
’ll never forget Shelia Allred. Was it ever
fun to write speeches for Shelia! A 

top-flight speaker, Shelia could hold an 
audience rapt while discussing the proper 

procedure for filling out forms in triplicate. A
convoluted twist of rhetoric was no problem; she

could probably sight read T.S. Eliot and carry it off.
She could drift into an anecdote and swing back into her

prepared text without missing a beat. And could she ever
handle emotion! At the Disabled American Veterans (DAV)
national convention
where she ended her term as national commander of the DAV Auxiliary, Shelia’s
speech was a showstopper . . .  literally. When she was finished wrapping that audi-
ence around her finger, tears were flowing from the eyes of some of the crustiest
old combat vets in the auditorium. 

Shelia Allred was the kind of leader speech writers dream about. In two decades
of writing for nonprofit leaders, I’ve written for some fine speakers, but none could
move an audience like Shelia. As she cruised through her one-year term in the DAV
Auxiliary’s highest office, I often wondered what gave her that special edge. When I
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Fearof Feelings:
Dealing with Emotions in Public Speaking

Your speeches will reap greater rewards if you show your emotions. 
A speech writer for one of America’s largest charities explains.
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finally came right out and asked, her answer was unequivocal: “Well, Tom, I’m not
afraid to say what’s in my heart.”

I remember once, however, when she was afraid to expose her heart to an audi-
ence. Shelia was getting ready for one of the most important addresses she would
give as national commander, and I was writing her speech. I decided to include a
story that I felt captured the meaning of our organization. Shelia had told me how
she once spent hours talking to a woman whose husband had died in Vietnam. Ever
since his death, she had been emotionally paralyzed. Talking to Shelia, she shared
her pain for the first time, and her psychological walls—the barriers separating her
from the mainstream of life for two long decades—crumbled. When Shelia saw how
I had written that story into her big speech,
her resolve stiffened like new concrete in July.
“No,” she said, “I won’t do it. Tom, if I read
that, I’ll break up. I’ll cry in front of all those
people.”

A serious businessperson, Shelia was
absolutely earnest about this one. Letting
people know how she felt about things, at
least most things, was okay. But crying in
public was not. Though she didn’t voice it, I
could sense her thought: No real leader, par-
ticularly a woman who wants to be taken seri-
ously, should be caught dead crying in public.

When I handed Shelia the final copy of
that address, the war widow’s story was still
there, though the text was written so that she
could drop it without damaging the flow of
her remarks. Being something of a smart
aleck, I had written, “Cry here,” in red ink in
the margin. 

There were 4,500 people in the audience
when Shelia told that story, and right on cue
her voice broke and a tear escaped her eye.
Then there were 4,500 dead silent people, not
one of whom missed her point. The whole
audience suddenly understood, in a way they
never had before, why it’s so important for
disabled veterans and their families to share
their stories with one another. Shelia had cre-
ated an incredibly powerful moment.

The lesson to glean from this incident is
that everyone, even great speakers, will at
some point have difficulty expressing emo-
tion, yet conveying emotion is often essential
in getting a nonprofit’s message across. Anyone who has ever crafted a fundraising

message will tell you why. When people make
decisions about giving money or time to a cause,
they do so with their hearts, not their heads. To
succeed, of course, the plea has to make sense to
the intellect; however, the plea won’t make it to
the head till it has passed through the heart. No
rational argument has the power of one hungry
child’s photograph.

Top-level volunteer leaders and staff managers
in all types of nonprofit organizations frequently

Shelia Allred takes in the applause of an appreciative audience as 
she heads into an auditorium on the arm of Disabled American 

Veterans Judge Advocate Ed Galian. People love the passion for the 
DAV mission Ms. Allred expresses when she addresses a crowd, and the 
passion moves those people to back up the DAV’s mission with action.

The plea 
won’t make 

it to the head 
till it has passed

through the heart.
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ask others for commitments of
time, money, or other resources.
Thus, this business of dealing
with emotion gets down to con-
crete issues of job performance
and bottom lines. Yet most of us
feel reservations about “wearing
our hearts on our sleeves.”

Getting past those reserva-
tions is difficult, and the first step
is owning up to why we feel
those qualms. Many of us were
socialized as children not to
acknowledge emotions. Perhaps
that’s one reason John Wayne
became such a popular hero; his
screen presence was a model of
emotional repression. In his
movies, he showed only two
emotions: calm or anger.
Sadness, joy, nervousness, hesita-

tion, pensiveness, and all the rest
were out of the question. 

But, most of all, the emotion
we’re taught never to show is fear. While we may intellectually reject the John
Wayne model, we hate to admit feelings of fear. Yet it’s fear of exposing feelings,

Following a speech at the national convention of the million-member Disabled 
American Veterans, Shelia Allred mixes with the audience. Ms. Allred’s ability 

to deal with emotion makes her a popular—and very effective—leader.

Add Power to Your Speech
Add force to your speech with these devices:

Passion: There’s nothing like honest emotion to make a speech memo-
rable.

Hyperbole: “I’ve said a hundred times that we must work together to
solve this problem.”

Triad phrasing: “We need to strike a balance among what society wants,
what technology can do, and what our customers will accept.”

Paired contrast: “Reasonable people can do it when armed with facts.
Not with unrealistic expectations, not with a mandate—but with facts.”

A bang, not a whimper: End by recapping your main ideas and chal-
lenging your audience to act on the information you’ve presented. Avoid
these poor closings: “That’s all I have to say.” “I’m about out of time.” “I’ve
been told I have to stop now.”

Sources: The Executive Speaker, P.O. Box 292437, Dayton, Ohio 45429, and Loud and Clear, Addison-Wesley,
One Jacob Way, Reading, Massachusetts 01867, as noted in Communication Briefings, 1101 King Street, Suite
110, Alexandria, Virginia 22314.



more than anything else, that inhibits our effec-
tiveness at the podium. Something inside us says
we’ll look like fools if we take Shelia’s advice and
say what’s in our hearts.
That’s a lie! Whatever keeps throwing that fear in
your path is telling you a lie. As long as you’re sin-
cere, you need never be afraid to show your feel-
ings about a topic you’re addressing for your orga-
nization. You need to keep some balance, of
course. You wouldn’t want to throw a public tem-

per tantrum—nor should you understate a powerful emotion that deserves expres-
sion. Sincerity alone will go a long way in tempering the expression of what you’re
feeling.

People recognize sincerity. In fact, they demand it. They’re looking for sincerity
when someone speaks about an issue that evokes emotion, and nonprofits typically
revolve around issues that call for an emotional response. Audiences will forgive a lot
of “ums” and “ahs” if they spot a speaker’s sincerity. They’ll forgive almost anything
except insincerity, because they want to know their leaders are caring human beings.

That’s why a speech’s emotional content is as important as its rational message.
And the soundest message in the world can fall flat if the speaker ignores the emo-
tional component.

So the question is how we can get past our uneasiness about talking from the
heart. The only way to overcome our fear is to confront it. We have to walk through
our fear because darn few of us can simply wish it away.

The process of walking through fear won’t be so painful once we take the first
steps. A friend of mine describes his fears as dragons. “You gotta kiss your dragons
on the nose,” he says. “And it’s always nice to see that your dragons are only
chameleons.” Confronting dragons is a normal part of public speaking. The most
experienced speakers are nervous before they address a group of people. Talking
about emotion is even more difficult, but not insurmountable.

Let me tell one more story about Shelia Allred. When she was a young woman,
just getting involved with the state-level offices of the DAV Auxiliary, she had to
make her first speech. And she bombed. She bombed so badly she finally handed her

prepared text to someone else and sat down embarrassed, in her words, “to the very
roots of my hair.” After what I’ve already said about Shelia’s talent, the moral of this
story is pretty obvious. There’s hope for all of us. ■

Director of donor relations for the million-member Disabled American Veterans (DAV), Tom Keller can be

reached at DAV National Headquarters, P.O. Box 14301, Cincinnati, Ohio 45250-0301 (606-441-7300). He

has held management positions in advertising, fundraising, and public relations over the past three decades.

With a 70-office network offering services across the United States and Puerto Rico, the DAV is one of the
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Audiences 
will forgive a 

lot of “ums” and
“ahs” if they spot a
speaker’s sincerity. 


