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The key is to think strategically about your particular issue. Where’s the shock factor? How can you use 
it to create the “why” part of your elevator speech? The shock factor might come from quoting statistics, 
but it could just as easily come from sharing your personal experience: 

Enough research, already. Right? What about actually doing something? That’s what you’ll focus on in 
the final three steps—starting with learning how to talk to people about your issue. You don’t have to be 
an extrovert to talk up your issue. You just have to know how to make your points effectively. How? By 
planning what you’ll say whenever you have the opportunity to discuss your issue. Planning keeps the 
chatty extrovert on point and gives the quiet introvert the confidence of knowing just what to say. No 

matter what your communication style, planning how you’ll talk 
about your issue lets you skip the deer-in-the-headlights moment 
and be ready to advocate effectively. 

Plan for Brevity

Here’s some good news: When you’re talking to people about your 
issue, you don’t have to go on and on. In fact, people don’t want 

you to go on and on. Kids aren’t the only people with short attention 
spans—a 2015 study showed the average adult has an attention span 

of just eight seconds. That doesn’t mean you have to limit everything 
you say about your issue to eight seconds, but it does mean you should keep things 

brief. It also means you should keep things interesting. When’s the last time something 
boring grabbed your attention? That doesn’t work for other people, either. 

The Elevator Speech

You can be both quick and interesting by developing and practicing an elevator speech, which is a 
short description of what you’re doing, why you’re doing it, and why it matters. Why “elevator”? Imagine 
getting into an elevator. The doors close, and the person next to you says, “Hey, I  heard you’re working 
on some charity thing.” How much time will you have to tell them about it before the doors open? Not 
much. In an elevator speech, you deliver the essential information quickly and try to do it in a way that 
(hopefully) makes them care. Compare these examples:

Step 8: Talk It Up          Name:

I’m working with the county to develop a foster care program for abused horses. Every day I drive past a paint mare who’s so thin I can 
count her ribs from the road, and I can’t stand it anymore. I know our community can pull together to stop this.

I’m leading a community effort to save that old building on the corner of Clark and Pine. Prospectors heading to the Yukon loaded up 
on supplies there in the 1890s, and in the 1920s there was a speakeasy in the basement! I bet that building could tell some wild stories.

I’ve organized a coalition that’s pushing the county to increase mental health services for juvenile offenders. Most kids who end up in the 
system have mental health issues—sometimes really serious ones. Nobody wins if these kids can’t get help. 

I’m leading a campaign  to 
convince the city council to 
install speed bumps on 7th 

Street. It’s like the Indy 500 
over there—almost 80% of 
cars travel over the speed 
limit. Can you believe there 
were almost 30 crashes on 

7th last year alone?

Whoa. Crazy!

I’m trying to get 
speed bumps on 

7th Street. People 
need to slow down. 

It’s dangerous.

Huh. Yeah.

Or offering some background:

Or describing an injustice:
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Talking Points

Say you’re not actually in an elevator when opportunity comes knocking. Say 
you’re at a ball game or the feed store or your grandma’s Sunday-afternoon 
dinner. There’s time—lots of time—and whoever just heard your elevator 
speech starts asking questions. That’s when it helps to have prepared and 
practiced some talking points about your issue. Talking points are your 
backup. Each one centers around a single fact and is designed to help 
convince someone to support your position. Here’s an example:
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The Finishing Touch

The elevator speeches you just read are almost complete—but not quite. What’s missing? A final line 
about what you’re asking people to do. This call to action puts a finishing touch on your elevator speech 
that’s so important it gets a reading section all to itself. Without the call to action, your speech leaves the 
person hanging: “Yikes. That sounds bad. So… how are you making this happen?” By finishing with a call 
to action, you answer that question without them having to ask. Here’s what it sounds like:

More important than anticipating 
a question about how you’re making things happen, by 
ending with a call to action you’re also letting them know what they can do and where they can get more 

information. You’re asking for their support without being in-your-face about it. Hopefully, 
they’ll get off the elevator and go check it out.

Yes, but probably not the kind you’re 
thinking of. Speed HUMPS are a kind 
of speed bump that’s wide and flat. 

They’re not as jarring as regular speed 
bumps, and they’re designed for roads 
with higher speed limit ranges like 7th 

Street. They slow people down without 
breaking people’s teeth.

Hang on. Speed bumps? 
On 7th Street? Is that 

realistic?

The underlined part is the talking point. 
Notice that it’s not enough to just spew a 
fact and hope people come to the conclusion 
that speed bumps are great. You need to make 
that connection for them.  The example above also does something else: It addresses an objection. This 
is best done if the fact you’re working with counters a pretty obvious and common objection. If your fact 
could counter ten or twenty objections—and especially if all of those objections are pretty common—
you’ll probably want to keep your talking point more neutral. That way, you can adapt it different ways 
depending on the discussion. 

I’m leading a campaign to convince the city council to install 
speed bumps on 7th Street. It’s like the Indy 500 over 
there—almost 80% of cars travel over the speed limit. Can 
you believe there were almost 30 crashes on 7th last year 
alone? We’re asking people to contact council members 
and attend council meetings to support speed bumps. If 
you’re interested, check out SlowDownSeventh.org.

I’m working with the county to develop a foster care 
program for abused horses. Every day I drive past a paint 
mare who’s so thin I can count her ribs from the road, and 
I can’t stand it anymore. I know our community can pull 
together to stop this. We’re looking for people willing to 
foster one horse. If you know anyone, please tell them 
about fosteronehorse.org.
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Talking Point Arsenal

You want to have a collection of talking points ready so you can take 
aim at people’s doubts and objections right when they come up. Or, 
to look at it less combatively, so you can convince people that your 
issue really is important and that your solution will work. You want 
people standing with you to accomplish your objective. To figure out 
what your talking points should be, go back to your Step 3 notes 
and research. Look through all your sub-topics. Which ones are most 
important to emphasize? Which aspects of your issue are likely to 
win the most sympathy or attract the most questions? And don’t 
forget facts about what kind of action you’re taking. That information 
makes good talking points, too. Here are a couple more examples: 

• We’re working with local businesses and the county animal control to offer discounts and low-cost 
supplies to people who agree to foster. Who doesn’t love a great deal, right? Plus, they can use these benefits for both 
the foster horse and their own horses.

• Shared history is one of the factors that helps build a strong sense of community. By preserving this building, we can teach 
everyone more about our shared history and create a place for community events at the same time.   

Make It Natural 

When someone asks you about what you’ve been doing lately, launching directly into your elevator 
speech can work fine. But if someone walks up and says, “Hey! What’s up?” it’s going to sound really 
weird if you immediately say, “I’m leading a community effort to…” That’s a tad abrupt. To sound natural 
in most situations, the elevator speech needs a lead-in. In a situation like this one, you’d probably chit-
chat for a few minutes (“Not much! You?”) and then come around to, “Hey, did I tell you how I’m trying 
to make it safer on 7th Street?” Then launch into your elevator speech.

You can change your lead-in depending on the situation and the reason 
you’re giving your elevator speech. For example, instead of waiting 

for someone to come to you, you can go to them and say, “Hey, 
Bob, I’ve got this project I’ve been wanting to tell you about.” 
When you have a specific purpose for seeking someone out, 
you’ll also want to adjust your call to action and make it more 
definite. Drop the “if” and just ask the question: “Can you think 

of anyone who might be willing to foster?” or “Would you be 
willing to put a ‘Slow Down Seventh’ sign in your store window?” 

This strategy can make it feel less awkward to ask for support.

Make ‘Em Laugh?
Humor is fine as long as it’s appropriate for the subject matter. Sometimes making a little joke can disarm people who are in I-will-oppose-you mode.
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Support Your Supporters

Elevator pitches and talking points aren’t just for you. They’re 
also an important tool you can offer your supporters. You 
don’t want to be the only one going around talking up your 
issue—you want an entire army of advocates out there drumming 
up support! But as you know, people don’t always know what to say, 
and that can stop them from saying anything at all. Or, perhaps worse, they 
can end up saying the wrong thing and doing more harm than good. By providing 
people with a list of talking points and a sample 
elevator speech, you increase the likelihood that 
they will spread the word and stay on message.   

Sounds like Betty could have 
used some talking points. 

Betty said you’re 
trying to shut down 

7th Street!

Dude! You’d 
have to be 
stupid not 
to see how 
important 

this is!

Too 
natural.
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Talk-Up Takedown. Critique the elevator speeches and talking points on this page.

A. Explain how each of these elevator speeches could improve. In your explanation, refer to specific 
parts of the speech and be clear about what the problems are.

I’m really into telescopes. Have you tried to look at 
the stars lately? More and more lights are washing 
out the night sky. The city needs an outdoor lighting 
exchange program to combat light pollution.

I’m leading a campaign to open a fire station on this 
end of town. I know it would mean higher taxes, but it 
would be so worth it. We’re asking people to display our 
“Fire Protection is a Hot Investment” signs and bumper 
stickers. They’re available at the community center.

B. Give each talking point an effectiveness rating. In the right-hand column, explain what the talking 
point needs in order to be more effective. If it’s already effective, say why.

Seventy percent of youth in state and local 
juvenile justice systems have a mental illness, 
compared to 20% of all kids ages 13-18.

A main point of the juvenile justice system is to 
rehabilitate kids, and that’s what mental health 
treatment helps with.

Even kids should pay for their crimes. But 
everyone’s real goal is to keep them from 
committing more crimes, and evidence-based 
methods of therapy have been shown to reduce 
the rate of kids that end up back in the system.

Being in the juvenile justice system is bad 
enough without having psychological issues on 
top of it. We don’t need kids who grow up to be 
crazy criminals, haha!

It’s been shown that being in a juvenile justice 
facility can actually make a child’s mental health 
symptoms worse. It’s so unfair.
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Talk IT Up TemplaTe

Fac t ta l k i n g  Poi n t

1.

2.

3.

Talking Point Table. Use this table to develop and keep track of your talking points. Note the fact 
you’re working with in the left column and write your talking point on the right.

Elevator Speech. Follow the examples in the reading and the guides below to develop your elevator 
speech. (Practicing your ideas out loud before you write them down is a good way to keep it natural.)

Opening Line. (Base it 
on your objective.)

The “Why” Part. (Why 
you’re doing this/why 
it matters. Get their 
attention.)

Call to Action. (What 
you’re asking people 
to do.)
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Talk IT Up TemplaTe p.2

Fac t ta l k i n g  Poi n t

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.
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