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ABSTRACT 
 
 

Within the business world, there are many examples of more or less successful leadership, but 

it is not always clear why some leaders are more effective than others. However, it is 

reasonable to believe that leaders’ successful usage of rhetoric can inspire an entire company 

and provide the followers with a sense of meaning and purpose, and that this will inspire them 

to perform towards the leader’s vision.  

 

This thesis explores how successful business leaders apply rhetoric in their leadership. This is 

done trough a deductive research strategy, which means that the research is grounded in 

general theory. The theory is then compared to real cases in order to examine similar patterns 

in reality. Relevant leadership- and rhetoric theory have been applied to speeches preformed 

by successful business leaders to explore how they use rhetoric in their leadership. 

 

The results suggest that successful business leaders use rhetoric in numerous ways when 

engaging followers towards accomplishment of their vision, such as classical speech 

disposition, vision articulation, frame alignment, change rhetoric, and a combination of 

speech content and delivery. Hence, the skilful use of rhetoric is evidently a critical 

component of successful leadership.  

 
 
Keywords: vision,  charisma, rhetoric, leadership 
 
 

  



 

TABLE OF CONTENT 
Acknowledgements 
Abstract 

1. INTRODUCTION ________________________________________________________ 1 
1. 1. Background _______________________________________________________________ 1 
1. 2. Research problem __________________________________________________________ 2 
1. 3. Problem analysis ___________________________________________________________ 3 
1. 4. Significance of the problem __________________________________________________ 5 
1. 5. Research question __________________________________________________________ 6 
1. 6. Aim of the thesis ___________________________________________________________ 7 
1. 7. Thesis outline______________________________________________________________ 7 

2. METHOD _______________________________________________________________ 8 
2. 1. Research strategy __________________________________________________________ 8 
2. 2. Methodological view ________________________________________________________ 8 
2. 3. Research design___________________________________________________________ 10 

2. 3. 1. Selection _____________________________________________________________ 10 
2. 4. Data collection ____________________________________________________________ 11 

2. 4. 1. Validation and objectivity________________________________________________ 11 
3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK ___________________________________________ 13 

3. 1. Classical rhetoric__________________________________________________________ 13 
3. 2. Modern leadership theories _________________________________________________ 16 
3. 3. Charismatic leadership_____________________________________________________ 18 

3. 3. 1. Leader behavior and personal traits ________________________________________ 18 
3. 3. 2. Situational variables ____________________________________________________ 21 
3. 3. 3. Follower attributions____________________________________________________ 22 

3. 4. Charismatic leadership rhetoric _____________________________________________ 25 
3. 4. 1. Articulating a vision ____________________________________________________ 25 
3. 4. 2. Frame-aligning rhetoric _________________________________________________ 27 
3. 4. 3. Change rhetoric________________________________________________________ 28 
3. 4. 4. Content, composition, style and delivery ____________________________________ 32 

4. LEADERSHIP RHETORIC IN PRACTICE __________________________________ 36 
4. 1. Leader and speech presentation _____________________________________________ 36 
4. 2. Speech analysis ___________________________________________________________ 38 

4. 2. 1. Classical rhetoric ______________________________________________________ 38 
4. 2. 2. Charismatic rhetoric ____________________________________________________ 42 

5. DISCUSSION___________________________________________________________ 49 
5. 1. Classical rhetoric__________________________________________________________ 50 
5. 2. Charismatic leadership_____________________________________________________ 51 
5. 3. Charismatic leadership rhetoric _____________________________________________ 52 

6. CONCLUSION__________________________________________________________ 53 

  



 

REFERENCES ___________________________________________________________ 54 
Appendix A 

Appendix B 

Appendix C 

 

  



Leading with words: Leadership rhetoric in modern organizations 

 1. INTRODUCTION 

 

1. 1. Background 

The interest in writing this thesis emerged when reading Gardner’s (1996) book Leading 

Minds, which assures the importance of rhetoric as part of successful leadership. This 

statement that seems logical and is fascinating at the same time and after being introduced to 

the subject through Gardner, there was an interest in learning more about in which way 

business leaders use rhetoric in their leadership to become successful. Gardner emphasizes 

leaders’ way of relating to their audience through language as being a crucial component in 

order to be an influential and appealing leader who groups feel inspired and confident to 

follow. According to Renberg (2004) almost everything we do as human beings is connected 

to the language we use. Without language we would lose not only linguistics and writing but 

most of what is connected to human consciousness.  

 

We live and experience our environment through our use of language, by expressing feelings 

and thoughts when communicating with others. Our identity and self image is connected to 

our language, and it is a prerequisite for our personal development. In the current knowledge 

based society, mastering the art of rhetoric has become an important power-factor that gives 

us unique opportunities to prepossess both ourselves and others. Hence, the ability to 

communicate effectively is extremely important, and as a result of a rapid technical 

development, we can reach a large amount of people with our message in a short amount of 

time.  

 

Although not all of us aspire to a public career as eminent business leaders, and may never 

make a speech in front of a large audience, almost all of us feel a regular need to persuade 

someone of something, to defend our actions, and to express our ideas and thoughts in a way 

that will enable others to understand our point of view.  

 

These are acts that most of us perform every day by participation in personal conversations, 

writing business letters and reports, and engaging in other types of communicative activities. 

Correspondingly, we are constantly addressed by others who want to affect us in different 
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ways, and we could all benefit from an understanding of the techniques they are using in order 

to correctly judge the importance or validity of what they say.  

 
 

1. 2. Research problem 

Within the business world there are many examples of more or less successful leadership, but 

it is not always clear why some leaders are more effective than others. However, it is 

reasonable to believe that leaders’ successful usage of rhetoric can inspire an entire company 

and provide the followers with a sense of meaning and purpose, and that this will inspire them 

to perform towards the leader’s vision. Through daily communication and public speeches, 

business leaders will, consciously or subconsciously, use rhetoric as an important part of their 

leadership. This rhetoric could probably be developed into effective rhetoric that would fit 

well with the aims and purpose of the leadership.  

 

“Managing organizations in modern societies takes place through 

persuasion and the seductive use of language rather than, as in  

past societies, through physical violence and repression.”  

(Svedberg, 2004, p. 423) 

 

The quote by Svedberg (2004) may be rather extreme but it does however underline the 

importance of modern leader’s ability to use language as a mean to lead and manage modern 

organizations. This thesis explores how successful business leaders apply rhetoric in their 

leadership and what part rhetoric might play in leading followers in modern organizations. 

Rhetoric is traditionally referred to as the task of persuading or convincing others of one’s 

particular point of view. This is how Aristotle defined it thousands of years ago, and it is also 

how most rhetoricians define it today. (Renberg, 2004) Persuasion is indeed a vital task of 

modern organizational leadership and this thesis will clarify what role rhetoric plays in such 

leadership.  

 

Leadership is not an easy concept to define, yet it is an important feature of everyday and 

organizational life (Bryman, 1997). Modern business leaders face the task of addressing a 

large amount of followers in a way that inspires them to make an effort in reaching the goals 
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of the company. This task includes convincing followers that their effort will make a 

difference in the outcome of the entire company, hence motivating them to do their very best.  

 

According to Smircich and Morgan (1982) leadership can be defined as a process through 

which certain individuals attempt to frame and define circumstances of other individuals, and 

much of this framing is done through the language they use (Bligh & Hess, 2007). In modern 

leadership theory it has become evident that there are leaders who have been especially 

successful in engaging followers through the use of rhetoric. These leaders are referred to as 

charismatic, and since a seductive and catchy language is a natural and important part of 

charismatic leadership, a study of such leadership is a vital part of this thesis.      

 

According to an extensive amount of previous research presented in this thesis, charismatic 

leaders have a certain way of involving their followers by presenting an appealing vision, 

partly through the use of rhetoric. According to Fiol, Harris and House (1999) charismatic 

leaders employ consistent communication strategies in their leadership and the performance 

of charismatic leaders and their followers tend to exceed that of their non-charismatic 

counterparts. Examining how charismatic leaders employ rhetoric in their leadership will thus 

hopefully provide some useful insight in how modern leaders can be successful by adapting 

some of these methods. 

 

1. 3. Problem analysis 

During the last decade or two, there has been a large interest in `new´ leadership theories 

mainly based on Bryman’s ideas from 1992 about transformational, visionary and charismatic 

leadership. A sweep through the relevant literature suggests that this interest has resulted in a 

lot of publications which assures the crucial part that language plays in successful leadership.  

 

Gardner (1996) claims that leaders, both directly and indirectly, significantly affect the 

thoughts, feelings and behaviors of their followers by relating to stories. His main argument is 

that “leaders achieve their effectiveness mainly through the stories they relate” (p. 9) and 

embody. These stories are the leaders’ way to communicate to their followers, which is why 

the stories have to appeal to and be understood by a large number of people with different 

backgrounds and personal experiences and preferences. The primary aim in the book is to 
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create a better understanding of the features of effective leadership and provide a fresh 

perspective of the nature of leadership.  

 

According to Gardner (1996, p. xi) “it is important for leaders to know their stories, to get 

them straight, to communicate them effectively, particularly to those who are partial to rival 

stories, and, above all, to embody in their lives the stories that they tell”. Gardner also speaks 

about ordinary, innovative and visionary leaders, the latter being the ones most successful in 

leading their followers.  

 

Also Den Hartog and Verburg (1997) assure the motivational and emotive effects of 

leadership rhetoric through construction of the message, style, and delivery. This is done by 

examining the task of CEOs in creating and dispersing organizational values and visions to 

organizational members through speech analysis. The authors claim that these speeches are 

important to motivate others and gain support of the leader’s vision, and the study explores 

how charismatic CEOs rhetorically construct message content in their speeches.  

 

The article discusses issues such as vision, charisma and rhetoric, and examples of rhetorical 

devices are provided from the analyzed speeches of three visionary international business 

leaders. The authors examine the ideas of Shamir, House and Arthur (1993) ‘frame alignment’ 

when communicating a vision, referring to “the linkage of individual and leader interpretative 

orientations, in such a way that some set of followers’ interests, values and beliefs and the 

leader’s activities, goals and ideology become congruent and complimentary” (Den Hartog & 

Verburg, 1997, p. 360).    

 

Other research has been more focused on explaining specific attributes of leadership rhetoric, 

such as the use of metaphors (Mio, Riggio, Lenvin & Reese, 2005). Since findings show that 

charismatic leaders use almost twice as many metaphors in their rhetoric, the authors suggest 

that metaphors are an important part of leadership rhetoric for inspiring and motivating 

followers. Bligh & Hess (2007) give examples of other elements of leader’ communication 

style, such as the ability to tailor speech to different audiences, rhetorical devices such as 

alliteration and repetition, and the use of figurative language and imagery.  

 

However, most research within the area of leadership rhetoric examines leaders in the 

political arena. Bligh, Kohles and Meindl (2004) examine the rhetorical content of President 
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George W. Bush’s public speeches before and after the terrorist attacks of September 11th. In 

this way the authors want to explore if the rhetoric of a leader changes in the occurrence of a 

crisis and the authors find that a skillful use of rhetoric is a critical component of successful 

leadership in such situation.  

 

Although a vast majority of leadership rhetoric research emphasizes only positive aspects of 

leaders use of rhetoric, there are however some critics. Some aspects of rhetoric receives 

negative attention since it is often seen as a suspect way of using language either to obscure 

the truth or to manipulate an audience into accepting a case on the grounds of the 

attractiveness of its presentation rather than on the grounds of its substance. (Grant, 1999)   

 

According to Grant (1999) leaders’ form a `psychological contract´ with their followers, 

which includes employee expectations on the organization and the leader. The psychological 

contract and employee expectations are extensively influenced by the rhetoric the leader uses 

and the author argues that leaders tend to use their language in a way that reflects a case of 

`easier said than done´.  

 

The task for leaders is “to match what their rhetoric promises to reality while also sustaining 

its appeal” (Grant, 1999, p. 327). According to the author, it is however posited in the very 

nature of rhetoric means that, though a congruence of rhetoric and reality is desirable, it is in 

practice difficult to achieve. Leaders tend to use a vivid rhetoric that often fails to live up to 

the expectations it creates, hence it is important that rhetoric is used with lucubration.             

 

1. 4. Significance of the problem 

The issue of rhetoric, as part of effective leadership, is of universal significance since there is 

hardly any business in the world where leadership does not play an important role for the 

function of the organization. Business leaders spend between 70% and 90% of their time on 

communication activities (Bligh & Hess, 2007), thus it is reasonable to assume that rhetoric 

plays an important part of why leaders become successful.  

 

According to Shamir, Arthur and House (1994, p. 25) “leader rhetoric is commonly believed 

to play an important role not only in generating attributions of charisma among observers but 

also in recruiting followers and increasing their identification with the leader and the 
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mission”. In order for an organization to work successfully, it is important that the followers’ 

goals are congruent with those of the leaders, and the right use of rhetoric by the leader could 

facilitate such effects. As long as the leader can motivate her followers through inspirational 

language by the use of persuasive words, the organization is likely to be successful. (Den 

Hartog & Verburg, 1997) 

 

There is an abundance of theoretical and empirical research on charismatic leadership 

available, but little of this research deals with business leadership rhetoric in specific. Most of 

this research has been mainly based on analysis of public speeches of notable leaders on the 

political arena (Bligh et al., 2004; Mio et al., 2005; Seyranian & Bligh, 2008).  Despite the 

obvious importance of a clearer understanding of how business leaders use rhetoric in their 

leadership, existing theory and empirical work in this area is still quite rudimentary (Bligh & 

Hess, 2007). Thus there is a lack of research regarding in what way modern business leaders 

could apply rhetoric in their leadership and what that may lead to in terms of coherence from 

the audience and organizational outcomes. 

 

Due to the obvious importance of understanding leadership rhetoric, combined with a lack of 

research in the area, leadership rhetoric is definitely an issue that calls upon more attention in 

order to expand the discussion about successful leadership and provide information of how 

leaders can use their rhetoric to be successful. This thesis will shed some light on the 

neglected issue of business leadership rhetoric and hopefully become a contribution to the 

research field of leadership rhetoric.         

 

1. 5. Research question 

Rhetoric obviously plays an important part in successful leadership and this thesis aims at 

exploring in which way rhetoric is manifested in modern leadership. Hence, the research 

question for this thesis is:   

 

 In which way do successful business leaders use rhetoric when engaging followers 

towards accomplishment of their vision?  
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1. 6. Aim of the thesis 

This thesis will result in a compilation and further development of current leadership rhetoric 

discourse. Providing a theoretical extension of current themes of charismatic leadership and 

rhetoric by exploring the usage of rhetoric in charismatic leadership will hopefully provide a 

deeper understanding of the research area and some practical hints for future leaders to use in 

their personal leadership. 

 

The aim of the thesis is to create an understanding of the features and meaning of rhetoric in 

charismatic leadership, and to provide examples of how these features are practiced in reality.  

 

This thesis should also contribute to the understanding of what part rhetoric plays in effective 

leadership and its effects on the performance of the organization.  

 

1. 7. Thesis outline 

Chapter one introduces the research problem by outlining background, research problem, 
problem analysis, significance of the research, research question, and the aim of the thesis. 
 
Chapter two declares the method being applied during the research, stating research strategy, 
methodological view, research design, data collection, and validation and objectivity issues. 
 
Chapter three outlines the theoretical framework used in the study, including classical 
rhetoric, theory, modern leadership theory, and views on charismatic leadership and its 
rhetoric. 
 
Chapter four presents examples of how leadership rhetoric is practiced in reality, using two 
successful business leaders as illustrative examples. 
 
Chapter five discusses the main aspects of the theory and illustrations elaborated in the 
thesis. 
 
Chapter six concludes the thesis, pointing out the main findings and implications from the 
research.  
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2. METHOD 

 

2. 1. Research strategy 

The research strategy for this thesis is a deductive approach, which means that the research is 

grounded in general theory. This theory is then compared to patterns in realistic cases to 

examine similar patterns in reality. Hence, the deductive approach aims to show the 

connection between the theoretically based research problem and the research object. 

(Grønmo, 2006)     

 

2. 2. Methodological view 

According to Arbnor and Bjerke (2009) there are various views on how to use methods for 

studying and researching business reality. In order for business theories and models to be 

developed, methodological views make different assumptions about the reality they try to 

understand and explain. This means that observations, collections of data and results are 

determined to a large extent by the view chosen. Arbnor and Bjerke (2009) refer to the 

different opinions of what is really the meaning of methods as methodological views.  

 

These views are based on certain (ultimate) presumptions about what is studied considering a 

certain situation or the researcher’s general opinion of life. These presumptions differ between 

views; hence the different views represent separate ways to present, explain and improve the 

research that is carried out. Based on these ultimate presumptions together with the problem 

which is under consideration, methods are developed as guiding principles for the creation of 

knowledge. Arbnor and Bjerke (2009) present three methodological views that represent 

different ways of thinking and acting when approaching a knowledge-creating process: 

 

• The analytical view: The ultimate presumption of this view is that reality is filled with 

facts and independent of individual perceivers. This means that the reality contains 

both objective elements and people’s individual opinions or ideas about certain issues. 

The scientific ambition is to come up with explanations such as patterns and 

representative models that catch the truth as objectively as possible.    
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• The systems view: This view looks at reality as consisting of objective, fact-filled 

systems structures and of subjective opinions of such structures, which are treated as 

facts as well. Hence, reality consists of different wholes and patterns that can only be 

understood in their context. It aims at explaining and describing such structures in 

results that are to some extent unique to each study.  

• The actors view: The ultimate presumption of this study is that reality is a social 

construction filled by chaos and uniqueness, but also relatively stable, mentally 

anchored structures. One of the prominent aspects of this view is the language 

development, where the researcher attempts to develop a language that will bring 

understanding and action to the study area through dialogue. All previously given 

categorizations are disregarded, and the researcher instead aims at developing new 

concepts based on new conditions developed by improvisation and creativity.   

  

Based on the ultimate presumption that organizations are seen as systems where leadership 

rhetoric is a vital component, this thesis assumes a systems approach. The ambition of the 

analytical view is to explain and understand a reality that is filled with correlated facts. These 

facts can not be seen in isolation from one another but more or less structured as relative 

wholes, called systems. Facts are both the objective structure of the system itself, but also the 

subjective opinions of such system.  

 

Different facts, or parts of reality, can not simply be added and combined without influencing 

each other. They are looked upon as a whole, and not as individual components. Hence, 

reality can only be explained or understood in its context, through regular patterns, 

interactions and relations. Since the systems view is qualitatively oriented, its measurements 

are not as precise as in quantitative studies, nor does it aim at being. The systems view has a 

relatively low degree of generality and absoluteness. Thus, a study conducted within the 

systems view does not mainly aim to find absolute truths in the reality, but each situation is 

rather to be understood in its context. (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009) 

 

In this way, the systems view holds a holistic approach, where not only parts but also relations 

are essential. This leads to synergistic effects where the whole is more or less than the sum of 

its parts, since not only the content of the individual components, but also the way they are 

put together provides information. Therefore, “it is not possible to remove any of the factors 
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from a systems picture without risking that the more total picture will be seriously affected” 

(Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009, p. 64).  

 

2. 3. Research design 

The choice of research technique is determined by the chosen methodological view as well as 

the character of the study area. Therefore, the methodological view and the character of the 

study area will determine the rules for choosing, arranging and developing techniques for the 

research. (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009) 

 

2. 3. 1. Selection 
In congruence with the systems view (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009) this study tries to find a 

relation between successful leaders and their use of rhetoric. This is done by analyzing and 

comparing speeches of two of the world’s most successful leaders to see in which way they 

use their rhetoric. The speeches are analyzed from both classical and charismatic aspects of 

leadership rhetoric. The two leaders were selected from Harvard Business Review’s 2010 list 

of the top 50 best performing CEO’s in the world (retrieved from www.hbr.org, see appendix 

A). The reason for this selection is the assumption that rhetoric is likely to play an important 

part in why these CEOs have become successful. Hence, such an analysis will enable a greater 

understanding of how leaders use rhetoric to become successful.  

 

Due to the character of this research, not all 50 speeches could be analyzed. A selection was 

made to analyze speeches from the top ten leaders on the list. From these analyses, two 

leaders were chosen to be illustrated in the thesis: Steve Jobs from Apple Inc and Eric 

Schmidt from Google Inc. This choice was based on the accessibility of well representative 

speeches as well as the character of those speeches. The speeches by both Steve Jobs and Eric 

Schmidt are inspirational speeches held in front of college graduates (See appendix B and C).   

 

It is assumed that every successful individual leader is likely to have their own, unique way of 

using rhetoric in their leadership. It is also likely that these different ways of using rhetoric 

could be equally successful. The analysis of Steve Jobs and Eric Schmidt is not aiming at 

finding a `one best way´ of leadership rhetoric. Rather, these two cases are used as 

comparable examples of how leadership rhetoric can be applied, analyzed and understood. 

 

 -10- 
 

http://www.hbr.org/


Leading with words: Leadership rhetoric in modern organizations 

2. 4. Data collection 

There are traditionally two main sources of collecting data for research; primary information 

and secondary information. Primary information is new data collected from direct 

observations, interviews and experiments, whilst secondary information is previously 

collected data presented in for example books and journals. (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009)  

 

Data used in this study is mainly collected from secondary information since it is extensively 

theory-based. The analysis of the speeches in the study is based on relevant theories retrieved 

from an extensive amount of scientific journals and books within the field of leadership 

rhetoric and charismatic leadership. The speech analysis is also based on secondary sources in 

the sense that the speeches were already available on the internet. If the speeches were 

documented by the researcher herself, it would have been considered a primary source.  

 

Following the guidelines of the systems approach, the basis of this thesis consists of a firm, 

theoretical foundation that enables the researcher to create an understanding of what the 

leadership discourse is made up of at present. Additionally, a historical approach is applied, 

which enables an understanding of the development of the discourse to what it currently 

consists of.  

 

When using secondary information, the researcher faces problems of compatibility and 

trustworthiness. Regarding compatibility the researcher has to consider the fact that 

previously collected information might have been collected for another purpose and may 

therefore not be compatible with the study. Regarding trustworthiness, there is the problem of 

the extent of which the previously collected data is correct. (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009) Because 

of these issues, the secondary information used in this study has been carefully chosen and 

analyzed to determine its compatibility and trustworthiness.       

 

2. 4. 1. Validation and objectivity   
Due to the relatively low degree of generality and absoluteness of the systems view, 

connections between theory and reality are not as strong as they are in other types of studies. 

It is mainly up to the researcher and others to determine whether a measurement is correctly 

made and whether results are reasonable and correct. (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009) The validation 

of this thesis has been secured by a tutor who has made judgments and improvement 

 -11- 
 



Leading with words: Leadership rhetoric in modern organizations 

suggestions of the procedure and its results, in addition to the decisions and considerations of 

the author.   

 

Although a researcher should aim at being as objective as possible, it is not possible to be 

totally value-free when choosing a research area and selecting methods. However, a 

researcher should try to make implicit values explicit by declaring her own values, and how 

these might have influenced the results. (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009) In order to avoid queries of 

the validity and objectivity of this thesis, the author’s values and ideas regarding the research 

area and problem have been clearly stated in the introducing chapter.  

 

Regarding critique of the choice of only using secondary information as the base for this study 

may be somewhat questionable. When using secondary sources, there is always the risk of 

information being wrong or questionable (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009). However, this is an issue 

that is almost impossible to avoid when writing a deductive thesis. In an aim to surmount any 

eventualities, an analytical and critical approach to all information has been employed 

throughout the entire research process.  
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3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

3. 1. Classical rhetoric  

 

“Rhetoric, in the most general sense, is the energy inherent in 

emotion and thought, transmitted through a system of signs, including 

        language, to others to influence their decisions or actions.” 

                                         (Kennedy, 1991, p. 7) 

 

Naturally, language has played an important role in human interaction and communication for 

almost as long as man has existed, but rhetoric in the sense of how we speak of it today has its 

headspring in ancient Greek and Roman societies. Different speeches may have different 

purposes, such as to inform or entertain an audience. However, the most common purpose of 

a speech when we discuss it in terms of rhetoric is persuasion. (Renberg, 2004)  

 

Based on the belief that all citizens had the right and duty to participate in their own 

government, democratic activities emerged in Athens and other ancient cities around the fifth 

century B.C. Decisions on public policy were made during regular assemblies composed by 

adult male citizens, and to participate effectively people needed to be able to speak well in 

public. Anyone who wished could speak, but the leadership role was played by a small 

number of individuals called rhetores. These people sought to channel the course of events in 

a way that they thought was better for the city or for themselves and they had to develop a 

way of arguing for their interests. (Kennedy, 1991) 

 

Furthermore, there were no professional lawyers in these antique societies; hence people were 

expected to fend for themselves in the case of legal disputes. In addition to the lack of 

lawyers, there were no professional judges. Instead, cases were decided by juries, and the 

litigants had limited time to persuade the jury to share their views and make the decisions they 

wanted. In doing so the litigants had to present their cases through formal speeches by 

convincing the jury that they were trustworthy persons and persuading them of the truth of 

what they were saying. (Kennedy, 1991) 
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It was under these circumstances that social and political contexts emerged, forming speech 

into certain conventional forms shaped by the psychology and expectations of audiences. This 

development primarily concerned public speeches but also the presence of rhetoric in 

literature and private communications. Aristotle was one of the early rhetoricians engaged in 

trying to explain the phenomenon in which speakers seek to persuade or influence action or 

belief, thus impose their own ideas or values on others. Aristotle insisted that rhetoric is a 

verbal, intellectual tool used to persuade an audience (Kennedy, 1991).  

 

Other ancient philosophers and rhetoricians shared Aristotle’s interest in conceptualizing and 

describing the phenomenon of rhetoric, dividing it into categories, and giving names to the 

various techniques observed so that they could be taught to others. Schools of “sophists” 

emerged, with the task of teaching students how to be effective in public life by arranging 

arguments, dividing speeches into logical parts, and carefully choosing and combining words 

and phrases. Eventually, short handbooks were published on the subject, mainly outlining 

techniques for effective public speaking and arousing of the emotions of an audience, 

especially in the law courts. (Kennedy, 1991) 

  

The art of structuring a speech is called dispositio by the ancient rhetoric, and it presents a 

classic structure of a speech still used today by modern leaders when addressing an audience 

in the aim of gaining coherence for their ideas. The outline of such a speech consists of five 

parts, of which the first is an introduction (exordium/prooemium) designed to obtain the good 

will and attention of the audience. The second part is the statement of fact (narratio), where 

the ideas of the speaker are chronologically presented through narration. This part is followed 

by a presentation of the speaker’s opinion and proof (probatio), where the speaker’s 

proposition and ideas are presented and supported by a presentation of proof. The next part is 

refutation (refutatio), where the speaker refutes possible counter arguments from the 

opposition. The final part is the conclusion (peroratio) of the speeches, which aims at 

recapitulating the arguments and arouses emotions of the audience or promote action. (Hägg, 

1998)  

 

According to Kennedy (1991) Aristotle defined rhetoric as the ability to see the available 

means of persuasion in each particular case. The function of rhetoric is considered “to debate 

about doubtful matters before a general audience, which may not be able to follow a complex 

chain of arguments and will not be persuaded unless the premises of arguments are agreed to” 
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(Kennedy, 1991, p. 14). Aristotle argues that persuasion depends on three things: the truth and 

logical validity of what is being argued, the speakers success in conveying to the audience the 

perception of trust from the audience, and the emotions that a speaker is able to evoke from 

the audience in order for them to accept the views advanced and to act in accordance with 

them.  

 

From this, he determined three means of persuasion: ethos, derived from the character of the 

speaker as being fair-minded and trustworthy; pathos, derived from the emotions in an 

audience awakened by the speaker; and logos, derived from true or probable arguments.  

 

According to Aristotle, a speaker presents a trustworthy character (ethos) by showing 

practical wisdom, virtue, and good will. He points out that emotions (pathos) should be 

considered in terms of the reason for a particular emotion, towards whom the emotion is felt, 

the state of mind of the person feeling the particular emotion, and for what reason. There are 

two types of logical arguments (logos): inductions and deductions. Inductions rhetorically 

refer to the use of examples when presenting an argument. Deductions, also called 

enthymemes, derives from probabilities and signs. A probability is the most likely outcome of 

a situation, and there are two types of signs: the ones that points to a necessary conclusion, 

and the ones that are refutable. (Kennedy, 1991)  

  

Modern rhetoricians still refer to the rhetoric theories derived from those developed in the 

ancient Greek and Roman societies (Kennedy, 1991); however these theories have been 

elaborated, adapted and developed over the thousands of years that have elapsed since the 

time of the great philosophers.  
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3. 2. Modern leadership theories 

The idea of charismatic leadership was early developed by Weber in 1947 (Fiol, Harris & 

House, 1999). Weber described charisma as “a certain quality of an individual personality” 

(Conger & Kanungo, 1987, p. 638) and believed that charismatic leaders have an almost 

magical ability to motivate their followers to perform towards the leader’s articulated mission 

(Seyranian & Bligh, 2008). Since then, a new genre of leadership theory has emerged in the 

organizational literature, including “transformational”, “visionary”, and “inspirational” 

leadership.  

 

These theories all focus on “exceptional leaders who have extraordinary effects on their 

followers” (Shamir, House & Arthur, 1993, p. 577) and according to this modern genre of 

leadership theory “such leaders transform the needs, values, preferences and aspirations of 

followers from self-interests to collective interests. Further, they cause followers to become 

highly committed to the leader’s mission, to make significant personal sacrifices in the 

interest of the mission, and to perform above and beyond the call of duty.”  (Shamir et al., 

1993, p. 577)  

 

Modern organizational leadership theory emphasizes a different leader behavior compared to 

older theories. Instead of describing leader behavior in terms of leader/follower exchange 

relationships, providing direction and support, and reinforcement behaviors, modern theories 

focus more on symbolic leader behavior, visionary and inspirational messages, nonverbal 

communication, appeal to ideological values, intellectual stimulation of followers by the 

leader, display of confidence in self and followers, and leader expectations for follower self-

sacrifice and performance beyond the call of duty (Fiol et al., 1999). This type of leadership 

emphasizes independent variables that appeal strongly to followers (Fiol et al., 1999), and is 

believed to motivate them by providing meaningfulness, moral purpose and commitment to 

work rather than by offering material incentives and threat of punishment (Shamir et al., 

1993).     

 

The leadership styles presented in modern leadership theory have been proven to have 

profound organizational effects on followers’ attitudes, satisfaction and performance. Leaders 

who engage in the theoretical charismatic behaviors produce theoretical charismatic effects, 

such as higher performance ratings and highly satisfied and motivated followers. Further, 
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these leaders are often viewed as more effective by their superiors and followers compared to 

other leaders. (Shamir et al., 1993)     

 

Considerable convergence of the findings from studies concerning charismatic leadership and 

those concerning transformational, visionary and inspirational leadership (Shamir et al., 1993) 

demonstrate that these leadership styles do in fact share an extensive amount of essential 

variables. Since this new genre of theory has much in common with the Weberian 

conceptualization of charisma (Fiol et al., 1999) and charisma is a central concept in all of 

them, either explicitly or implicitly (Shamir et al., 1993), these leadership theories are all 

referred to as charismatic. According to Fiol et al. (1999, p. 450) “all of these theories also 

assert that exceptionally effective leaders articulate visions that are based on normative 

ideological values, offer innovative solutions to major social problems, stand for non-

conservative if not radical change, and generally emerge and are more effective under 

conditions of social stress and crisis”.  

 

The term charisma means gift in Greek, and it is often used to describe a subset of leaders 

who are capable of having extraordinary effects on followers by the force of their personal 

abilities (Conger & Kanungo, 1987). Since charismatic behavior is obviously both visionary 

and change-oriented, and because of the many similarities between charismatic leadership 

compared to transformational, visionary and inspirational leadership, the following thesis will 

specifically study the nature and components of charismatic leadership as a general paradigm, 

including all theories. 
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3. 3. Charismatic leadership 

Experts and theorists spanning over a large variety of scholars and scientific areas have 

accepted Weber’s theory of charismatic leadership (Fiol et al., 1999) and his claims that these 

leaders seem to have an almost magical ability to motivate their followers to make voluntary 

personal sacrifices in implementing the leader’s vision (Seyranian & Bligh, 2008). Weber 

determined charismatic leadership as any authority that earns its legitimacy not from rules, 

traditions, or positions, but from a “devotion to the specific and exceptional sanctity, heroism, 

or exemplary character of an individual person, and of the normative patterns or order 

revealed or ordained by him” (Conger & Kanungo, 1987, p. 638).  

 

Weber described charismatic leaders as revolutionary and breaking with traditional and 

rational norms, and as having a magical power of the mind and speech (Conger & Kanungo, 

1987). Since then, many studies have been made on different aspects of charismatic 

leadership. There are several dimensions from which studies of charismatic leadership have 

been executed, such as leader behavior and effects, contextual factors, follower disposition 

and dependency dynamics etc (Conger, 1999). Beneath follows a review of some of the 

studies that have been performed from these dimensions.  

 

3. 3. 1. Leader behavior and personal traits 

When comparing a number of what could be considered dominant studies within the area of 

transformational and charismatic leadership, Conger (1999) found some considerable 

common denominators in terms of behaviors and activities. For example, vision in providing 

direction and meaning, inspiration, role modeling, intellectual stimulation, meaning-making, 

empowerment, setting of high expectations, and fostering collective identity were all recurring 

components shared across the theories. Charismatic leaders use empowerment rather than 

control strategies, since charismatic leadership involves building followers’ self-confidence 

and heightening personal development by encouragement and support, assisting development 

by promoting growth opportunities, and showing trust and respect for followers as 

individuals. They change followers core attitudes, beliefs, and values rather than to induce 

only compliance behavior in them. (Conger, 1999)  
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Charismatic leaders are often believed to possess almost superhuman qualities and the 

followers therefore unconditionally accept the leader’s mission and directives for action. 

These leaders have been described with specific charismatic attributes such as a transcendent 

vision and/or ideology, heroism, an ability to inspire and build confidence, the expression of 

revolutionary and often hazardous ideals, rhetorical ability, and a powerful aura. (Conger & 

Kanungo, 1987)  

 

According to Fiol et al. (1999) charismatic leadership has an underlying theme of 

performance improvement where the motivation depends on affective, rather than cognitive, 

variables which build on the followers’ emotional attachment to the mission and values 

introduced by the leader. Such variables are emotional and motivational arousal, performance 

improvement with respect to the mission, enhanced self-esteem, confidence and trust in the 

leader, and heightened intrinsic motivation. Followers’ strong engagement of the self-concept 

in the leader’s mission makes it cognitively discordant for them not to behave in a way that 

will conduce to accomplishment of the mission. According to Conger (1999) this strong 

influence that the leader has on her followers is based on follower’s perception of the leader’s 

extraordinary qualities, but also on the leader’s ability to make tasks and mission outcomes 

highly appealing.    

 

According to Conger and Kanungo (1987) the charismatic leader’s unique relationship to her 

followers is part of what makes her likeable. The shared perspective of the leader’s idealized 

vision and its potential for satisfying follower’s needs forms a interpersonal attraction 

between leader and follower, which in turn is formed by both the perceived similarity between 

them and the perceived potential of the leader to satisfy follower’s needs. This idealized 

vision makes followers respect their leader and find her worthy of identifying with and 

imitating. Charismatic leaders gain follower’s trust by transforming their concern for their 

needs into total dedication and commitment to their common cause, in a disinterested and 

selfless manner.              

 

In an often cited article published in 1993, Shamir et al. aim at explaining the underlying 

leadership behaviors by which charismatic leaders have unique effects on followers. These 

behaviors can be explained through a process by which charismatic leaders strongly engage in 

followers’ self-concepts in the interest of the articulated vision. The process can be 

distinguished into five steps: 
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1. Increasing the intrinsic valence of effort: By emphasizing the symbolic and expressive 

aspects of an effort – the fact that the effort itself reflects important value, the charismatic 

leader increases follower motivation.   

2. Increasing effort-accomplishment experiences: By expressing high performance 

expectations and confidence in the follower’s ability to meet such expectations, and by 

emphasizing the relationships between efforts and important values, the leader enhances self-

esteem and self-worth. In this way, the charismatic leader empowers her followers. 

3. Increasing the intrinsic valence of goal accomplishment: By articulating a common vision 

or a mission and by showing how these goals are consistent with the collective past and its 

future, the charismatic leader makes actions towards these goals seem more meaningful.  

4. Instilling faith in a better future: Charismatic leaders instill faith in their followers by 

emphasizing values and distal goals and utopian outcomes for the future.      

5. Creating personal commitment: By emphasizing common identities, values and visions 

shared by leader and follower, the charismatic leader creates a higher level of commitment 

that motivates the follower to invest efforts regardless of the external costs and benefits.  

 

Through this process charismatic leaders “increase the intrinsic value of efforts and goals by 

linking them to valued aspects of the follower self-concept, thus harnessing the motivational 

forces of self-expression, self-consistency, self-esteem and self-worth” (Shamir et al., 1993, p. 

584). As a result, the salience hierarchy of values and identities within the follower’s self-

concept is changed, which enables the leader to make use of values better suitable for the 

collective vision. According to Shamir et al. (1993) the behavioral process described above is 

manifested by two types of leader behavior: role modeling and frame alignment. 

 

Role modeling is a non-verbal way for the leader to display an image of herself that provides 

the followers an idea of preferable kinds of traits, values, beliefs, and behaviors. Therefore, 

the leader provides an ideal template, a point of reference for the follower, acquired from 

observations of leader’s behavior, lifestyle, emotional reactions, values, aspirations, 

preferences. The leader then becomes a representative character or a symbol that gives 

meaning and direction to the followers. (Shamir et al., 1993)     

 

Frame alignment refers to “the linkage of individual and leader orientations, such that some 

set of follower’s interest, values and beliefs and the leader’s activities, goals and identity 
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become congruent and complementary” (Shamir et al., 1993, p. 585). In this way, charismatic 

leaders link individual and leader interest into a shared interest that they will both strive for 

and gain from. Frame alignment enables individuals to locate, perceive and label events or 

occurrences in a meaningful way, thus organize experience and guide direction. The changes 

implied by frame alignment represent a shift from the instrumental to the moral and from an 

individual concern to concern with contributions to the collective (Fiol et al., 1999).   

 

3. 3. 2. Situational variables  

Despite a lack of research about the situational variables of charisma (Conger, 1999) it can be 

established that charismatic leadership is most likely to emerge from a dysfunctional or crisis 

situation that calls for radical change (Conger & Kanungo, 1987). According to Conger 

(1999, p. 164) “the most common position among researchers concerning context argues that 

periods of stress and turbulence are the most conductive for charismatic leadership”. Weber 

specifically focused on times of crisis when he originally brought up the phenomenon of 

charismatic leadership in the 1960s, and a possible explanations for why charismatic 

leadership is most likely to emerge during times of crisis and change is that times of stressful 

change encourage a longing among followers for a leader who offers attractive solutions and 

visions of the future.  

 

Another, explanation is that it is easier for charismatic leaders to promote and implement a 

new vision during times of uncertainty when the status quo appears as a no longer preferable 

option. Furthermore, Bligh, Kohles and Meindl (2004) suggests that the emotions felt in the 

aftermath of a crisis, including shock, confusion, fear, anger, sorrow, and anxiety, can have 

potentially devastating effect on individual self-concepts and collective identity and may 

significantly affect the relationship between a leader and her followers. Hence, times of crisis 

enhance the likelihood that followers cope by putting increased faith in leaders, see the leader 

as more powerful, and identify more with the leader.      

 

The fact that many theorists see vision as a main component of charismatic leadership 

(Conger & Kanungo, 1987) could be a probable reassurance of the idea that charisma stems 

from crisis. Charismatic leaders are innovative and challenge the status quo by presenting 

followers with a powerful vision that inspires and motivates them towards change (Seyranian 

& Bligh, 2008). Here the vision refers to some idealized goal that the leader wants the 
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organization to achieve in the future, and the more utopian and idealized the goal seems to be, 

the further away it is from the status quo. And the greater the discrepancy of the goal from the 

status quo, the more likely followers will view the leader as visionary.  

 

Hence, by presenting an idealized goal to followers, the leader provides a challenge and a 

motivation for change. Despite an extreme discrepancy, the vision will stay within the latitude 

of acceptance as long as it represents a perspective shared by the followers and promises to 

meet their hopes and aspirations. However, since charisma in leaders is seen mainly when 

they bring about radical change, it is believed that charismatic authority is essentially unstable 

and transitory, hence charisma is likely to fade once a new order established. (Conger & 

Kanungo, 1987)           

 

3. 3. 3. Follower attributions 

In addition to the idea that charismatic leadership is determined by the leader’s personal 

attributes and behaviors as well as situational variables, Conger & Kanungo (1987) believe 

that leaders are perceived as more charismatic than others based on a phenomenon that is 

largely relational and perceptual. This means that when generating the charismatic leadership, 

it is not what the leader is but rather what people see in the leader that counts. It is also 

believed that the leader must share the same basic beliefs and values as her followers in order 

to be perceived as charismatic. Further, it is believed impossible to determine a single 

personality type as charismatic since variations in different individual personalities could all 

be categorized as charismatic. (Conger & Kanungo, 1987)      

 

Examples of personal attributes that have been identified as consistent throughout a number of 

studies include vision or appealing ideological goals, behavior that inspire confidence, an 

ability to instill and/or create inspirational activities, self-confidence, dominance, a need for 

influence, rhetorical or articulation ability, and nonconventional behavior. This results in the 

followers having an unquestioning acceptance, trust, affection, obedience, emotional 

involvement, personal identification and affinity with the leader, her beliefs and mission. This 

perspective partly establishes that charisma is not found solely in the leader and her 

personality, but rather in the interplay between the leader’s attributes and the needs, beliefs, 

values, and perceptions of the followers. (Conger & Kanungo, 1987)      
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In the mid 1980s, Conger and Kanungo (1987) attempted the first serious task of linking 

charismatic leadership to organizational theory in order to create a deeper understanding of 

the phenomenon within organizations. This was done through an identification of a systematic 

conceptual framework and proposition of a model linking organizational contexts to 

charismatic leadership by removing the aura of mysticism from charisma and dealing with it 

as a strictly behavioral process. The model builds on the idea that charisma is an “attributional 

phenomenon” (Conger & Kanungo, p. 639) where charisma is viewed as an attribution made 

by followers who observe certain behaviors of the leader. The leader’s role is observed and 

can be interpreted by her followers as expressions of charismatic qualities. Hence, the 

attribution is not made about the leader based on her rank in the organization, but rather 

because of the behavior she exhibits.  

 

When Conger and Kanungo summarize the attribution of charisma, it is believed to depend on 

four variables; the difference between the status quo and the future vision created by the 

leader, the amount of innovation and unconventional means used by the leader to achieve the 

desired change, a realistic assessment of environmental circumstances for bringing about such 

change, and the way the leader articulates her vision in order to influence and inspire 

followers. Hence, the nature, formulation, articulation and means of achieving a charismatic 

leader’s goals are different from those advocated by other leaders. “In the model, charisma is 

viewed both as a set of dispositional attributions by the followers and as a set of leaders’ 

manifest behaviors. The two are linked in the sense that the leaders’ behaviors form the basis 

of follower’s attributions.” (Conger and Kanungo, 1987, p. 645) Conger and Kanungo’s 

results are illustrated in Table 1 on the following page.  
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Table 1: Behavioral Components of Charismatic and Noncharismatic Leaders 
Source: Conger & Kanungo (1987) 

                                           Noncharismatic                                                  Charismatic 
                                          Leaders                                     Leaders                       

 
Relation to  Essentially agrees with status                     Essentially opposed to status 
Status quo  quo and strives to maintain it                     quo and strives to change it 
 
Future Goal  Goal not too discrepant from                     Idealized vision which is highly 

status quo                       discrepant from status quo 
      
Likableness  Shared perspective makes                     Shared perspective and idealized 
  him/her likable                                               vision makes him/her a likable    
                                                 and honourable hero worthy of 
                        identification and imitation 
 
Trustworthiness  Disinterested advocacy in                    Disinterested advocacy by incurring 
  persuasion attempts                     great personal risk and cost 
          
Expertise  Expert in using available means                     Expert in using unconventional
                           to achieve goals with the                   means to transcend the existing order  
   framework of the existing order      
 
Behavior  Conventional, conforming                   Unconventional or counternormative 
  to existing norms  
                        
Environmental  Low need for environmental                      High need for environmental 
Sensitivity  sensitivity to maintain status quo                    sensitivity for changing the  
                         status quo  
 
Articulation  Weak articulation of goals and                     Strong articulation of future 
   motivation to lead                     vision and motivation to lead 
 
Power Base  Position power and personal power            Personal power (based on experience, 
  (based on reward, expertise, and                   respect, and admiration for a unique  
  liking for a friend who is a similar other              hero) 
 
Leader-Follower                         Egalitarian,                                              Elitist, entrepreneur, and exemplary  
Relationship   consensus seeking, or directive                         
 
                          Nudges or orders people to share                Transforms people to share the radical  
  his/her views                      changes advocated 
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3. 4. Charismatic leadership rhetoric 

“The skillful use of rhetoric has been argued to be a critical component of charismatic leaders’ 

visionary behavior” (Bligh et al., 2004, p. 214) and according to Bligh & Hess (2007) 

leadership is fundamentally grounded in language and rooted in communication processes. A 

key aspect of a charismatic leader’s appeal is her skill in public articulation and expression of 

sentiments that followers feel, but are unable or unwilling to express themselves (Bligh et al., 

2004) and according to Shamir, Zakay, Breinin and Popper (1998, p. 388) “charismatic 

leaders, by their verbal and symbolic behavior, raise the salience of certain values and 

collective identities in followers’ self-concepts and articulate the goals and required efforts in 

terms of those values and identities”.   

 

Bligh & Hess (2007) give examples of a number of underlying elements of charismatic 

leaders’ communication style, such as the ability to tailor speech to different audiences, 

rhetorical devices such as alliteration and repetition, and the use of figurative language and 

imagery. The authors mention that how leaders frame their message and their use of literary 

devices such as analogies, metaphors and stories are vital in creating and communicating a 

successful message. Bligh & Hess (2007) suggest the communication component of 

leadership can be broken into two distinct pieces; the content, and the delivery or presentation 

of the message, where the rhetorical content of a leaders’ speech plays an important role in 

followers’ attributions.  

 

The content of leader speech has a potentially profound effect on followers, especially during 

unclear or crisis situations where the uncertainty makes followers rely more on the leader’s 

verbal cues (Seyranian & Bligh, 2007). The following text will elaborate and examine these 

different aspects of leadership oratory in order to bring clarity to the different components of 

charismatic leadership rhetoric.          

 

3. 4. 1. Articulating a vision 

According to Conger & Kanungo (1987) a leader becomes charismatic when she succeeds in 

changing followers attitudes to accept the advocated vision. By presenting a well articulated 

and inclusive vision, the leader appeals to people’s emotions and boosts self-worth. This 

results in followers forming strong emotional attachments, and building a sense of trust and 
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confidence in the charismatic leader. (Seyranian & Bligh, 2008) In this way, charismatic 

leaders make followers become highly committed to the mission and make significant 

personal sacrifices in the interest of this mission (Fiol et al., 1999). The charismatic leader’s 

ability to inspire followers to work towards a vision rather than motivating them with rewards 

and punishments enables her to perform effective leadership (Seyranian & Bligh, 2008).  

 

In gaining followers’ trust and commitment, the charismatic leader communicates her 

motivation and enthusiasm through both verbal and nonverbal actions. In order to give 

credibility to what they advocate the leader’s convictions, self-confidence and dedication is 

communicated by engaging in exemplary acts that followers perceive as involving great 

personal risk, cost and energy, which may include possible loss of finances or career. The 

leader also uses traditional non-verbal techniques such as the way they dress, their 

appearance, and other forms of body language. Verbally, charismatic leaders employ the 

impression management technique of using rhetoric by selecting suitable words or phrases to 

reflect assertiveness, confidence, expertise, and concern for followers’ needs. (Conger & 

Kanungo, 1987)        

 

Conger and Kanungo (1987) compares organizational vision to the prophecy of religion; “In 

religion, charisma stems from prophecy; in organizations, charisma stems from advocacy for 

the future. Failure of either prophecy or advocacy may change the attribution from charisma 

to madness” (Conger & Kanungo, 1987, p. 642). In order for charismatic leaders to be 

successful advocates of their discrepant vision, they have to be credible communicators. A 

leader’s credibility could result from projecting an image of being likeable, trustworthy, and 

knowledgeable, but also from a credible and inspirational rhetorical articulation.  

 

The authors claim that there are specific ways through which charismatic leaders articulate 

their visions and strategies for action. By comparatively referring to the status quo and the 

future vision, they “paint positive pictures of the future vision and negative ones of the status 

quo” (Conger & Kanungo, 1097, p. 643). An articulation of the context, including the nature 

of the status quo, the nature of the future vision, the plans of action for realizing the vision, 

and the wins and gains such a change will bring, enables the charismatic leader to present the 

status quo as intolerable, whereas the vision is presented as the most attractive and attainable 

alternative. (Conger & Kanungo, 1987) 
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3. 4. 2. Frame-aligning rhetoric 

The attribution of charisma to leaders based on their rhetorical skills is well established in 

scholarly writing, and leader rhetoric is commonly believed to play an important role in 

recruiting followers and increasing their identifications with the leader and the mission 

(Shamir, Arthur & House, 1994). Deriving from the idea of frame alignment presented earlier 

in this chapter (Shamir et al., 1993), Shamir et al. (1994) attempt to explain what makes a 

speech charismatic, and what rhetoric is used in doing so.  

 

Although the work by Shamir et al. (1993) provides some examples of verbal leadership 

behavior as components of the charismatic leader’s behavior, Shamir et al. (1994) expands 

this theory by presenting the general propositions into more specific propositions about 

content elements that are likely to be emphasized in charismatic leaders’ speech. According to 

the authors, a charismatic leader is one who has the ability to arouse people emotionally and 

to persuade large numbers of people through her oratory.  

 

According to Shamir et al. (1993) charismatic leaders engage in communicative processes that 

affect frame alignment and accomplish change by interpreting the present and the past, clearly 

articulating an ideology by often using labels and slogans, and providing a vivid image of the 

future. By articulating an ideological vision and inviting followers to share the values of the 

vision, charismatic leaders provide the followers with a sense of identity with the collective. 

Furthermore, “articulation of high performance expectations, together with display of 

confidence in followers, results in enhancing both followers’ self-esteem and self-worth” 

(Shamir et al., 1993, p. 585). Thus, one of the major ways in which charismatic leaders 

engage in frame alignment is through the use of rhetoric (Shamir et al., 1994).  

 

Since people strive for a sense of congruence and continuity between the past, the present and 

the future, charismatic leaders will make many references to collective history and traditions 

in their oratory. In an aim to link followers’ self-concepts to goals and required efforts 

profitable for the whole organization, charismatic leaders will also make many references to 

collective identity in their speeches. They will also emphasize collective efficiency and the 

added strength by joining forces and working together. (Shamir et al., 1994) However, in 

order to be charismatic, it is not enough to emphasize collective identities (Shamir et al., 
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1993). The leader also points out similarities between her and followers, such as background, 

experience and values, in order to demonstrate her belonging to the same collectivity.  

 

In this way, the leader can present herself as a potential role model who the followers can 

identify with, thus imitate the leader’s beliefs and accept her mission. Furthermore, in order to 

raise the importance of key values and demonstrate the consistency between advocated goals, 

actions and followers’ values, charismatic leaders tend to make numerous references to values 

and moral justifications. Charismatic leaders also make many references to hope and faith in 

their speeches since hopefulness intrinsically satisfies people, hence they will remain 

motivated. These references to hope and faith are supplemented by the aim of empower 

followers through the expression of high expectations of them and confidence in their 

abilities. (Shamir et al., 1994) Based on these assumptions of charismatic leaders’ oratory, in 

comparison to the speech of non-charismatic leaders, the speech of charismatic leaders will 

contain: 

 

1. More reference to collective history and continuity between past and present 

2. More references to the collective and collective identity, and fewer references to 

individual self-interest 

3. More positive references to followers’ and identification with followers 

4. More references to leader’s similarity to followers and identification with followers 

5. More references to values and moral justification, and fewer references to tangible 

outcomes and instrumental justifications 

6. More references to distal goals and the distant future, and fewer references to proximal 

goals and the near future 

7. More references to hope and faith  

 

3. 4. 3. Change rhetoric 

According to Fiol et al. (1999) charismatic leadership is, at its essence, the contrary of 

conventions, since its values imply rejection of the status quo and strive for innovation 

through nonconventional solutions to existing problems. Therefore, negation of existing 

organizational beliefs is a fundamental characteristic of charismatic leadership; if a leader 

adopts more institutionalized conventions, she will appear less charismatic.  
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“Sociologists, political scientists, and organizational behavior theorists have described or 

defined charismatic leaders as breaking with traditional institutional authority and persuading 

followers to embrace innovative or revolutionary ideas. These definitions imply a motivation 

to change the status quo. Charismatic leaders are thus motivated to alter or break the `frame´ 

or interpretive scheme by which individuals locate, perceive, and label occurrences in their 

life consistent with the status quo.” (Fiol et al., 1999, p. 453) Because of this visionary and 

innovative core of charismatic leadership, motivating followers towards change is central for 

charismatic leaders (Fiol et al., 1999).  

 

According to Shamir et al. (1993) a part of charismatic leader’s special ability is the power to 

modify the beliefs and preferences of individuals and create a new compatibility between 

personal and collective values; frame alignment. Fiol et al. (1999) suggest that these leaders 

can thus effect change through frame re-alignment. Before followers will align around a new 

interpretive frame, their previous relationship with the existing collectively dominant values 

must be reversed. Follower’s interest, values and beliefs are often bound to the existing 

organization through frame alignment (Shamir et al., 1993), and if the leader wants to 

accomplish change, these organizational “frames” need to be broken before new frames that 

correspond to the leader’s vision can be built (Fiol et al., 1999). According to Fiol et al. 

(1999) this change is brought about in three phases: frame breaking, frame moving, and frame 

re-aligning: 

 

1. Frame breaking 

In order to effect organizational change, a charismatic leader must first attempt to reduce the 

strength of the value individuals place on conventional norms. Since charismatic leaders strive 

for change and innovation, they also strive to alter or break the frame by which individuals 

label, locate, and perceive occurrences in their life consistent with the status quo. Established 

rules and generic truths are a part of every organization, and in order for charismatic leaders 

to bring about the changes needed to reach their vision, they must break up these conventional 

rules and norms. A major reason for change resistance is the individuals’ beliefs in the value 

of existing social norms. Hence the leader can not focus exclusively on the level of the 

collective, nor at the individual level, but should rather consider the interface between the 

two: how the norms of the organization affect the individual, and vive versa. In order to 

discourage the follower’s desire of current convention or fear of innovation, the leader must 
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advocate change and persuade the followers into a more neutral state of mind. (Fiol et al., 

1999) 

 

2. Frame moving 

In order to enable change, the leader must eventually move followers’ values from a neutral to 

a more active state in order to enable desired innovation and build a new stable and 

compatible value structure that corresponds to the leader’s vision. The members of the current 

organization often either desire current conventions, or they might fear innovation. In order to 

respond to this, the leader then need to link individual and leader interpretive orientations, so 

that the interests, values and beliefs of the followers correspond to the leader’s activities, 

goals, and ideology. By negating the established social norms and advocate innovation, the 

leader will minimize change resistance and move the collective values to a new level. 

 

3. Frame re-aligning 

During the last step of the change process, the charismatic leader creates the new frame of the 

organization, which is congruent with her vision. Conger and Kanungo (1987) suggest that 

such change takes place through the charismatic leader’s act of frame re-alignment. However, 

this re-alignment can take place only if the structures of the previous frames have been broken 

down, and the charismatic leader must engage the self-concepts of followers in the mission 

articulated by the leader in order to create new frames. In this way, frame re-aligning is a task 

of translating the innovative ideas into socially conventional ideas. (Fiol et al., 1999) 

 

In summary, these steps describe a process whereby leaders manipulate different aspects of 

followers’ personal motivations and social values in order to accomplish change (Seyranian & 

Bligh, 2008). The charismatic leader builds a new set of personal and collective value 

combinations by first reducing the strength of current values by neutralizing followers’ ties to 

those values and then negating the current values in favor of new ones. Finally, the leader 

solidifies the links between her innovative vision and the value of her followers by 

substituting the negated value with the new, favorable value. Charismatic leaders employ 

consistent and distinct communication strategies for effecting change in each of these three 

phases. They employ a predictable set of linguistic techniques to break town, move, and 

realign certain beliefs of their followers; negation, inclusion and abstraction. (Fiol et al., 1999) 
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According to Fiol et al. (1999) the use of the word “not” is an essential rhetoric device for 

negating the current situation during the frame-breaking phase. Since charismatic leaders, by 

definition, attempt innovation and change, they hence use the word “not” more frequently 

than non-charismatic leaders. Since phase one in the change process is about negating the 

followers’ personal values and make them more neutral, negation is naturally an important 

rhetorical device during this part of the process.  

 

However, since the second phase of the process involves moving neutralized values toward a 

less neutral position, in addition to moving away from the original convention, this phase calls 

for “double negation” (p. 462). Other negating terms used by charismatic leaders during the 

first and second phase are “aren’t”, “shouldn’t”, “don’t”, “nor”, “nay” and “nothing” 

(Seyranian & Bligh, 2008) During the last part of the process, the leader has to provide a 

positive substitute for the negated original norm, and there is thus no longer any need for 

negation. Ultimately, negation is used frequently during the frame-breaking phase, more 

frequently during the frame-moving phase, and less frequently during the frame-re-aligning 

phase. (Fiol et al., 1999)   

 

Given the instability induced in the earlier phases of the change process, it is important that 

the leader generate relations of trust with followers and reassure the positive effects of the 

change. In this situation, inclusive and abstract language is both rhetorical techniques that will 

help in generating and sustaining such trusting relationships. By employing inclusive referents 

such as “we”, “us”, or “our group”, rather than exclusive language, such as “I”, “you” or 

“me”, the leader will provide to the follower a sense of belonging and group identification. 

Further, by employing abstraction in their rhetoric, charismatic leaders enlarge the boundaries 

of their ideas.  

 

Due to the ambiguity associated with abstract language, charismatic leaders are likely to 

employ high levels of abstraction during the frame-moving phase. Furthermore, inclusive and 

abstractive language is mainly used during the frame-moving phase, since the leader must 

then actively engage her followers in a process of visualizing the collective future change.  

“Inclusion explicitly invites followers to engage and embrace the leader’s values, while higher 

levels of abstraction open the space for followers to align their personal values with those of 

the leader” (Fiol et al., 1999, p. 463). These results are demonstrated in Table 2:  
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Table 2: Communication Strategies for Effecting Social Change.   
Source: Fiol et al. (1999)                        

  Phase One  Phase Two  Phase Thee 
Negation               Moderate frequency in                   High frequency in the                Low frequency in the 
                     the use of “not”.                          the use of “not”.                         use of “not”. 
 
Inclusion             Low frequency of inclusive         High frequency of inclusive        Moderate frequency of 

             referents (moderate use of               referents (low use of                    inclusive referents. 
               non-inclusive referents).               non-inclusive referents). 

 
Levels of              Low levels of abstraction             High levels of abstraction.               Moderate levels of   
Abstraction                    (infrequent use of     abstraction. 

                high-level abstraction). 
 
 
 

 

3. 4. 4. Content, composition, style and delivery 

Den Hartog and Verburg (1997) point out speech content (Shamir et al., 1994) as being an 

important component of speech designed to communicate the vision to followers and to gain 

acceptance of and commitment to that vision. However, the authors acknowledge that there 

are other important elements that seem to contribute substantially to the strong motivational 

and emotional effects that the charismatic leader’s rhetoric has on her followers: composition, 

style and delivery. Table 3 presents these four elements and several related aspects that play 

part when charismatic leaders are to appeal to an audience and communicate their vision:   

 

 

 

Table 3: Several (Related) Aspects of the Rhetoric of Charismatic Leaders 
Source: Den Hartog & Verburg (1997) 

        Message                                       Person 
           Content                        Composition / structure Communicator style Delivery  
 
  what the speech is         how the message is framed           the way in which one       the actual delivery 
       about                      through the use of metaphors,   communicates, i.e.       of the speech including 
                      or other rhetorical devices (i.e.   friendly, dominant             non-verbal aspects, 
                  alliteration, rhythm, contrasts, lists)            such as facial expression,  
                     eye-contact, gestures,   
                                                         tone of voice  
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According to Den Hartog and Verburg (1997) constructing a speech is a deliberate act by the 

speaker, but there is a distinction between the message that is presented and the person who is 

presenting it. Regarding the message itself, the focus can either be more on message content 

or on the composition of that message. The content refers to what a speaker actually wants to 

communicate, that is, what the speech is actually about, whilst the composition of the speech 

rather refers to different `rhetorical devices´ such as alliteration, irony and imagery that a 

communicator uses when framing the message. Regarding the person delivering the message, 

the focus can be on either style or delivery. Style refers to the way a speaker communicates, 

such as considerate or dominant, whilst delivery refers to the actual presentation of the 

message, including nonverbal aspects and expressive behavior such as speaking rate, fluency 

and facial expressions.  

 

According to Den Hartog and Verburg (1997) a speaker composes a message by adapting 

different rhetorical devices. The authors claim that audience responses to speeches such as 

clapping and cheering are strongly influenced by the rhetorical composition of the message. 

Devices used in the message composition are consistently effective in evoking positive 

reactions from the audience. For example, a speaker can adjust her language to appeal to 

different audiences in various ways, since different levels of language have different emotive 

power and associations. A CEO using the language of a factory worker when addressing the 

operative staff of her company may evoke a sense of affection and admiration by the 

audience.  

 

Speakers can also compose a strong and effective message through the use of figurative 

language and imagery, such as metaphors. Metaphors are used to show the likeness of two 

things, often things that are very unlike each other. They can serve to interpret or illustrate 

reality, or for clarification and expression of certain emotions. Metaphors appeal to various 

senses of the listener; they engage emotion, intellect, imagination and values, and this variety 

of stimulation ensures a more vivid experience for the listener. Metaphor is a way for the 

speaker to make the vision and ideas “come to life” and thus serves as an effective tool for 

frame alignment. (Den Hartog & Verburg, 1997) 

 

According to Mio, Riggio, Lenvin and Reese, (2005) leaders can use metaphors to make a 

message more vivid and increase its retention. Metaphors can also be used to convey 
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emotional meaning and trigger emotional reactions in others. This ability to clarify and arouse 

emotions in followers could be a key reason why leaders use metaphors. Metaphors such as 

`launched into an ocean of uncertainty´ (John Adams) and `we must provide for our nation the 

way a family provides for its children´ (Bill Clinton) have been traditionally used to inspire 

followers, and could in that sense be considered an important catalyst to activate followers 

around change efforts and new directions.  

 

Mio et al. (2005) claim that charismatic leaders use remarkably more metaphors in their 

speech than non-charismatic leaders, and they are also perceived as more inspiring when 

doing so. The authors further states that metaphor is indeed one of the rhetorical tools used 

more frequently by charismatic leaders, and that it is evident that metaphors play a role in 

making speeches more inspirational.  

 

Another example of rhetorical device when composing a message is the use of contrasts. 

According to Den Hartog and Verburg (1997) contrast is the most widely used rhetorical 

device among orators, and it is also the most effective device in eliciting applause, as the 

completion point of the contrast can be anticipated by the audience. A type of contrast is 

called “puzzle-solution” or “headline-punchline”, where the solution or punchline is the 

statement which forms the core of the speaker’s message. The speaker “creates a possibility to 

present a punchline or a solution by first giving a headline or creating some kind of puzzle in 

the minds of the audience” (Den Hartog & Verburg, 1997 p. 369). In this way, the punchline 

or solution is perceived as more powerful than it would have been when stated without the 

headline, and like metaphors this type of device creates a more vivid image in the minds of 

the audience.  

 

A device almost as effective and popular as contrast is the use of lists, especially three-part 

lists. Such lists are believed to attract both the speaker and the audience since they provide a 

unity and completeness to the speech. According to Den Hartog and Verburg (1997) the 

reason for this is that “three is the minimum number of elements required to show that there is 

indeed a list of similar items, two constructive items would show the possibility of a link to a 

more general class of phenomena which is confirmed by the third item” (p.368). Less and less 

is then gained by adding more items, which means that three is both the minimum and the 

maximum items to ambiguously establish a connection without becoming too excessive.     
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Other rhetorical devices regarding composition of the message are repetition and alliteration. 

Spoken words are rather difficult to comprehend since they disappear once they have been 

spoken; unless the listener remembers them. Repetition is an effective way to get a message 

across and make the audience remember what is being said, as it facilitates recall. Rhyme can 

be used in the same way. (Den Hartog & Verburg, 1997) 

 

Regarding the roles that content and delivery play in communicating an inspiring message, 

Den Hartog and Verburg (1997) claim that the effect of delivery may be stronger. Since poor 

delivery distracts listeners from message content and reduces the clarity of the message, 

powerful delivery is believed necessary for the content to have its full effect. However, the 

authors also point out that content and delivery may have different affects regarding short and 

long term perspectives.  

 

It is possible that delivery effects the audience’s short term enthusiasm and inspiration, whilst 

a meaningful content is more important from a long term perspective. Thus, how the vision is 

communicated becomes as important as what is being communicated. In addition to content 

and delivery, a person’s communicator style strengthens the way a message is delivered. 

Attentive, friendly, dominant and reflective are styles that have been previously connected to 

charisma, so by being dominant and relaxed, a speaker can communicate determination and 

confidence to an audience, which is likely to make her appear more inspirational. (Den Hartog 

& Verburg, 1997) 
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4. LEADERSHIP RHETORIC IN PRACTICE 

 

4. 1. Leader and speech presentation 

The previous chapter outlined numerous aspects of leadership rhetoric that will be applied on 

speeches by two of the world’s most successful business leaders; Steve Jobs and Eric Smith. 

The reason for choosing these leaders is the assumption that their use of rhetoric plays an 

important part in why they have become successful. Hence, by analyzing their speeches, the 

aim is to be able to illustrate in which ways successful business leaders use rhetoric.  

 

In both cases the leaders are presenting an inspirational speech with a clear vision and 

emphasis on the future. The speeches are held in front of university graduates at two different 

American universities: Stanford University and University of Pennsylvania. These speeches 

are chosen since they are representative from a number of aspects. First of all, it is to be 

expected from commencement addresses that they are well structured and rehearsed. Second, 

the speeches are addressed to an audience that is very likely included in the pool of future 

recruits of the companies that the speakers represent. Hence, the speakers have a lot to gain 

from inspiring these people. Third, the two speeches are similar in length and character, thus 

corresponds to one another in a comparable manner.     

 

Both of the leaders chosen for this analysis are representing innovative businesses which are 

positioned in the front range of their business segment and leading actors within their product 

range. Steve Jobs is the CEO and co-founder of Apple Inc, a leading company in consumer 

technology. Jobs’ Stanford University commencement address (performed at 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D1R-jKKp3NA) is held in front of the graduates of 

Stanford University in 2005. In the speech, Steve Jobs aims to inspire the young graduates to 

remain curios and eager for the future, and to follow their convictions and dreams. Although 

he never graduated from college himself, Jobs states that everyone can reach there goals if 

they work hard and stay committed to what they believe in.    

 

Eric Schmidt is the chief executive of Google Inc, a leading search engine for information on 

the internet. Schmidt’s University of Pennsylvania commencement address (performed at 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6wKFQx30f6M) is held in front of graduates of University 
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of Pennsylvania in 2009. The speech is about the power of information and technological 

innovation and aims to inspire the graduates to be unreasonable in order to be innovative, 

creative and inspired.  

 

The rhetoric of the two CEOs will be analyzed from two theoretical aspects, which is 

classical and charismatic leadership rhetoric. In doing so, it will become obvious in which 

ways these leaders apply rhetoric in their leadership. Model 1 summarizes the main aspects of 

rhetoric elaborated in the theory chapter. This model is the tool by which the rhetoric of the 

two business leaders is analyzed. 

      

 

 

Model 1: Aspects of Leadership Rhetoric 
Source: My own 

 
 
 
 

CLASSICAL RHETORIC 
• Dispositio 
• Ethos 
• Pathos 
• Logos 

CHARISMATIC RHETORIC 
• Vision 
• Framing 
• Change rhetoric 
• Content, composition, 

style and delivery 
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4. 2. Speech analysis 

4. 2. 1. Classical rhetoric 

In order to get an understanding of if, and in which ways, the leaders apply classical rhetoric 

in their leadership the disposition of the speech will be examined as well as the three different 

ways of persuasion; ethos, pathos and logos.  

 

 

Steve Jobs 

 

 

Assuming that the aim of Steve Jobs speech is to inspire and convince the audience of the 

benefits of staying away from conventional ideal about how to live their lives and instead to 

follow their heart and inner intuition, Steve Jobs practices the classical disposition in his 

speech in a very typical way. He introduces his speech by attaining the goodwill from the 

audience through the phrase:  

 

“I am honored to be with you today for your commencement from one of the finest 
universities in the world.” 
 

He then moves on to state his facts by chronologically presenting three narrative stories, 

relating back to his own background. These three stories contend situations in his life when he 

did not see the outcome of things at first, but then realized afterwards that all these events had 

a specific and important meaning for his success later in life. The first story is about how his 

decision to drop out of college led to circumstances that would prove to be invaluable during 

his development of Mac computers. An extract of that story is illustrated below: 

 

“This was the start in my life. And seventeen years later I did go to college. But I naively 
chose a college that was almost as expensive as Stanford, and all of my working class 
parent’s savings were being spent on my college tuition. After six months I could not see the 
value in it. I had no idea what I wanted to do with my life and no idea how college was going 
to help me figuring it out. And here I was, spending all the money my parents had saved their 
entire life. So I decided to drop out and trust that it would all work out okay. It was pretty 
scary at the time, but looking back, it was one of the best decisions I ever made.” 
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Jobs supports his statement of facts by pointing out the different positive effects that each 

event had on his life, as a proof that the decisions he made were the right ones. Again, an 

example fro story number one is illustrated: 

 
“If I had never dropped out, I would have never dropped in on that typography class, and 
personal computers might not have the wonderful typography that they do.”  
 

Jobs refutes the possible counter argument that that dropping out of school, hence following 

your dreams, is a bad thing to do, by acknowledging the bad consequences such a decision 

might have, yet stating that it was till worth it: 

 

“It wasn’t all romantic. I didn’t have a dorm room, so I slept on the floor in friends’ rooms. I 
returned Coke bottles for the five cent deposits to buy food with. And I would walk the seven 
miles across town every Sunday night to get one good meal a week at the Hare Krishna 
Temple. I loved it. And much of what I stumbled into by following my curiosity and intuition 
turned out to be priceless later on.”                                         
 

Jobs concludes his speech in a very powerful and inspirational way that certainly arouses 

emotions within the audience and promotes them to take action: 

 

“Your time is limited, so don’t waste it living someone else’s life. Don’t be trapped by dogma, 
which is living with the results of other peoples’ thinking. Don’t let the noise of other’s 
opinions drown out your own, inner voice. And most important; have the courage to follow 
your heart and intuition. They somehow already know what you truly want to become. 
Everything else is secondary.”   
 

Since Jobs’ speech is dominated by stories from his own life and not filled with much actual 

fact and statistics, logos is probably the least present of the three means of persuasion. 

Regarding the other three means of persuasion, Jobs uses ethos by being trustworthy and 

credible in constantly referring to events in his own life that has been difficult, but has led him 

to where he is today. He speaks of these events in a mature and wise way, which gives him 

certain credibility. However, Jobs presents a very emotionally stressed, which appeals to the 

feelings and sympathy of the audience. Hence, Jobs’ main appeal to the audience is through 

pathos. He uses pathos, by relating to the audience through stories that they can identify 

themselves with or relate to: 

 

“About a year ago I was diagnosed with cancer. I had a scan at 7:30 in the morning, and it 
clearly showed a tumor on my pancreas. I didn't even know what a pancreas was. The doctors 
told me this was almost certainly a type of cancer that is incurable, and that I should expect to 
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live no longer than three to six months. My doctor advised me to go home and get my affairs 
in order, which is doctor's code for prepare to die. It means to try and tell your kids 
everything you thought you'd have the next 10 years to tell them in just a few months. It means 
to make sure everything is buttoned up so that it will be as easy as possible for your family. It 
means to say your goodbyes.” 

 

 

Eric Schmidt 

 

 

Eric Schmidt gains the goodwill and attention from the audience by introducing his speech 

congratulating the graduates for their completed studies: 

 

“Let me begin by congratulating all the graduates. It is exciting to be graduating. And I 
especially want to congratulate the parents.”  

 

He continues to gain the audience’s goodwill by stating the importance that University of 

Pennsylvania has played in his life, and that the graduates of the university are the most 

desirable ones for Google to hire as interns: 

 

“We owe a debt in my industry - to Penn - that is profound. It was in 1946 that the ENIAC 
was invented, right here in a basement down the street. And literally everything that you see, 
every computer, every mobile phone, every device, descends from the principles that were 
invented right here. This really is the center of my world. And now sixty-three years later, 250 
of your alumni work at Google. This is the most desirable place for us to hire interns 
anywhere in the world and I can tell you that we know the quality of the graduates that I see 
before me are the best in the world. It is exciting to be part of this.” 
 

Schmidt then moves on to state his ideas of innovation and change by referring to examples of        

great innovations that has changed the reality for the students, compared to previous 

generations: 

 

“So, we had Tang, you have Red Bull. And we programmed computers in a language called 
BASIC. You, of course, use Java. We had VCRs that had an hour of video and cost 700 
dollars. You use YouTube and you upload things, fifteen hours of YouTube video every 
minute. And we got our news from newspapers. You remember them? You get yours from 
blogs and tweets. And for those of you who don’t know what a tweet is, it’s not what you hear 
in a zoo, right. We stood in line to buy Pong, you stood in line to buy the Wiis. We didn’t tell 
people about our most embarrassing moments in college, you record them and post them on 
YouTube and Facebook every day. And I am looking forward to watching these for the next 
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thirty or forty years. We used mainframe computers with 300 megabytes of storage to go to 
the moon six times. You use an iPod with 120 gigabytes, that’s about 500 times more, to get to 
your next class. Which is not that close, because it’s an urban campus. We thought that 
“friending” was a noun. You think of it as a verb. We had phone booths, remember them? 
You have cell phones. We wore watches; we took pictures with cameras. We navigated with 
maps; we listened to transistor radios. Again, you have a cell phone.”  
 

Eric Schmidt also argues that the youth of today should not be worried about the bad financial 

times that they are facing as young graduates. As proof of his opinion that innovation stems 

from creative environments and contexts, such as a crisis, Schmidt states that: 

“What did the Great Depression spur? Well, it spurred Rice Krispies, Twinkies and the beer 
can. You would have never gotten through college without these things, right? So it seems to 
me that with all the technology and the connected-ness that we see, you have an opportunity 
that’s even better, even stronger than anything that I ever faced when I was sitting in the same 
seats.” 

 

Schmidt does not include any direct refutation in his speech, but he does promote an idea of 

people being able to learning from mistakes, in contrast to being punished for them: 

 

“In many ways, certainly for the last four years and maybe in high school as well, you have 
been penalized for making mistakes. From now on, the rewards will gravitate to those who 
make mistakes and learn from them.”    
 

Schmidt concludes his speech with the exhortation: 

 

“You will find today, that the best chance you will ever have is right now, to start being 
unreasonable. But when you do, listen to me, be nice to your parents and true to your 
school.” 
 

This is a way for him to urge his audience to challenge conventions and rules and become 

independent and analytical thinkers. To think of new ideas and develop those ideas into 

successful inventions that will bring the technology and humanity into the future.  

 

Regarding the three means of persuasion, Schmidt mainly appeals to the logical ideas of the 

audience through his continuous referrals to science and technical development. He also uses 

ethos by presenting himself as a trustworthy due to his expertise. However, there is almost no 

pathos present in Schmidt’s since uses very little emotional rhetoric.   
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4. 2. 2. Charismatic rhetoric 

Since the visionary aspect is such an important part of charismatic rhetoric, it is interesting to 

see whether or not the leaders’ speeches include such elements. For the same reason, this part 

of the analysis will also examine if the leaders use framing rhetoric, as well as change 

communication. Furthermore, an examination of the difference between content and delivery 

will be done, to see how the leaders present their messages and which rhetorical devices they 

use.  

 

 

Steve Jobs 

 

 

When listening to Steve Jobs’ speech, it becomes evident that he is certainly a visionary 

leader who strongly believes in the potential of the future. In his speech, Jobs fulfills all of the 

components that have been mentioned as determiners for a visionary leadership. First of all, 

he presents a well articulated and inclusive vision: 

 

“Stay hungry. Stay foolish. And I have always wished that for myself. And now, as you 
graduate to begin anew, I wish that for you.” 
 

By this quote, Jobs equalizes himself with his audience by comparing himself to them. He 

inspires them with the same vision that inspires him, and makes them in that way identify 

themselves with him. Jobs also forms a strong emotional connection and builds a sense of 

trust and confidence with the audience by boosting the self-worth of the audience: 

 

“I am honored to be with you today for your commencement from one of the finest 
universities in the world.”  
 

As mentioned in the theory chapter, charismatic leaders communicate their conviction and 

dedication, and give credibility to what they advocate, by engaging in exemplary acts or risky 

behavior which may include possible loss of finances or career. Jobs refers back to such 

behavior when he tells the story about dropping out of college:  

 

“After six months, I couldn't see the value in it. I had no idea what I wanted to do with my life 
and no idea how college was going to help me figure it out. And here I was spending all of the 
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money my parents had saved their entire life. So I decided to drop out and trust that it would 
all work out okay.”  
 

Throughout his speech, Jobs presents himself as a role model for the audience to identify 

themselves with and get inspired from. Through the many stories told from his own life, he 

states himself as an example of how a person has become successful from believing in his 

dreams and following his heart: 

 

“Don't lose faith. I'm convinced that the only thing that kept me going was that I loved what I 
did. You've got to find what you love. And that is as true for your work as it is for your lovers. 
Your work is going to fill a large part of your life, and the only way to be truly satisfied is to 
do what you believe is great work. And the only way to do great work is to love what you do.”  
 

Another important aspect of visionary rhetoric is the advocacy of the future in comparison to 

the status quo. Jobs makes this very clear comparison when he urges the audience to keep 

looking for success in the future and not settle. The use of the words “don’t” and “no” is a 

typical technique that charismatic leaders use in order to negate the status quo in favor of 

change and innovation: 

 

“And don't settle. As with all matters of the heart, you'll know when you find it. And, like any 
great relationship, it just gets better and better as the years roll on. So keep looking. Don't 
settle.” 

 
Another example is:  

 
"If you live each day as if it was your last, someday you'll most certainly be right. It made an 
impression on me, and since then, for the past thirty-three years, I have looked in the mirror 
every morning and asked myself: "If today were the last day of my life, would I want to do 
what I am about to do today?" And whenever the answer has been "no" for too many days in 
a row, I know I need to change something.” 
 

In a way to inspire his audience, Jobs provides a very inspirational quote that is filled with 

values and moral: 

 

“Your time is limited, so don't waste it living someone else's life. Don't be trapped by dogma - 
which is living with the results of other people's thinking. Don't let the noise of others' 
opinions drown out your own inner voice. And most important; have the courage to follow 
your heart and intuition. They somehow already know what you truly want to become. 
Everything else is secondary.” 
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Jobs has adjusted his speech well to appeal to his audience. He provides illustrative stories 

from his life that are aimed to inspire, and it is likely that these stories would not have been 

perceived as inspirational to an older audience with people who do not face the same 

immediate and crucial decisions as graduating students.   

“Again, you can't connect the dots looking forward; you can only connect them looking 
backwards. So you have to trust that the dots will somehow connect in your future. You have 
to trust in something - your gut, destiny, life, karma, whatever. Because believing that the dots 
will connect down the road, will give you the confidence to follow your heart, even when it 
leads you of the well-worn path, and that will make all the difference.”  

 

Besides the figurative language and imagery that Jobs applies when telling stories from his 

own life, his speech is filled with descriptive metaphors. Some of these metaphors are 

illustrated below: 

“the dots will connect down the road” 

“follow your heart, even when it leads you off the well-worn path” 

“I had dropped the baton as it was being passed to me” 

“I had been rejected, but I was still in love” 

“It was awful tasting medicine, but I guess the patient needed it” 

“Sometimes life is going to hit you in the head with a brick.” 

“You are already naked. There is no reason not to follow your heart.” 

 

Jobs also provides contrasts in his speech in order to remain the audience’s attention with 

quotes such as: 

“The heaviness of being successful was replaced by the lightness of being a beginner again”  

“death is very likely the single best invention of life.” 

 
Jobs builds his entire speech around a three-part list of inspirational stories from his life. 

Besides that list, he includes another list in his speech: 

 

1. “I didn't have a dorm room, so I slept on the floor in friends' rooms,  
2. I returned coke bottles for the five cent deposits to buy food with,  
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3. and I would walk the seven miles across town every Sunday night to get one good 
meal a week at the Hare Krishna temple.” 

 

To emphasize some of his important argument, he also applies some repetition in his speech: 

 

“If you haven't found it yet, keep looking. And don't settle. As with all matters of the heart, 
you'll know when you find it. And, like any great relationship, it just gets better and better as 
the years roll on. So keep looking. Don't settle.” 
 

“Beneath it were the words: "Stay hungry. Stay foolish." It was their farewell message as they 
signed off. Stay hungry. Stay foolish. And I have always wished that for myself. And now, as 
you graduate to begin anew, I wish that for you. Stay Hungry. Stay Foolish.” 
 

In the latter example, Jobs also includes a rhyme, which makes the quote even more appealing 

to the audience and increases the chances of them remembering what is being said. Regarding 

Jobs’ communication style, he comes across as rather friendly and modest, however his 

expertise and experience also makes him trustworthy. Jobs delivers his speech in a way that 

corresponds well to the speech content. His speaking rate is calm and assertive, and his facial 

expression remain rather neutral in a way that does not interfere with the message.  

 

Eric Schmidt 

 

Assuming that the vision of Eric Schmidt’s speech is for people to stay innovative and 

unreasonable in order to enable future technology developments, the vision is clearly stated in 

his speech: 

“So if you think of mobile phones as a metaphor, as an extension of you, with image 
recognition, avatars and all of the technologies that are coming,  you can see that the ability 
for us to make our lives even more powerful is all right before us.” 

This vision is also inclusive, as he refers to “us”, stating that him and his audience face a 

common future. Schmidt boosts self-worth and appeal to the emotions of the audience by 

encouraging them with the idea that they are facing a bright future ahead of them: 

“So it seems to me that with all the technology and the connected-ness that we see, you have 
an opportunity that’s even better, even stronger than anything that I ever faced when I was 
sitting in the same seats.” 

He also urges the audience to remain innovative and changeable: 

 -45- 
 



Leading with words: Leadership rhetoric in modern organizations 

“So stop right now. Take a minute and think of something completely new and go work on 
that. Take that as your challenge; take that as your opportunity. Whatever you care the most 
about.” 

Schmidt’s entire speech is about advocating development of technology for a better and more 

interactive future. By doing this, he compares the future to the past and present, negating the 

latter. Schmidt presents a vivid image of the future that encourages the audience to share the 

values of his vision and become enthusiastic of what lie ahead of them. In doing so, Schmidt 

boosts the audience with a feeling of hope and faith in the future: 

“Imagine a situation, happening very soon, where all of the world’s information will be 
translated into all the other languages, so we can find out what everybody really thinks. And 
we can develop a new insight into what they care about and they can with us. In the next ten 
years, it will be possible to have the equivalent of iPods in your purse or on your belt with 85 
years of video. Which means that if it’s given to you at birth, you’re going to be frustrated the 
whole time, you’ll never be done watching all the videos. That’s how profound this 
technological revolution is.”  

“Well, we’re building a contemporaneous and historical record that is unparalleled in human 
history. There are all sorts of interesting possibilities. You’ll have megabits of bandwidth to 
essentially every human pair of hands in the world. For knowledge, for entertainment, for all 
of the things that people care about. You could have a face-to-face meeting across the world. 
And with automatic translation, you can talk to them even though they don’t speak your 
language.” 

Charismatic leaders are also known to make many references to a collective history shared by 

the leader and the followers. Schmidt does this in a very obvious and successful manner: 

“We owe a debt in my industry - to Penn - that is profound. It was in 1946 that the ENIAC 
was invented, right here in a basement down the street. And literally everything that you see, 
every computer, every mobile phone, every device, descends from the principles that were 
invented right here. This really is the center of my world.” 
 
 
He also does this by referring back to struggling times that the university has faced, but has 

been able to recover from. Furthermore, he addresses the audience as fellow Americans, 

which makes the collective reference even stronger: 

 
“If you think about twenty years ago, when Penn was struggling and the changes that the 
people around me made to turn it into the most desirable undergraduate major from a 
standpoint of high school applications in the country, from the kind of culture that has been 
built here, you see that the culture works, and that the combination that you see represented 
on the stage, that the parents are so proud to have sent their students to, really has delivered 
the very best that we can do here in America.” 
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Schmidt also emphasizes the collective efficiency and the added strength of joining forces and 

working together: 

 
“Well, do it in a group, its much more fun anyway. None of us is as smart as all of us. 
Universities now are good at teaching you how to work with other people, its no longer the 
lone light sitting in the lab, it’s a team.” 
 

Typically to charismatic leaders, Schmidt makes some references to values and moral, such 

as: 

 
“Trust matters” 

“you need to live for the future and the things that you really, really care about.”  

“You’ll find that people really are the same all around the world. They really do care about 
the same things. You’ll find that curiosity and enthusiasm and passion are contagious.” 
 

Schmidt’s has adjusted his speech to the audience rather well; however he tends to focus a 

little bit too much on technical development and information technique rather than on the 

aspect of graduation. He begins by talking about the graduates and University of 

Pennsylvania, but in the rest of the speech he is struggling to keep a theme that would seem 

relevant to the graduates in the specific, given situation. 

 

In order to ensure a more vivid experience for the audience, Schmidt uses metaphors in his 

speech. He refers to the metaphor of resilience when he speaks about the university: 

 

“Now, when I think about Penn, I think about the metaphor of resilience, of a culture that 
works, of a hunger to change. 
 

He also uses other metaphors such as: 
 

“Information is power” 
 
“trust is the most important currency.” 
 
“You’ll find that nothing beats holding the hand of your grandchild as he walks his first 
steps.” 
 
“it serves as a check and balance on politicians.” 
 

 -47- 
 



Leading with words: Leadership rhetoric in modern organizations 

Furthermore, Schmidt uses a long list of metaphors to compare the part with the present, thus 

combining the rhetorical devices or metaphor and list. However, a list is most effective when 

it is presented in a combination of three, since it provides a unity and completeness to the 

speech. In this sense, Schmidt’s list is far too long, which unfortunately is the case throughout 

the entire speech.  

 
“So, we had Tang, you have Red Bull. And we programmed computers in a language called 
BASIC. You, of course, use Java. We had VCRs that had an hour of video and cost 700 
dollars. You use YouTube and you upload things, fifteen hours of YouTube video every 
minute. And we got our news from newspapers. You remember them? You get yours from 
blogs and tweets. And for those of you who don’t know what a tweet is, it’s not what you hear 
in a zoo, right. We stood in line to buy Pong, you stood in line to buy the Wiis. We didn’t tell 
people about our most embarrassing moments in college, you record them and post them on 
YouTube and Facebook every day. And I am looking forward to watching these for the next 
thirty or forty years. We used mainframe computers with 300 megabytes of storage to go to 
the moon six times. You use an iPod with 120 gigabytes, that’s about 500 times more, to get to 
your next class. Which is not that close, because it’s an urban campus. We thought that 
“friending” was a noun. You think of it as a verb. We had phone booths, remember them? 
You have cell phones. We wore watches; we took pictures with cameras. We navigated with 
maps; we listened to transistor radios. Again, you have a cell phone.” 
 

There is however an example of when he uses a typical three-part list, and it becomes evident 

that such a list more effective in terms of unity: 
 

1. “This is life changing, 

2. life saving, 

3. life fundamental" 
 
Considering the fact that Schmidt’s entire speech is about technology and about the ability to 

be socially interactive through innovations of new inventions, he concludes his speech by 

providing an unexpected contrast to the subject of his speech: 

 
“And in a world where everything is remembered and everything is kept forever – the world 
you are in – you need to live for the future and the things you really, really care about. And 
what are those things? Well in order to know that, I hate to say it, but you’re going to have to 
turn off your computer.” 
 

Regarding Schmidt’s communication style, he comes across as rather unassertive. His speech 

is quite awkwardly presented and he often forgets his lines or repeats himself in situations 

when he is not supposed to. As poor delivery reduces the clarity of the message, Schmidt’s 

awkwardness unfortunately distracts the audience from perceive the message in the attended 

way.   
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5. DISCUSSION 

 
When summarizing the findings of the thesis, it is suggested that effective leadership rhetoric 

is determined by the different components presented in Model 2. The main aspects processed 

throughout the thesis have been summarized this model, and because of its summarizing and 

overarching characteristic, it serves as a useful tool for discussion in this chapter.       

 

 

Model 2: Effective Leadership Rhetoric 
Source: My own 

CLASSICAL RHETORIC 
• Dispositio 
• Ethos 
• Pathos 
• Logos 

CHARISMA 
• Leader behavior 
• Personal traits 
• Situational variables 
• Follower attribution 

CHARISMATIC RHETORIC 
• Vision 
• Framing 
• Change rhetoric 
• Content, composition, 

style and delivery 
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5. 1. Classical rhetoric 

It is interesting to note how classical rhetoric aspects still play a large part in how leaders 

structure their speeches yet today. Although detected and developed some hundred thousand 

years ago, the classical speech disposition is still a powerful factor in the performance of an 

effective speech. It is also interesting how different types of persuasion methods appeal to 

audiences in different ways. Different people are most likely attracted and persuaded by 

different things such as emotions and logic, hence a successful speaker should be able to 

interpret her audience’s mood and preferences and adapts her speech to it.   

 

It is obvious that both Steve Jobs and Eric Schmidt apply classical rhetoric aspects to a certain 

extent when performing their speeches. Jobs’ speech follows the classical disposition from a 

strong introduction to a punchy conclusion, including all the necessary parts in between. His 

speech is interestingly composed around three inspirational stories from his own life, an 

effective way of making the audience follow his speech and stay interested from start to 

finish. When listening to Jobs speech, it becomes clear that he is successful in retaining the 

goodwill of the audience. He gets a lot of feedback such as applause and laughter, and when 

he finishes the audience stands up to celebrate him.  

 

Schmidt’s speech is however not as well structured. His introduction is not as powerful as 

Jobs’, and it is not completely clear what the speech is actually about. There are two different 

aspects of his speech. On one hand he speaks about technological development and 

information, which is indeed interesting. However, this aspect of the speech is not very well 

adjusted to a college commencement ceremony. One would expect the speaker to talk about 

the future from the standpoint of a college graduate, not in terms of technological 

development. On the other hand, Schmidt actually does talk about the future of the graduates. 

Hence, the other aspect of Schmidt’s speech is more tailored to the audience, where he uses 

his rhetoric to inspire the graduates. The seemingly different purposes of Schmidt’s speech 

make the disposition and general impression of the speech rather straggling.  

 
 
Considering the fact that both leaders are addressing a similar audience, it is interesting to 

note that Jobs uses mainly pathos when addressing his audience, while Schmidt uses mainly 

logos. Furthermore, pathos is used by both speakers.  
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5. 2. Charismatic leadership 

When studying theories about charismatic leadership, it is obvious that the interest in the 

subject has increased during the last twenty years, and understandably so. Charismatic 

leadership is a fascinating phenomenon that definitely deserves more recognition from both 

theoretical and empirical research aspects. Charismatic leaders’ almost magical ability to 

inspire their followers is certainly a leadership style well suited for the 21st century.  

 

Motivational and inspirational factors of leadership are subjects that are constantly on the 

organizational theory agenda, especially since more and more leaders and organizational 

theorists realize that traditional incentives have lost their former power. Traditional 

motivators such as material compensation and threat of punishment are not as effective 

anymore; hence a leader’s ability to inspire and motivate her followers in alternative ways is 

very valuable.  

 

By transforming the needs, values, preferences and aspirations of the followers in a natural 

and unforced way, the leader will hopefully be able to focus more on other aspects of the 

leadership, such as organizational improvements and daily management of the business. 

 

The display of confidence in self and followers that charismatic leaders show is believed to be 

a crucial aspect of effective leadership. By empowering her followers, the charismatic leader 

will gain both goodwill and trust that will enable future success. The effect of follower self-

sacrifice and performance beyond the call of duty illustrates synergy effects that the leader 

can take valuable advantage of.   

 

An interesting issue is the importance of behavior and personal traits compared to situational 

and contextual variables in the emergence of charismatic leadership. Since charismatic leaders 

are often believed to posses almost superhuman qualities, the question emerges if whether the 

charismatic ability of leaders is congenital or learned. Attributes such as a “powerful aura” 

and “heroism” are hardly skills that one could easily adopt. There are however more concrete, 

hence adoptable, attributes that have been described as charismatic, such as good rhetoric and 

trust in followers’ abilities.  
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5. 3. Charismatic leadership rhetoric 

Articulation of an appealing vision is certainly a key aspect of successful leadership rhetoric. 

Since negation of the status quo is such a crucial part of charismatic leadership, it is only 

natural that the leader provides a vivid image of the future that the leaders can replace their 

“old reality” with. It makes sense that a vision is a main way for the leader to communicate 

her enthusiasm and motivating, since aiming for common goals will spur the felling of 

collective belonging with the followers. Furthermore, when sharing those goals with the 

leader, the collective feeling becomes even stronger. 

 

When analyzing Jobs’ and Schmidt’s speeches, it becomes clear that they are both visionary 

leaders. First of all, they both represent innovative businesses that are market leading within 

their business segment. Jobs emphasizes his innovative conviction by reassuring that change 

is necessary to bring the development of humanity and society forward, and Schmidt 

advocates technological and information development throughout his speech. 

 

A very interesting aspect of leadership rhetoric is the issue of content and delivery. There are 

many ways to compose a message through figurative language and rhetorical devices, and 

both Jobs and Schmidt use these in an extensive amount. It is interesting to compare the two 

leaders and find that they however use the rhetorical devices in different ways, with different 

effects as a result.     

 

As previously mentioned, the lack of a clear disposition of Schmidt’s speech interferes with 

what is actually being communicated. It almost seems like he has not been practicing the 

performance of his speech enough, which clearly shows the interaction between speech 

content and delivery. A poorly performed speech will take away focus from what is actually 

being communicated, and this is clear in Schmidt’s case. However, Schmidt’s speech is rather 

humoristic, which is an effective way to gain the goodwill of the audience. 

 

Similarly to the issue of whether or not it is possible to learn to become charismatic, there is 

also a question regarding the learning of rhetorical ability. If a good rhetorical skill can be 

taught, it also implies that most business leaders can become successful orators. That would, 

in turn, markedly increase their chances of practicing future successful leadership.  
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  6. CONCLUSION 

 
When addressing an audience in a persuasive or inspiring way, both the content and the 

delivery play important parts in the impact that the speech has on the audience. This thesis 

shows that successful business leaders use rhetoric in numerous ways when engaging 

followers towards accomplishment of their vision. Hence, the skilful use of rhetoric is 

evidently a critical component of successful leadership.  

 

As a result of the research conducted throughout this thesis, some conclusions can be drawn 

about successful leadership rhetoric. First of all, successful leaders’ rhetoric is believed to rely 

on two aspects: classical rhetoric and charismatic rhetoric. By combining a classical 

disposition of a speech with charismatic aspects such as a visionary vocabulary, frame 

alignment and a vivid illustration of a desirable reality through figurative language and 

expressive behaviour, leaders will increase their chances to successfully communicate with 

their followers.  

 

Rhetoric is considered the ability to phrase and convey messages and information in a 

structured and appealing manner in order to efficiently address an audience in a way that 

makes sense to them. Charismatic leaders are particularly good at this activity.  

 

Leadership rhetoric is commonly believed to play an important part of charismatic leadership 

and in increasing followers’ identification with the leader and her vision. Different people are 

believed to possess different levels of congenial charisma, however it is also believed that 

people can develop their charismatic skills by practising and engaging in some of the 

activities describes as charismatic throughout this thesis. Similarly, rhetoric skills are believed 

to be learnable in a corresponding way.    

 

To some people, the word rhetoric might mean empty words and misleading arguments. There 

are indeed dangers in rhetoric, such as political extremism, manipulation and unscrupulous 

persuasion techniques. However, it is believed that the positive aspects of rhetoric outweigh 

the negatives. Throughout this thesis, it has been made clear that rhetoric can be used as an 

amazing tool for leaders to inspire their followers to achieve great things for themselves and 

the organization at large.  
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Appendix A 

 

Top 10 Best Performing CEO’s in the world  

 

1. Steve Jobs, Apple Inc. 1997 
2. Yun Jong-Yong, Samsung Electronics 
3. Alexey B. Miller, Gazprom 
4. John T. Chambers, Cisco Systems 
5. Mukesh D. Ambani, Reliance Industries 
6. John C. Martin, Gilead Sciences 
7. Jeffrey P. Bezos, Amazon.com 
8. Margaret C. Whitman, eBay 
9. Eric E. Schmidt, Google 
10. Hugh Grant, Monsanto 
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Appendix B 

 

Steve Jobs’ Stanford University Commencement Address, June 12, 2005  
Performed version: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D1R-jKKp3NA 
Transcribed version: http://news.stanford.edu/news/2005/june15/jobs-061505.html 
 
 
Thank you. I am honored to be with you today for your commencement from one of the finest universities in the 
world. Truth be told, I never graduated from college, and this is the closest I've ever gotten to a college 
graduation. Today I want to tell you three stories from my life. That's it. No big deal. Just three stories. 

The first story is about connecting the dots. 

I dropped out of Reed College after the first six months, but then stayed around as a drop-in for another eighteen 
months or so before I really quit. So why did I drop out? 

It started before I was born. My biological mother was a young, unwed college graduate student, and she decided 
to put me up for adoption. She felt very strongly that I should be adopted by college graduates, so everything 
was all set for me to be adopted at birth by a lawyer and his wife. Except that when I popped out they decided at 
the last minute that they really wanted a girl. So my parents, who were on a waiting list, got a call in the middle 
of the night asking: "We have got an unexpected baby boy; do you want him?" They said: "Of course." My 
biological mother found out later that my mother had never graduated from college and that my father had never 
graduated from high school. She refused to sign the final adoption papers. She only relented a few months later 
when my parents promised that I would go to college. This was the start in my life. 

And seventeen years later I did go to college. But I naively chose a college that was almost as expensive as 
Stanford, and all of my working-class parents' savings were being spent on my college tuition. After six months, 
I couldn't see the value in it. I had no idea what I wanted to do with my life and no idea how college was going 
to help me figure it out. And here I was spending all of the money my parents had saved their entire life. So I 
decided to drop out and trust that it would all work out okay. It was pretty scary at the time, but looking back it 
was one of the best decisions I ever made. The minute I dropped out I could stop taking the required classes that 
didn't interest me, and begin dropping in on the ones that looked far more interesting. 

It wasn't all romantic. I didn't have a dorm room, so I slept on the floor in friends' rooms, I returned coke bottles 
for the five cent deposits to buy food with, and I would walk the seven miles across town every Sunday night to 
get one good meal a week at the Hare Krishna temple. I loved it. And much of what I stumbled into by following 
my curiosity and intuition turned out to be priceless later on. Let me give you one example: 

Reed College at that time offered perhaps the best calligraphy instruction in the country. Throughout the campus 
every poster, every label on every drawer, was beautifully hand calligraphed. Because I had dropped out and 
didn't have to take the normal classes, I decided to take a calligraphy class to learn how to do this. I learned 
about serif and san serif typefaces, about varying the amount of space between different letter combinations, 
about what makes great typography great. It was beautiful, historical, artistically subtle in a way that science 
can't capture, and I found it fascinating. 

None of this had even a hope of any practical application in my life. But ten years later, when we were designing 
the first Macintosh computer, it all came back to me. And we designed it all into the Mac. It was the first 
computer with beautiful typography. If I had never dropped in on that single course in college, the Mac would 
have never had multiple typefaces or proportionally spaced fonts. And since Windows just copied the Mac, it is 
likely that no personal computer would have them. If I had never dropped out, I would have never dropped in on 
this calligraphy class, and personal computers might not have the wonderful typography that they do. Of course 
it was impossible to connect the dots looking forward when I was in college. But it was very, very clear looking 
backwards ten years later. 

Again, you can't connect the dots looking forward; you can only connect them looking backwards. So you have 
to trust that the dots will somehow connect in your future. You have to trust in something - your gut, destiny, 
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life, karma, whatever. Because believing that the dots will connect down the road, will give you the confidence 
to follow your heart, even when it leads you off the well-worn path, and that will make all the difference.  

My second story is about love and loss. 

I was lucky – I found what I loved to do early in life. Woz and I started Apple in my parents’ garage when I was 
twenty. We worked hard, and in ten years Apple had grown from just the two of us in a garage into a two billion 
dollar company with over 4000 employees. We had just released our finest creation - the Macintosh - a year 
earlier, and I had just turned thirty. And then I got fired. How can you get fired from a company you started? 
Well, as Apple grew we hired someone who I thought was very talented to run the company with me, and for the 
first year or so things went well. But then our visions of the future began to diverge and eventually we had a 
falling out. When we did, our Board of Directors sided with him. So at 30 I was out. And very publicly out. 
What had been the focus of my entire adult life was gone, and it was devastating. 

I really didn't know what to do for a few months. I felt that I had let the previous generation of entrepreneurs 
down - that I had dropped the baton as it was being passed to me. I met with David Packard and Bob Noyce and 
tried to apologize for screwing up so badly. I was a very public failure, and I even thought about running away 
from the valley. But something slowly began to dawn on me — I still loved what I did. The turn of events at 
Apple had not changed that one bit. I had been rejected, but I was still in love. And so I decided to start over. 

I didn't see it then, but it turned out that getting fired from Apple was the best thing that could have ever 
happened to me. The heaviness of being successful was replaced by the lightness of being a beginner again, less 
sure about everything. It freed me to enter one of the most creative periods of my life. 

During the next five years, I started a company named NeXT, another company named Pixar, and fell in love 
with an amazing woman who would become my wife. Pixar went on to create the worlds first computer 
animated feature film, Toy Story, and is now the most successful animation studio in the world. In a remarkable 
turn of events, Apple bought NeXT, and I returned to Apple, and the technology we developed at NeXT is at the 
heart of Apple's current renaissance. And Laurene and I have a wonderful family together. 

I'm pretty sure none of this would have happened if I hadn't been fired from Apple. It was awful tasting 
medicine, but I guess the patient needed it. Sometimes life is going to hit you in the head with a brick. Don't lose 
faith. I'm convinced that the only thing that kept me going was that I loved what I did. You've got to find what 
you love. And that is as true for your work as it is for your lovers. Your work is going to fill a large part of your 
life, and the only way to be truly satisfied is to do what you believe is great work. And the only way to do great 
work is to love what you do. If you haven't found it yet, keep looking. And don't settle. As with all matters of the 
heart, you'll know when you find it. And, like any great relationship, it just gets better and better as the years roll 
on. So keep looking. Don't settle. 

My third story is about death. 

When I was seventeen, I read a quote that went something like: "If you live each day as if it was your last, 
someday you'll most certainly be right." It made an impression on me, and since then, for the past thirtythree 
years, I have looked in the mirror every morning and asked myself: "If today were the last day of my life, would 
I want to do what I am about to do today?" And whenever the answer has been "no" for too many days in a row, 
I know I need to change something. 

Remembering that I'll be dead soon is the most important tool I've ever encountered to help me make the big 
choices in life. Because almost everything -all external expectations, all pride, all fear of embarrassment or 
failure - these things just fall away in the face of death, leaving only what is truly important. Remembering that 
you are going to die is the best way I know to avoid the trap of thinking you have something to lose. You are 
already naked. There is no reason not to follow your heart. 

About a year ago I was diagnosed with cancer. I had a scan at 7:30 in the morning, and it clearly showed a tumor 
on my pancreas. I didn't even know what a pancreas was. The doctors told me this was almost certainly a type of 
cancer that is incurable, and that I should expect to live no longer than three to six months. My doctor advised 
me to go home and get my affairs in order, which is doctor's code for prepare to die. It means to try and tell your 
kids everything you thought you'd have the next 10 years to tell them in just a few months. It means to make sure 
everything is buttoned up so that it will be as easy as possible for your family. It means to say your goodbyes. 
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I lived with that diagnosis all day. Later that evening I had a biopsy, where they stuck an endoscope down my 
throat, through my stomach and into my intestines, put a needle into my pancreas and got a few cells from the 
tumor. I was sedated, but my wife, who was there, told me that when they viewed the cells under a microscope 
the doctors started crying because it turned out to be a very rare form of pancreatic cancer that is curable with 
surgery. I had the surgery and thankfully I'm fine now. 

This was the closest I've been to facing death, and I hope it’s the closest I get for a few more decades. Having 
lived through it, I can now say this to you with a bit more certainty than when death was a useful but purely 
intellectual concept: 

No one wants to die. Even people who want to go to heaven don't want to die to get there. And yet death is the 
destination we all share. No one has ever escaped it. And that is as it should be, because death is very likely the 
single best invention of life. It is life's change agent. It clears out the old to make way for the new. Right now the 
new is you, but someday not too long from now, you will gradually become the old and be cleared away. Sorry 
to be so dramatic, but it is quite true. 

Your time is limited, so don't waste it living someone else's life. Don't be trapped by dogma - which is living 
with the results of other people's thinking. Don't let the noise of others' opinions drown out your own inner voice. 
And most important; have the courage to follow your heart and intuition. They somehow already know what you 
truly want to become. Everything else is secondary. 

When I was young, there was an amazing publication called The Whole Earth Catalog, which was one of the 
bibles of my generation. It was created by a fellow named Stewart Brand not far from here in Menlo Park, and he 
brought it to life with his poetic touch. This was in the late 1960's, before personal computers and desktop 
publishing, so it was all made with typewriters, scissors, and Polaroid cameras. It was sort of like Google in 
paperback form, thirtyfive years before Google came along: it was idealistic, overflowing with neat tools and 
great notions. 

Stewart and his team put out several issues of The Whole Earth Catalog, and then when it had run its course, 
they put out a final issue. It was the mid-1970s, and I was your age. On the back cover of their final issue was a 
photograph of an early morning country road, the kind you might find yourself hitchhiking on if you were so 
adventurous. Beneath it were the words: "Stay hungry. Stay foolish." It was their farewell message as they 
signed off. Stay hungry. Stay foolish. And I have always wished that for myself. And now, as you graduate to 
begin anew, I wish that for you. 

Stay Hungry. Stay Foolish. 

Thank you all very much. 
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Appendix C 

 

Eric Schmidt’s University of Pennsylvania Commencement Address, May 18, 2009  
Performed version: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6wKFQx30f6M 
Transcribed version: http://www.upenn.edu/almanac/volumes/v55/n34/comm-schmidt.html 
 

Thank you for that. Let me begin by congratulating all the graduates. It’s exciting to be graduating and I 
especially want to congratulate the parents.  And remember that they still need you and maybe they’ll now listen 
to you. And if you aren’t sure who I’m talking to, I’m actually talking to both the parents and the students, so 
congratulations to everybody.   

We owe a debt in my industry - to Penn - that is profound. It was in 1946 that the ENIAC was invented, right 
here in a basement down the street. And literally everything that you see, every computer, every mobile phone, 
every device, descends from the principles that were invented right here. This really is the center of my world. 
And now sixty-three years later, 250 of your alumni work at Google. This is the most desirable place for us to 
hire interns anywhere in the world and I can tell you that we know the quality of the graduates that I see before 
me are the best in the world. It is exciting to be part of this.  

Now, when I think about Penn, I think about the metaphor of resilience, of a culture that works, of a hunger to 
change. If you think about twenty years ago, when Penn was struggling and the changes that the people around 
me made to turn it into the most desirable undergraduate major from a standpoint of high school applications in 
the country, from the kind of culture that has been built here, you see that the culture works, and that the 
combination that you see represented on the stage, that the parents are so proud to have sent their students to, 
really has delivered the very best that we can do here in America. And of course, we also have the best cheese 
steaks in the world, which is not so bad.  

When I look at this group, I see the Google and Facebook generation.  And when I was first in this stadium, my 
track buddies and I got in a station wagon – you remember them – and I drove up here to go to a track and field 
event with the great Marty Liquori. And I think about, this is almost fourty years ago:  

So, we had Tang, you have Red Bull. And we programmed computers in a language called BASIC. You, of 
course, use Java. We had VCRs that had an hour of video and cost 700 dollars. You use YouTube and you 
upload things, fifteen hours of YouTube video every minute. And we got our news from newspapers. You 
remember them? You get yours from blogs and tweets. And for those of you who don’t know what a tweet is, 
it’s not what you hear in a zoo, right. We stood in line to buy Pong, you stood in line to buy the Wiis. We didn’t 
tell people about our most embarrassing moments in college, you record them and post them on YouTube and 
Facebook every day. And I am looking forward to watching these for the next thirty or forty years. We used 
mainframe computers with 300 megabytes of storage to go to the moon six times. You use an iPod with 120 
gigabytes, that’s about 500 times more, to get to your next class. Which is not that close, because it’s an urban 
campus. We thought that “friending” was a noun. You think of it as a verb. We had phone booths, remember 
them? You have cell phones. We wore watches; we took pictures with cameras. We navigated with maps; we 
listened to transistor radios. Again, you have a cell phone. We thought that the marvels of computers and 
technology would help us improve the world. You agree, and we’re both right. So despite all these marvels, this 
a great time to be graduating.  

Now, you went to college to develop the kind of analytical skills, the analytical thinking skills to deal with 
enormous amounts of complex information that you’ll all face for the rest of your life. But I would argue you 
have in many ways the best opportunity before you because you’re graduating into a tough time. 

I used my favorite search engine of course: “What did the Great Depression spur?” Well, it spurred Rice 
Krispies, Twinkies and the beer can. You would have never gotten through college without these things, right?   

So it seems to me that with all the technology and the connected-ness that we see, you have an opportunity that’s 
even better, even stronger than anything that I ever faced when I was sitting in the same seats. You are seeing a 
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situation where due to the enormous goodwill of people—here on the stage and others—we have an opportunity 
to have everyone in the world have access to all the world’s information.  

This has never been possible. And why is this so important? Why is ubiquitous information so profound? It’s a 
tremendous equalizer. Information is power, people have fought over it, people care a lot about it, it serves as a 
check and balance on politicians. If you were a dictator, which of course you’re not going to be, because you’re a 
fine graduate from Penn, first thing you would do is shut off all the communication so that people couldn’t 
actually talk each other and figure out how to make the world a better place. 

Information is very, very important. And, in fact, the way you should invade these oppressive regimes is with 
information. Then the citizens will take that information and turn their societies into better societies. This is 
going to continue and to continue and to continue. And what are we going to do with this vastly more popular 
Web? Well we’re building a contemporaneous and historical record that is unparalleled in human history. There 
are all sorts of interesting possibilities. You’ll have megabits of bandwidth to essentially every human pair of 
hands in the world. For knowledge, for entertainment, for all of the things that people care about. You could 
have a face-to-face meeting across the world. And with automatic translation, you can talk to them even though 
they don’t speak your language.  

You’re traveling in Mongolia, those of you who are graduating and want to take a week off, go to Mongolia and 
you fall off your motorcycle, you can get medical care with a doctor that doesn’t speak your language because 
your medical records can be right there. This is life changing, life saving, life fundamental.  

Imagine a situation, happening very soon, where all of the world’s information will be translated into all the 
other languages, so we can find out what everybody really thinks. And we can develop a new insight into what 
they care about and they can with us. In the next ten years, it will be possible to have the equivalent of iPods in 
your purse or on your belt with 85 years of video. Which means that if it’s given to you at birth, you’re going to 
be frustrated the whole time, you’ll never be done watching all the videos. That’s how profound this 
technological revolution is.  

You could ask Google the most important questions, like, where are my car keys after all? Because all of a 
sudden we’ll know where everything is and we can make that available. Computers are good at some things, and 
they are particularly good at these sorts of things.  

We can detect flu outbreaks, because we can watch what people are doing quicker. We can do things; here’s 
another example. What I really want is while I’m typing a paper I want the computer to tell me what I should 
have been writing instead. Wouldn’t that have been useful? Another product that we’ve suggested but has not 
been built yet is the paper lengthening project. It adds ten percent to every paper and its recursive. It would have 
been very useful. The point is that the computers really can help you, even now that you don’t need this anymore 
even if you are in college. 

So if you think of mobile phones as a metaphor, as an extension of you, with image recognition, avatars and all 
of the technologies that are coming,  you can see that the ability for us to make our lives even more powerful is 
all right before us.  

So what should you do, right now then? Well you should start by listening to George Bernard Shaw who said 
that, “all progress depends on the unreasonable man.” Graduation gives you the courage to be unreasonable. 
Don’t bother to have a plan. Instead let’s have some luck. Success is really about being ready for the good 
opportunities that come before you. It’s not to have a detailed plan about everything you’re going to do, you 
can’t plan innovation or inspiration, but you can be ready for it. And when you see it, you can jump on it and you 
can make a difference, as many of the people here today have already done. 

The important point here is that if you forego your plan you also then have to forego fear. In many ways for the 
last four years and maybe in high school as well, you’ve been penalized for making mistakes. From now on, the 
rewards will gravitate to those who make mistakes and learn from them, as the president said.  

So stop right now. Take a minute and think of something completely new and go work on that. Take that as your 
challenge, take that as your opportunity. Whatever you care the most about. So how should you do it, how 
should you behave? Well, do it in a group, its much more fun anyway. None of us is as smart as all of us. 
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Universities now are good at teaching you how to work with other people, its no longer the lone light sitting in 
the lab, it’s a team.  

And you can see Twitter as an example, as a form of social intelligence. Use it, find a network of people that 
care about you and so forth and so on.  And you can imagine Watson and Crick, who discovered the structure of 
DNA, did it at a university. So you can imagine today there are two people, you know, they probably meet on 
Facebook at a university, and they are going to say to each other, “Well, what are you up to right now?” “Oh, 
I’m finding the secret of life, then I’m off to a pub. LOL.” You know? It’s okay. Do it together.  

But amidst all of this, some truths emerge. Leadership and personality matter a lot. Intelligence, education, and 
analytical reasoning matter. Trust matters. In the network world, trust is the most important currency.  Which 
brings me to my final question. What is, in fact, the meaning of life? And in a world where everything is 
remembered and everything is kept forever—the world you are in—you need to live for the future and the things 
that you really, really care about.  

And what are those things? Well in order to know that, I hate to say it, but you’re going to have to turn off your 
computer. You’re actually going to have to turn off your phone and discover all that is human around us. You’ll 
find that people really are the same all around the world. They really do care about the same things. You’ll find 
that curiosity and enthusiasm and passion are contagious. I see it with the students, I see it with the faculty, I see 
it with the trustees and the president here—it’s contagious. Make it happen, take it with you. You’ll find that 
nothing beats holding the hand of your grandchild as he walks his first steps. You’ll find that a mind set in its 
ways is a life wasted—don’t do it. You’ll find that the resilience of a human being and the human spirit is 
amazing. You’ll find today that the best chance you will ever have is right now, to start being unreasonable. But 
when you do, listen to me, be nice to your parents and true to your school.   

Good luck, and thank you very much. Thank you.  

 

 
 
 
 
 

  
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Linnaeus University – a firm focus on quality and competence 
 
On 1 January 2010 Växjö University and the University of Kalmar merged to form Linnaeus University. This  

new university is the product of a will to improve the quality, enhance the appeal and boost the development 

potential of teaching and research, at the same time as it plays a prominent role in working closely together with 

local society. Linnaeus University offers an attractive knowledge environment characterised by high quality and  

a competitive portfolio of skills. 

 

Linnaeus University is a modern, international university with the emphasis on the desire for knowledge, creative 

thinking and practical innovations. For us, the focus is on proximity to our students, but also on the world around 

us and the future ahead. 
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