadership, assured a webinar audience recently that 
they were quite ready to do the same. 

The basic principles of engaging listeners haven’t changed too much since the time of Aristotle, 
who described the three key elements of persuasive speaking long before the invention of 
PowerPoint and the wireless mic. Steve Jobs may not have intentionally adopted Aristotle’s list, 
but its wisdom sure found its way into his presentations. 

The ‘Big Three’ 

 Logos – meaning logic. A speech must come from a voice that seeks not to boast or 
pander, but to illuminate with facts and an open mind. Steve Jobs made few assertions in 
public without  evidence to back them up. 

 Ethos – meaning credibility. Why should your audience buy into what you’re saying? 
Because you can show them you know what you’re talking about, that’s why. You might 
think Jobs’ position as an industry leader did most of the work here, but think of how 
many top dogs you’ve heard who are clearly relaying the words of advisors or coaches—
and doing it unconvincingly. 

 Pathos – meaning passion. It’s very easy for a crowd to detect that you’re not invested 
much in your words. One of your goals is to prove that you care about your topic as much 
as anyone. Vast knowledge and immense stature, Morey explained, mean little if your 
lack of passion results in a boring monotone or rushed delivery. 

Here are some of the rules he offered for aspiring orators: 

1. Refine and simplify. Decide what your main 
message is and stick to it. An audience that has to sift 
through endless details and subject changes may 
come away not really knowing what your overall 
point was. 

2. Devise multiple ways to convey that point. 
Morey told the story of conference attendees years 
ago who were given a T-shirt designed by Jobs. It 
read, simply, “Pirates, Not the Navy”—a terse phrase 
to get people into the mindset of free thinkers, 
outsiders, outlaws. Your speech itself may not 
always take hold, so give the audience other paths to 



your message. 

3. Be true with “I” and “we.” There’s a time to speak for your team and your company, and a 
time to be frank with your personal vision. Don’t be afraid to reveal a goal that’s driving you, 
and you alone, from within. People connect deeply with such ambition, while those who claim 
that everyone around them feels the exact same way can come off as fake. 

4. Embrace the monosyllable. Apple’s CEO was of course a tech expert, but he tried to avoid 
dropping jargon on his audience. Simple words reach and resonate with everyone, not just the in-
crowd. A fondness for buzzwords and corporate lingo can make speakers “sound like they sat in 
a room with a management consultant for five hours,” Morey said. 

5. Think in threes. The human mind loves a good trio, as in, “There are three reasons we need 
to launch this product right now” or “I want to talk about the three building blocks of our plan.” 
Three points are just enough to establish credibility and heft; any more than that may give 
doubters too much room for rebuttal or even boredom. (A webinar attendee asking what to do if 
you blank out during a talk prompted Morey to highlight another benefit of a three-point 
approach: Those points act as handy mental bookmarks allowing you to find your way quickly 
back to your message.) 

So let’s say you’ve done everything right and totally captivated the crowd with even more 
communication tricks Morey revealed. You’ve opened with a little mystery, a riddle, a startling 
fact or an intriguing prop to subvert their expectations. You’ve saved precious time by not 
spouting a tiresome roster of thank-yous and it’s-so-great-to-be-heres, instead working shout-
outs organically into the speech by tying them to anecdotes. You’ve been economical with your 
slides (Jobs was a fan of ones bearing only a single word, all in caps), and you’ve never once 
turned your back on the crowd to read something off the screen—thus severing your connection 
to them and making your presence pretty much moot. You’ve nailed it all …  

… and then your clicker stops working. 

Morey told the tale of what Jobs did when it happened to him in front of a huge industry crowd 
as backstage helpers scrambled for a solution. He had a story ready for the moment, one so 
amusing and interesting that when the tech glitch was fixed two minutes later, the audience felt 
almost as if they’d gotten something extra that day. That particular save could be put down to 
pure preparation—and the natural calm that comes when you truly want to be behind that 
podium.  
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