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Introduction
From his inaugural address to his speech setting a
goal of landing a man on the moon before the end
of the 1960s, John F. Kennedy — who had once
been a mediocre speaker — showed his ability to
craft and deliver a compelling vision.

Properly employed, vision is indispensable to
serious leadership. Those who think they can do
without it — such as the first President George
Bush, who derided “the vision thing” — often dis-
cover their error too late.

Vision has the power to motivate listeners. Vi-
sion provides the essential “spark” that distin-
guishes people who are just going through the
motions from those who are really trying to
achieve something.

Kennedy and Churchill
Almost all leaders have heroes and role models
who help shape their vision, and Kennedy was no
exception. His hero was the man who had taken
office in Britain at a moment of supreme crisis in
that nation’s life: Winston Churchill.

The similarities between Churchill and Kennedy
are striking. Both were the sons of famous and po-
litically active fathers. Both used their family con-
nections to get into — rather than avoid — combat
and made their reputations as war heroes. Both
launched themselves almost immediately into poli-
tics upon returning home. Both were good with

words and able to convert handicaps into assets —
in Churchill’s case a lisp and in Kennedy’s case a
pronounced regional accent — that made them
electrifying public speakers.

If nature made JFK the son of Joseph P.
Kennedy Sr., choice made him the son of Churchill,
a man his father couldn’t stand. It was a crucial de-
cision because had young Jack (like his brother
Joe Jr.) embraced his father’s crabbed, pessimistic,
isolationist politics rather than Churchill’s optimistic
internationalism, he almost certainly could never
have become president of the United States.

In his first book in 1940, Why England Slept
(the title was a play on the title of Churchill’s book,
While England Slept), Kennedy expressed his belief
that democracies were at a disadvantage when pit-
ted against totalitarian dictatorships. Most people
love peace, and democratic governments reflect
that desire, while totalitarian governments don’t
need to consult their own people. He wrote, “Any
person will awaken when the house is burning
down. What we need is an armed guard that will
wake up when the fire first starts, or, better yet, one
that will not permit a fire to start at all.”

It’s hard to avoid the conclusion that Kennedy
saw himself in the role of that armed guard. He
would have to walk a fine line, however, between
conveying the need for military preparedness,
and perhaps action, and preventing nuclear Ar-
mageddon.
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Outlining the Vision
Between his election and the inauguration, he spent
much time working with Ted Sorenson, his chief
speechwriter. Kennedy told Sorenson to study such
memorable presidential orations as the Gettysburg Ad-
dress in order to determine why they were so success-
ful. He solicited ideas from families, friends and advi-
sors, both formal and informal.

Kennedy’s experience shows that your vision does-
n’t have to spring full-blown from your own head. Talk
to your team and members of your organization. Do re-
search and use your own intuition and experience.

The final product, however, was very much Ken-
nedy’s own. As Thurston Clarke demonstrates in Ask
Not, a history of the Kennedy inaugural address, the
president “was too proud of his demonstrated literary
talents ... to risk relying too heavily on others for a
work that would be scrutinized by generations of his-
torians and critics.”

Picking up the black binder containing the “reading
text” of his address on that frigid January morning,
Kennedy set forth his vision:

Let the word go forth from this time and place, to
friend and foe alike, that the torch has been passed to a
new generation of Americans, born in this century, tem-
pered by war, disciplined by a hard and bitter peace,
proud of our ancient heritage, and unwilling to witness or
permit the slow undoing of those human rights to which
this Nation has always been committed, and to which we
are committed today at home and around the world ...

Let every nation know, whether it wishes us well or
ill, that we shall pay any
price, bear any burden,
meet any hardship, sup-
port any friend, oppose
any foe, in order to assure
the survival and success of
liberty ...

To those people in the
huts and villages of half the
globe struggling to break
the bonds of mass misery,
we pledge our best efforts
to help them help them-
selves, for whatever period
is required — not because
the communists may be

doing it, not because we seek their votes, but because
it is right. If a free society cannot help the many who
are poor, it cannot save the few who are rich.

Making this vision a reality would require effort and
some sacrifice on the part of the American people as
well as the people of the world. So just as Churchill had
summoned his fellow Britons to “brace ourselves to our
duties” in the interest of achieving victory, Kennedy
concluded with a ringing call to service on the part of
his own countrymen and people everywhere:

And so, my fellow Americans: ask not what your
country can do for you; ask what you can do for your
country.

My fellow citizens of the world: ask not what Ameri-
ca will do for you, but what together we can do for the
freedom of man.

Kennedy was tapping into something deep with
this call for service, which is why it’s undoubtedly the
speech’s most memorable line. This is especially true
for those who heard the speech as teenagers or young
adults, such as the young Bill Clinton.

Lessons on Vision
Leadership consultant James M. Strock has identified
the elements that compose a successful vision. It must
be simple and direct, so it will be memorable. It must be
flexible, so it can accommodate differing ways of mak-
ing the vision a reality. It has to be consistent with the
intended audience’s values. It has to be inclusive and
optimistic. And, ideally, the leader must personify the vi-
sion. Kennedy’s vision succeeded on all accounts.

If you aspire to vision,
your ability to inspire peo-
ple isn’t optional — it’s es-
sential. A properly formu-
lated vision will not only
motivate your people to
support your organization’s
goals; it will inspire them to
pull the organization
through crises. Look for
role models and consult
widely in crafting that vi-
sion. Remember to start
with the history of your or-
ganization, to discover the
roots of its spirit.
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JFK’s Ability to Communicate
The image of John F. Kennedy flickering on a television
screen represents for many Americans their most en-
during impression of him: smiling and joking with re-
porters at a press conference, looking grave and seri-
ous in a nationally televised address on an international
crisis, or relaxing in an informal family setting at Hyan-
nis or Newport.

This wasn’t an accident. For Kennedy, says scholar
James L. Golden, communications “became the cen-
tral element of his leadership.” Kennedy believed the
fundamental problem of a democracy was its tendency
toward drift and content-
ment. Therefore the public
had to be roused to action. 

It’s tempting to de-
scribe Kennedy as a “natu-
ral” communicator or pub-
lic speaker. He was not.
Joseph De Guglielmo, one
of Kennedy’s earliest politi-
cal staffers, said that
Kennedy’s efforts on the
stump in 1946 lacked “ora-
torical polish. He would
fumble for words ... He
would be hesitant.”

He also tended to
speak too fast, and his voice was somewhat tense and
high-pitched. Surprisingly for a man known later for the
forcefulness of his style, he was thought to be too ten-
tative by some of his aides in those early days. 

Even as late as 1958, Fred Dutton characterized
Kennedy as “a terribly inadequate orator ... He raced
through his script, no dramatic emphasis or anything
like that ... [H]e disappointed just about everybody in
terms of his speech.” Such inauspicious beginnings
show that any leader can learn this fundamental skill.

Some lessons:
• Believe in your message. The United States,

Kennedy felt, was in a “long, twilight struggle” for its
very survival against a ruthless and opportunistic foe.

• Know your audience. Once he became fluid at
public speaking, JFK was successful because he al-
ways kept in mind he was speaking to people, not at
them, over them or around them. 

It’s simple to get a text in your hand and go out

and read it before a group of people without regard for
context, audience reaction or press interpretation.
That’s speechmaking, not communication. The worst
thing a leader can do is view a major speech as a one-
off, a commitment that must be fulfilled and then for-
gotten. The best communicators know they’re engag-
ing in a conversation with the audience. Kennedy had a
loose, deceptively casual style on a platform, which
made a connection.

• Learn to address multiple audiences. Every time
you stand up to speak, you’re facing more than one au-
dience. There’s one in the room with you. There are

those not in the room who
will hear of what you said
after the fact. (In the case
of a public f igure, of
course, there may also be
another audience watching
on television.) The speaker
has to make a choice
about which audience will
receive his primary atten-
tion. That depends on who
is in the audience, how
large the group is, and how
influential its members are
as opinion leaders. As well,
you’ll rarely encounter a

roomful of people who will agree wholeheartedly with
everything you say. People have different backgrounds,
ages, experiences and interests. To get your message
across to them in a single talk, you have to address
these people separately yet at the same time.

• Respond to your audience. Don’t be so locked
into your talk that you lose the ability to be sponta-
neous. Read your audience’s reaction and gauge your
responses accordingly. Part of the trick is making eye
contact and pausing for effect. If you see that you’re
losing the audience, it might be better to acknowledge
that than just to plow on.

• Get the help you need. Very few people are “nat-
ural” communicators, so don’t be afraid to look for
coaching in the necessary skills. You can get profes-
sional help from speechwriters and voice coaches. You
can even take courses on presentation skills. When you
know the audience you’re trying to reach, many issues
— such as subject matter, how long to speak, what to
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emphasize — become readily apparent. Get some
input from your advisors on these issues as well.

• Be authentic. Authenticity emphasizes your mes-
sage and helps inspire people.

Conclusion
There’s much more that can be learned from John F.
Kennedy, beyond his strength in creating a vision and
selling it through communications. He had a commit-
ment to learning and was willing to challenge his as-
sumptions, altering his economic policy and rethinking
America’s response to the threat of nuclear war. 

He was a master at team building, bringing togeth-
er an able and varied group, with people in it — includ-
ing his vice-president — who were outsiders to his
inner circle. His brother Robert Kennedy served as alter
ego and loyal right arm. It’s helpful for all leaders to find
their own “Bobby” to serve in that capacity. 

Kennedy, as the many books and movies on the
Cuban missile crisis have shown, knew the buck
stopped with him — another vital aspect of leadership
— but he encouraged frank discussion before he came
to a decision. In a crisis, he was known to be the
coolest man in the room. He projected calm, so his
people would be calm as well.

Kennedy, of course, had many personal faults and
failings, which became public after his death. They’ve
tarnished his reputation and are a reminder that leaders
are accountable. You’re headed for a fall if you conceal
secrets so shocking that if they came out they could
ruin you and your organization. 

That’s the final lesson from John F. Kennedy: avoid
putting yourself in compromising situations, don’t ex-

pect people to cover up for you, and try to be as open
as possible, within reason. e
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