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We are always told to “never judge the book by its cover”. The cover of this book carries the names of the leaders that John Baldoni has selected as being great, which are, not surprisingly given the author’s nationality, predominantly from the USA. But not exclusively: Winston Churchill and Mother Teresa make the list, and the American leaders include Rudy Giuliani, Jack Welch, Colin Powell, Rosabeth Moss Kanter, Peter Drucker and Oprah Winfrey – all household names outside the USA. 

The title on the cover ‘Great Communication Secrets of Great Leaders’ suggests a collection of eulogies to the ability of great names or their spin doctors. Another misconception. In fact, John Baldoni sets out the basic concepts of successful leadership communications, and then uses the chosen examples to illustrate how these ideas can be put into practice by leaders who clearly ‘walk the talk’ and can communicate a purpose. A much more useful and accessible approach, allowing the reader to apply the principles without being overawed or turned off by the example set by the great leader.

Communication is at the centre of everything that a leader must do. The messages from the leader – what s said, to who and how – affect the vision and mission of the organisation and are of significant importance to all of the stakeholders. They can make or break a leader or an organisation. Some leaders seem to have the ability to effortlessly transmit the significant messages which reflect the values of the organisation, in a consistent way that is believed and acted upon. This book gives an insight into the planning and effort that needs to take place in order to make that communication seem ‘effortless’. We all know that it is the hard work under the waterline that allows the swan to glide on the surface. Good leadership communication comes at the price of a lot of planning, practice and effort.

The book concentrates on three leadership communication ideas – developing the message, delivering the message and sustaining the message. These three big ideas form three parts to the book, which are then broken down into specific chapters covering topics such as:  4I’s Messages: Inform, Invite, Involve, Ignite; Who should speak and why; Who should listen and why; Marketing the Message; Leading with Questions; The Power of Story; Restoring Credibility; Planning for Impact. Each chapter starts with a succinct explanation of the key points, liberally illustrated with examples, ending with a planning checklist. This is a major feat of effective communication in itself. Winston Churchill once apologised “I am sorry that this is a long letter, I did not have time to write a short one”;  Baldoni manages to cover a vast subject range, distilling a key skill or learning point into a couple of paragraphs without being superficial or simplistic. 

Each chapter has its own example of a great leader or leaders who illustrate the points made. So Oprah Winfrey is used to demonstrate the art of storytelling, Rosabeth Moss Kanter to show how to make a message stick, Vince Lombardi and Harvey Penick – two of the great sporting coaches, from American football and golf respectively – to make the points on coaching. And finally after each of the illustrations is a summary of the lessons to be learned and applied from those great examples.

At the end of the day, this is a ‘how to’ book. It addresses the need for leaders to do more than just stand up and speak. It illustrates how you can use simple but powerful ideas to plan and create leadership communication that is integrated not just staged, whether you are a leader, or a coach to a leader. This is definitely not a book to judge by its cover.
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