
Write what you know. That’s the advice given to aspiring 
novel writers. But corporate communications deal with every 
subject under the sun. So the advice can’t possibly apply to 
students or recent grads, can it? Well… yes.

Right now, there’s a lot we don’t know. We’ve learned 
how to write a media release. But what are the words and 
phrases this company and this sector avoid because of 
connotations everyone in the biz understands? We have some 
communications theory under our belts, but how do you 
approach this delicate subject in a way that won’t put off this 
touchy audience?

The answer is research. (I hear groaning from those of you who 
slogged through “Introduction to Research” and were hoping 
you’d put it behind you!) When your job is to get a message 
through to your target audience without glitches, accidental or 
otherwise, you’d better understand the language that audience 
understands, down to the subtlest simile. That means hitting 
the books and making calls and listening to every neighbour, 
friend and friend-of-friend with knowledge that will help you.

Here’s an example. Suppose you, a twenty-something 
communicator, are tasked with writing the first draft of a 
flyer for a neighbourhood senior centre about colon health 
screening. “Make it engaging,” your boss says. “We want to 
make sure people read it.”

“Engaging,” you think. Humour’s pretty engaging. If you were 
writing for your peers, you’d line up the jokes no problem. But 
your audience is seniors, people in their mid-sixties and older. 
To them, what’s funny, yet not crude? What’s refreshing honesty 
and what’s a graceless blunder? Where do you start?

First, go back to your boss and ask to see any relevant research 
— for example, a report on healthcare related reticence among 
seniors. (You’ll earn points for sure!) Then, go ask your grandma. 
Take grandpa out for a beer and invite the jokes. Have coffee 
with your elderly neighbour and actually ask about her health. 
Don’t depend entirely on Internet research. The more real 
people in your target demographic you consult, the more real 
your target reader will become to you. The more real she is, the 

more you know about her. The more you know about him, the 
more confident — and effective — your words will be to him. 

It seems to me that the best communicators are ones who are 
interested in anyone and everyone, and have friends in every 
demographic. So when we’re networking, we should remember 
to cast our nets wide and deep, by spending time with people. 

Recently, in my local coffee shop, I bumped into an elderly man 
whom I’d met in church a few years ago. I remembered John 
as an affable old fellow, so I said hello — and ended up staying 
for half an hour. His stories about his working life revealed a 
sharp observation of character that I hadn’t seen before. Our 
conversation gave me new insight into the community, too. 

John’s now on my personal list of expert consultants. Of 
course, he just turned ninety, so he might not be on it for long. 
I can make this joke because, according to my research, John 
would be the first one to laugh!
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Send an email to toronto-memcomm@iabc.com   
We love getting ideas for articles and look forward to 
hearing from you.
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What is your idea of perfect happiness? 
Scuba diving in warm turquoise waters 
while on vacation with my wife and three-
year-old son.

What is your greatest fear?
Not living long enough to experience my 
son become a father.

Which person living or dead, do  
you most admire? 
My mother — Ruth Devor. She is a 
gentle soul and the personification of 
unconditional love. She raised three 
dynamic kids and is a world-renowned 
sculptor too.

What do you consider the most 
overrated virtue? 
Fortune and fame. It baffles me how some 
people chase those elusive goals only 
to wake up one day and realize that true 
success is the treasure of being surrounded 
by good friends and family.

Which words or phrases do you  
most overuse? 
My wife says that I whistle too much. What 
can I say; I’m a happy guy and have played 
the saxophone for nearly 30 years, so I 
can’t help it.

What is your greatest regret? 
Absolutely none. I strive to live each day 
with courage and conviction. Life is too 
short; make the most of every day.

Which talent would you most  
like to have? 
A photographic memory when I need it, but 

the ability to delete stuff when I don’t, to 
avoid going insane.

What is the trait you most deplore  
in others? 
Lack of integrity – people who lie and 
cheat to get ahead. 

If you could change one thing about 
yourself, what would it be?
A faster metabolism, so I can indulge in 
Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups more often.

What do you consider your greatest 
achievement?
Persuading my gorgeous, intelligent wife 
to marry me.

What made you join IABC/Toronto?
I joined IABC more than 15 years 
ago. It was an opportunity to join a 
community of highly principled people 
devoted to excellence and life-long 
learning.  

How do you participate in IABC/Toronto?
I have spoken at two world conferences, 
volunteered as a mentor, judge awards, 
won a Gold Quill and achieved my ABC 
accreditation, which I proudly bear 
wherever I speak or do business around 
the world. 

What do you most value in your 
colleagues?
Honesty, loyalty and collaboration.

What is your greatest extravagance?
World travel and fine food — two things I 
will never give up.

If you were to die and come back as 
another person or thing, what would  
you be?
An NHL hockey player hoisting the 
Stanley Cup for the Toronto Maple Leafs. 
Hey, it’s a dream people!

What do you think are the three most 
common mistakes made in business 
communication? 
• Because we have always done it this 

way…

• Assuming that true communication has 
actually taken place, with nothing to 
back it up.

• Short-sighted executives who think 
they can build trust after betraying their 
own values.

What would your dream job be? 
I used to dream of being the head of 
PR for the Maple Leafs. Now that I 
have a family, I just love the freedom 
of running my own business and the 
gratification that comes with helping 
so many clients to succeed.

What is your motto?
Information is giving out, but 
communication is about getting 
through.
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PROUST QUESTIONNAIRE

The ever-popular Proust Questionnaire, as 
seen on the back page of Vanity Fair, derives 
its name from the French writer Marcel Proust. 
He did not invent the questionnaire but was 
one of the earliest and most famous 
respondents. As part of getting to know our 
IABC/Toronto members better, we’ve 
incorporated this longstanding tradition into 
Communicator and are hoping to get a better 
glimpse into the lives of those who share our 
passions and careers. This month’s volunteer is 
Heath Applebaum.
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ABOUT

HEATH APPLEBAUM

Heath Applebaum, ABC, MCM is the owner of Echo Communications Inc.
and director of public relations for Reputation.ca, Canada’s leading online
reputation management company, based in Toronto. He is a Gold Quill
winner, and industry thought leader as well as a public relations professor
with a Master’s Degree in Communications Management.

CAMPUS CORNER
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NEGOTIATION 
PRICING PITFALLS FOR
NEW INDIES
When I decided to change gears from a steady 9-to-5 
job and set my own standards as a freelance writer, I was 
armed with experience, passion and courage, but not 
preparation. I wasn’t aware of, let alone ready for, the 
pricing pitfalls I would find myself pirouetting around. It 
felt like being in a minefield armed with a gut feeling, but 
no map.

I knew what my work was worth, but I didn’t know that many 
clients just want the cheapest, best option. From the get-go, 
I found myself struggling with what seems to be a recurring 
question: should I charge hourly or by project? I chose hourly, 
to keep it simple, after endless Googling of the going rate. It 
seemed like a fair and well-researched starting point. 

I had a “decent” contract in place, customizable for every 
client. However, I hadn’t accounted for the multiple revisions 
that my writing would be subjected to by clients who kept 
changing their minds. What would have taken two hours ended 
up taking one whole day, but I got paid for only the hours that 
I actually wrote. The familiar feeling I had as an employee — of 
being used — was back. 

Soon after, I began charging by the project. I made sure to 
take into account meetings, revisions, writing and advising, 
which increased the project quote. It was now harder for me 
to get a “yes” from the client. I found myself justifying my post-
graduate degrees and my experience. What I didn’t have was a 
creative brief to make convincing a little easier. 

After a few meetings, I landed client number four, who signed 
on the dotted line. When payment time came, the client 
summoned me to an emergency meeting to say that my 
invoiced rate was too high, and she couldn’t pay me unless we 
renegotiated a lesser rate. Remember, I did say that she signed 
on the dotted line — literally! While suing was an option, it 
wasn’t affordable for a new indie like myself. Begrudgingly, I 
said, “I am happy to quote a lesser rate, but please make sure to 
read every word of the new contract before signing it this time.” 

Lessons learned 
After numerous readjustments to my pricing strategy, I think I 
see the light at the end of the tunnel. These pricing truths shine 
bright for me: 

> Consult experienced indies who have negotiated their 
pricing pitfalls and can help you avoid yours

> Pricing cannot be rule bound but should be determined 
based on a thorough analysis of the work scope and 
your gut

> Value your work, find your price, and stick to it

> Make Writer’s Market, The Well-Fed Writer and The 
Wealthy Freelancer your bibles

> Draft a creative brief for your client

> Use a project management approach to price your ideas

> Some freelancers work without contracts, but contracts 
are legally binding and set a professional tone

> Make no assumptions
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THE INDIE SCENE

The first time I attended an awards ceremony was almost 10 
years ago. I had just started a new job at a PR agency and went 
mainly to support the team’s success, even though I didn’t have a 
clue — still don’t — what the project was about. To this day, my 
memory from that night is of sipping Cosmos while celebrating 
my new colleagues’ win and feeling a sense of accomplishment 
as a team.

Last year, I signed up for the IABC/Toronto chapter board, taking on 
the position of Vice President, Awards. The role is responsible for 
the OVATION Awards program, from the submission period to 
organizing the gala event at the end of the year. In a way, I feel like 
my awards journey that began in Dubai in 2005 has come full circle 
in Toronto in 2015.

As someone who would rather stay home and read a good book (or 
watch House of Cards on Netflix), I find attending any after-work 
event is a chore. But when you’re responsible for organizing the 
premier annual event of the GTA communication calendar, you start 
thinking about what would make you want to come out for a night 
on the town. And when you love books as much as I do, that’s a 
hard undertaking. 

So, here’s my solution: forget the rubber chicken dinner and the 
pats on the back, and let the revelry begin. It’s not the Oscars, but 
we’re turning it up a notch by giving you a chance to stand up and 
be recognized by your peers during the IABC/Toronto OVATION 
Street Party 2015. It’ll be a hootenanny, with a whole bunch of hoot 
and a lot less nanny. Whatever you think you know about the 
OVATION gala, forget it.

Here are five reasons to pause your Netflix queue and bookmark 
your place in what we’re sure is a real page-turner:

If you’re ready to judge a book by its cover, then this one initially seems 
to have two strikes against it. 

After noting the U.S. flag on the cover, one might ask: is the advice contained 
geared purely to an American audience? And is that advice focused 
completely on the needs of people who write speeches for political leaders 
(rather than, say, non-profit or corporate/private sector chiefs)? 

These are good questions to ask before purchasing the book. If you press on 
and make it beyond the cover, you will find the answer to both questions is a 
firm “no.” 

So look past the U.S. flag, and ignore the word “political” in the title — you’ll 
find this book to be an excellent resource. The author, Robert Lehrman, has 
crammed this volume with intelligent observations about what works (or 
doesn’t work) when writing a speech, with pages and pages of tips based on 
his experiences and those of others. 

And there’s much more here than just advice for political speechwriters; the 
author has written speeches for some 30 years for CEOs and heads of non-
profit groups, as well as politicians, and has also taught speechwriting at the 
university level.

The book’s 18 chapters cover all the main issues that come up when 
drafting, polishing and helping a client prepare to deliver a speech. These 
include: how to structure a speech; how to integrate humour; how to 
help speakers make their words memorable to audiences; how to plan 
ahead for a potentially hostile audience; how to apply Lerhman’s “LAWS” 
of speechwriting when drafting (language, anecdote, wit and support); and 
how a client can practice and improve performance at the podium (including 
advice on gestures and eye contact). There’s also an interesting chapter on 
the ethics of speechwriting. 

Lerhman brings all his advice to life with copious references to real-life 
examples that illustrate the points he wants to convey. 

Are there other useful books on speechwriting that a communicator might 
buy, instead of this book? Without a doubt — this is not the only excellent 
book about speechwriting on the market. 

However, what helps set Lehrman’s book apart from the rest of the field is 
how it zeros in on sharing practical advice (rather than rehashing abstract 
theory, or indulging in endless personal recollections), and presents that 
advice in a well-designed, reader-friendly format. Thanks to its many 
checklists and summaries of the points raised, this book truly lives up to 
the word “companion” in its title. Like a patient friend, you can turn to The 
Political Speechwriter's Companion for easily-accessible tips on specific 
topics — again and again and again. 

ABOUT

NEIL HRAB

Neil Hrab, an IABC member since 2008, 
lives and works in Toronto.

The Political Speechwriter's Companion 
A Guide for Writers and Speakers 
By Robert Lehrman

BOOK REVIEW

If you’d like to be featured in a future Proust questionnaire, 
please contact toronto-memcomm@iabc.com 

ABOUT

SOHINI BHATTACHARYA 

Sohini Bhattacharya is co-founder and partner at Allegoro 
Communications. Allegoro provides a variety of writing 
services, web content, blogging, copy editing, proofreading 
and media outreach. She is also PIC’s Director of Membership 
& Events. 

WRITE WHAT  

YOU KNOW

ABOUT

LAURA PEETOOM

Laura Peetoom recently redirected her career with a Graduate 
Certificate in Corporate Communications from Seneca. While 
searching for full-time employment in communications, she writes for 
herself, edits for others and leads hikes in Rouge National Urban Park. 
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CQ Press, 2009; 
362 pages; available 
on Amazon.ca 
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REASONS
YOU SHOULD  celebrate... 
AND IT'S NOT 
WHAT YOU THINK

You’ve had a long day and don’t want to sit through another 
boring dinner. We get it and couldn’t agree with you more. That’s 
why we have food stations, photo booths, music and Tracy 
Moore as host — what more could one want in a street party? 

Only a communicator can truly understand what you do and 
why. Wouldn’t you rather come and celebrate with peers who 
“get” you?

Leave the office behind and let your hair down (literally, if you 
want to; we’re not judging) at the OVATION Street Party — heels 
and ties optional.

You spent a lot of time preparing that award entry (or being 
around someone who did or talked about doing it); it’s about 
time you got something for all that effort.

Lastly, not winning an award is no excuse for skipping what 
promises to be a great event. We all (sort of) love Frank 
Underwood, but sometimes hanging out with friends is better. 
Just saying.

ABOUT

MALIHA AQEEL

Maliha Aqeel is a senior communicator with experience in global 
capital markets, reputation management and corporate brand 
communication. She is currently Director, Communications for the 
Institute of Corporate Directors and spends her free time as Vice 
President, Awards for IABC/Toronto.

The OVATION Street Party is happening on May 27 at the 
Design Exchange in Toronto from 6 p.m. onwards. I’ll be 
the one running around, but as long as you have fun my 
sore feet will be well compensated. 

To learn more, visit toronto.iabc.com/award/ovation-
awards/  . See you next month!
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