Creating and Delivering Your Elevator Speech*
Information Assembled by David E. Weber, Ph.D.


The elevator speech is a brief, carefully composed statement designed to communicate to a listener the most important information about you, and what you're all about.  It is delivered orally to an interviewer, recruiter, or anyone else to who you think should know quickly, concisely, and memorably, who you are and what you are interested in professionally.

The elevator speech gets its name from the following scenario: you  encounter a stranger in an elevator; he or she asks you what you do; you know or sense that this person may be in a position to hire, support, or assist you in achieving your goals, so you know you must answer the question clearly, concisely, and powerfully, before reaching the ground floor, where you're both headed.  The elevator speech, then, communicates to the other person everything vital concerning what you do, what you want, and why  it makes sense to consider employing  you.

Your elevator speech must leave the listener convinced that you are professional and personable and authentic. The ideal elevator speech proves to the listener that you have something valuable to offer, and persuades that person to ask more questions, invite you to discuss the information further, or offer you specific assistance in achieving your goals—or maybe an offer to hire you!  Ultimately, though, think of the elevator speech as an oral briefing that initiates or develops a relationship, as opposed to one that causes you to hit some very specific target.  You may hit the target down the road if the relationship your speech launches is a mutually beneficial one.

"What Should I Say in My Elevator Speech?"


Your elevator speech should be right around 30 seconds long.  It must be a benefits-driven oral briefing.  That is, it must define not just who you are but what your interests, skill, or service, may enable the other person to achieve.

Although there is no one best formula for what an elevator speech should contain, the most succinct, hard-hitting, and effective elevators tend to include some, if not all, of the following information:

·
Your formal qualifications for a specific occupation or job

·
What you claim makes you stand out from everyone else 

·
A statement about your professional goals or personal mission

·
Your most solidly developed marketable skills

·
A closing remark, such as an invitation to discuss the information further

The one piece of information your speech must include is your name!  Begin with that: "My name is ______ …."  Say it slowly and clearly.  Spell your family name out if, over the years, people have often asked, "How do you spell that?"  (An artist I know in Wilmington says, in his elevator speech, "My name is Jeff Geen—like 'Green' without the 'r'!"  This instantly and easily locks the correct pronunciation and spelling of an uncommon last name into the listener's mind!)  As a recent college graduate, you may also want to add a comment that you just recently graduated from UNCW with a Bachelor's degree in Communication Studies (if you earned academic honors, such as cum laude status, add that information). 


Next, make a statement that specifies what you're looking for.  This could be a job, an internship, or some kind of service or support.  This statement should be simple, clear, and oriented to a specific occupation or the equivalent.


Third, make a statement that specifies the two most well-developed marketable skills you have that together tie in to what you said you are looking for.  You want this part of the speech to brand you as a unique and valuable blend of capabilities.  The question in the other person's mind that you want to answer at this point is "What specifically do you bring to the table that no one else does?"  Do not claim skills or qualities that all recent graduates claim—"creative," "enthusiastic," "energetic," "excellent communication skills."  Instead, pinpoint truly distinctive skills and let your energy, enthusiasm, and communication skills (oral, at least), speak for themselves in the interaction.  Make the creativity you say you have observable in what you choose to say and how you choose to say it.

Then, provide an answer to the next question on that other person's mind, and in fact, the most important question: "What can you do for me?"  Compose a statement that is general enough to apply to anyone, since you may not know anything about the person.  Yet again, express this message about what you can do for the person in a way that doesn't sound like a cliché.  Fashion the answer to "What can you do for me?" from the information you specified earlier about your three particular skills.

The second-to-last part of the speech could be a good quote that you tie in with what you've told the person about yourself.  Or a one-sentence summary of what your most important quality is—just make sure you say it in a way that's memorable.   One management consultant says at this point in her elevator speech, "Ultimately, I keep your company out of Dilbert’s comic strip.”

The final comment should be an invitation for the person to ask you more, or a suggestion that you and the listener talk at more length.  And then you smile confidently and silently, and wait patiently for the listener to respond in whatever way he or she will.

At all times, keep the language of your elevator speech eighth-grade-level simple.  Aim for wording that the listener will remember and in fact, upon hearing it, be able to himself or herself repeat to a third person.  Avoid empty, overused buzzwords.

Do not write and memorize an elevator speech!  You will at best end up composing a speech that reads well as a paragraph in print, but sounds flat on the ear of a listener once the printed words are memorized and given voice.  For this reason, any elevator speech that begins as a written paragraph or two should be rehearsed orally for a variety of listeners (friends, roommates, relatives, co-workers) willing to tell you honestly how bad and artificial it sounds!   

"Keep It Real" When You Deliver Your Elevator Speech


The one inflexible rule of elevator speeches is they must never sound rehearsed!  An elevator speech that you have scrupulously memorized word for word will probably turn the listener off when you deliver it.   You will be better off assuming that you don't have the acting or oral interpretation chops necessary to make memorized lines sound conversational.


Instead, begin composing your elevator speech by jotting a brief note or two for the information you want to convey in each part of the speech.  Holding these notes in your hand, begin orally composing the elevator speech by talking off the cuff about each note.  You will find yourself stumbling and fumbling the first few run-throughs, and going on much longer than 30 seconds.  Suddenly, though, you will find yourself "on a roll"—the message you want to put out is starting to take shape in a succinct and engaging form.  Keep going!  Stop only when you've got a fluid oral presentation that meets the criteria discussed in preceding paragraphs.


When you give the elevator speech, it must not be a recitation.  It must sound off-the-cuff, an impromptu oral briefing.  The speech should be an extension of your personality.  As you speak, smile, give good eye contact, and be willing to pause or invite questions if the listener's nonverbal behavior suggests he or she has something to contribute.  And remember: 30 seconds long at most (aim for about 23 sec.)!

Outline of an Effective Elevator Speech

A.
State your name slowly and clearly.  Mention recent UNCW-COM B.A.

B.
State what you're looking for—express in terms of desired occupation.
C.
State 2 most well-developed skills—tie  solidly into "B."

D.
State what you can do for the listener—tie solidly into "C."

E.
Good quote or clever slogan; or: 1 sentence about your greatest quality.


Tie solidly into "B" thru "D."

F.
Invite listener to ask you more or talk with you at length.

G.
Smile confidently & silently, and wait patiently for listener response.


*
Most of the information in Appendix H, and much of the actual phrasing, appears on the websites of the following organizations and career or sales professionals:

·Craig Harrison, Speaker and Consultant
—
http://www.craigspeaks.com/consultants_elevator.htm and
http://www.transactionworld.com/articles/2001/february/elevator.asp
·Michael Fortin, "The Success Doctor"
—
http://successdoctor.com/articles/article94.htm
·Rita Fisher, Career Change Resources 
—
http://www.careerkey.com/careerarticle.htm
·U. of Chicago, Grad. Sch. of Business
—
http://gsbwww.uchicago.edu/student/lead/ACTI.htm
·Warren Wechsler, Total Selling Systems
—
http://www.totalselling.com/ ideaOfTheWeek.cfm?ID=4
