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Abstract 

Regardless of misquotations, misrepresentation and criticism of the Mehrabian‟s 7-38-55 rule 

of verbal, vocal and non-verbal communications,vocal and non-verbal aspects of human 

communications are, by far, arguably more impactful than verbal communication. This is 

because the former usually engage the audience at the emotional level. Most orators around 

the world, including politicians, business leaders and other influential persons have utilized 

this realization and talked their way into the minds of men and women around them. This 

paper explored the pattern of leaders‟ speeches and identified the techniques they employed 

to influence their audiences. Using the Mehrabian rule as its framework, the paper has relied 

on library research methodology as postulated by Turnhout et al. The paper has analyzed the 

impact of the leaders‟ speech at two levels; leaders are generally very passionate about the 

ideas they do communicate, and this gives them the ability to inspire confidence and move 

their audience to action. Because of their passion, leaders, the paper argues on the second 

level, naturally develop the techniques at varying degrees, of effective public speaking.   
 

Introduction 

While public speaking is a very desirable soft skill that can take anyone to places, it‟s a rare 

gift not many will hope to have. We all admire the speeches of leaders because of the impact 

they have on us. In fact, people often imitate the way leaders speak generally, and others 

imitate a specific leader in his choice of words, the intonation and the pitch with which they 

deliver the words, and sometimes even the gesticulation of his body parts while delivering the 

speech. 

We often do not know why leaders are so different in the way they speak to others or even the 

reason they have so much impact on us with their speech. So, let‟s ask ourselves this quick 

question; why does everyone want to speak like a leader? What specifically distinguishes 

leaders from the crowd? Are they more educated, have more money, or have higher status? 

While all these things are good, the truth is, none of them is the answer. Leaders distinguish 

themselves from the way they speak. While others are trying to get information across to their 
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audience, leaders are trying to inspire their audience to action, and they almost always achieve 

their goal. Do you want to know how they do that? That is what this paper is about. 

Generally speaking, speakers pass information to their audiences in an unfocused manner. But 

leaders do that differently, they master the codes that make them arrange their ideas logically 

and present them interestingly. The result is, the audience will be inspired and go to work 

based on their ideas. While leaders are very clear about their content, they are keen about 

putting it in the most logical form, deliver it confidently through a compelling language. And 

they don‟t forget to remain themselves with natural gesticulation flowing naturally from them 

throughout their presentations or talks. 

Research Question 

 How do leaders communicate verbally 

 How do leaders communicate vocally? 

 How do leaders communicate non-verbally? 

Research Objectives 

 To identify and explain how leaders communicate verbally (structure of the 

messages); 

 To identify and explain how leaders communicate vocally; and 

 To identify and explain how leaders communicate non-verbally. 

Significance of the Study 

Who wouldn‟t want to be a good speaker? Who wouldn‟t want speak like a leader? And who 

wouldn‟t want to have a massive impact on his/her audience and inspire them to do well. 

Communication as the humans understand and practiceit is one of the major things that set us 

apart from the animals, and communicating with impact on the other hand is what set some 

class of people apart from the rest. However, not every single human has a lasting impact 

while communicating. This simply means that the leaders who communicate with impact 

know something which the rest of humans don‟t.  

This research unravels the secrets behind the impact of leaders‟ verbal, vocal and non-verbal 

communications. Beyond the explorations of the facts behind how leaders communicate 

(speak), the paper also is unravels the reality behind many of the training manuals on 

leadership communication, it presents and alternative and a more comprehensive training 

manual proposal for those who intend to train to speak with impact.  
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Theoretical Framework 

From the theoretical viewpoint, this paper has taken a cue from the Mehrabian (1967) 

postulation of the huge impact of the non-vocal and non-verbal communication on the 

audience. Basing his research on the psychology of inconsistent communication, Mehrabian 

concluded that non-vocal and non-verbal communication always win with a large margin 

anytime there is a discrepancy between the messages they are passing to the audience. 

Mehrabian research findings came to be known as Mehrabian rule of 7-38-55. This means our 

choice of words, which Mehrabian called verbal communication,contributes only 7% of the 

meaning we are conveying to our audience. In essence, 38% of the meaning is delivered 

through our use of voice in terms of pitch, volume and the likes, which Mehrabian called 

vocal communication. The whopping remaining 55% of the meaning is delivered through the 

body language including gestures, physique, posture, facial expressions, clothing and 

territoriality. 

Mehrabian‟s postulation has since been often misquoted, misrepresented, criticized (Argyle et 

al, 1970) and even challenged(Hsee et al 1992). He, at some point, felt the need to follow up 

with further works (Mehrabian 1971, 1972, 1981, 1992 & 2009) to either elaborate or explain 

what his postulation means and what the limitations of its application are.  Despite all the 

criticism and the follow ups, the worst that can be said about the postulation today is that it 

has been misquoted and misrepresented. But what cannot be said about it is it has been 

debunked.  

Research Methodology 

Purely theoretical in approach, this paper seeks to establish its facts using Library Research 

Methodology as postulated by Turnhout et al (2014). He argues that Library Research 

Methodology can be not just an independent research methodology but can also be necessary 

in certain areas of enquiry depending on the research outcome aimed at. Areas that can benefit 

from this methodology include a searchinto related works to a specific research, studies of 

literature, the establishing of a benchmark.  

This paper used this research methodology because it is inspirational as well as data oriented 

(Turnhout et al, 2014) both of which are directly related to the outcome the paper is trying to 

achieve.  

Literature Review 

Searching the word „leadership‟turned in351,000,000 search results,and searching the 

statement “How to speak like a leader”turned in 99,200,000 search results. In contrast, 
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searching the names Donald Trump, the president of the most powerful country in the world 

turned in only 27, 900, 000 search results. All the 3 were google-searched using the same 

device,the same browser with the same personal search history and at the same location & 

time. That says a great deal about how much interest is there in both leadership and leadership 

communication.  

Resulting from the seemingly huge interest in particularly, leadership communication, the 

area became a very fertile business opportunity for startups to explore. Little surprise that the 

works documented in the area are dominated by training packages, training materials and 

manuals on how to improve one‟s skills on leadership communication.   

Basically, the trainings in the field have some common broad claims which include changing 

thinking patterns (cognitive restructuring), emotional response, positive visualization, staying 

focused and present for audiences (Gerard, 2015) 

Speaking of Gerard, she is one leadership communication trainer that developed a structured 

training material that many have copied from. In an exercise she named public speaking 

strengths, she would ask the participants to list their strengths as oral communicators. She 

would run the questions something like:  

“List your strengths as an oral communicator. When you‟re with people you feel comfortable around, 

what makes them listen to you? Do they appreciate your intelligence, sense of humor, passion, 

playfulness, kindness, quirkiness, or other traits? What assets help you when you speak to others? List 

your physical attributes, vocal qualities, energy, listening skills, creativity, subject matter expertise, and 

any other strength that helps you communicate with people.” Gerard, (2015) 

 

According to her, this is an exercise under a broad theme she called „fear reduction technique‟ which 

she used as a cure for speech anxiety. This technique is part of a broad structure she has created with 

some components having two arms; a public speaking problem and its solution. The second arm of 

„fear reduction technique for example is „cause of speech anxiety‟. Not all the components have two 

arms though as can be seen in the list below: 

 Cognitive restructuring and learning to love speaking in public; 

 Anticipatory anxiety vs breathing techniques for improving focus and presence; 

 Mindreading vs positive visualization; 

 Fear of appearing  nervous vs body language and confidence; 

 Fear of appearing nervous vs connecting with listeners; 

 Fear of going blank vs improving focus and presence; 
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 Lack of skills vs connecting with listeners; 

 Lack of skills vs vocal improvement; 

 Physical reaction; 

 Breathing techniques; 

 Body language and confidence; 

 Biofeedback/stress response; 

 Performance  orientation; 

 Connecting with listeners; 

 Overcoming extreme self-consciousness. 

The training materials and packages in the leaders‟ speaking techniques don‟t all come in 

book shape nor even text. They sometimes do come in form of talks, lectures and 

presentations. Lancaster, (2015), have some fascinating structure mostly, based on the vocal 

and the verbal skills that set the leaders‟ speeches apart from the rest of humans. As a matter 

of priority, he chose the rhetoric as the secret behind the impact of leaders‟ speeches. 

Lancaster talked about what he called the secret of 3 under which he raised a number of points 

to which he attributed the impact of leaders‟ speeches. He mentioned 3 breathless sentences 

(to sound more compelling and convincing), 3 repetitive sentences and3 balancing statements 

(to communicate balanced thinking). His other points are metaphor (the most powerful in 

political communication), exaggeration and rhyme. 

Generally speaking, the ideas expressed by Lancaster (2015), Gerard (2015) and the other 

people working in the field of public speaking and leadership communication generally come 

across as anxiety therapy, mechanical improvement of human vocals as well as mastery of 

public presence which can be described at best, as public conformity.  The focus is generally 

on using voice as an instrument of impact, telling the audience what they want hear rather 

than what they need hear, meeting audience‟s expectation in terms of mastery of the language 

and then conforming tosome expected mannerism‟s codes of body language. These are 

generally assumed, will automatically help the speaker communicate strong message rather 

than weak one and have an impact on the audience.   

Discussion/Analysis 

The literature above hints to the fact of a lot of interest in leadership communication, and 

many are fascinated by the idea of speaking like a leader. This will once again take us back to 

Mehrabian (1967) who made the first postulation that inspired a whole generation about the 
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importance of non-verbal and vocal communications. According to him, 55% of all human 

communication is encoded within non-verbal. That must have been where the leaders encode 

their messages that create the impact they are having on their audience, some people might 

have taught and concluded, let‟s create trainings around that to help people master the non-

verbal communication. But the question is, is that what Mehrabian really meant by his rule? 

Could mastery of the non-verbal and vocal communications at the mechanical level solve the 

puzzle? To answer these questions, we need to have a closer look at 3 issues; Mehrabian rule, 

the non-verbal communication and leadership communication models. 

Mehrabian rule 

Mehrabian is rule is known as 7-33-55. This rule is a result of Albert Mehrabian findings 

which he documented in 2 different papers both published in 1967. In his analysis he arrived a 

fascinating conclusion that got the human communication experts on their toes. As humans 

speak, the meaning decoded by the audience through our choice of words is only 7% which 

Mehrabian called verbal communication. Vocal communication by which Mehrabian meant 

all manipulations of our voice that carries our words is responsible for up to 33% of our 

meaning. The problem is we still a whopping 55% remaining of the meaning which 

Mehrabian claimed is encoded through our non-verbal communication.  

An important issue in Mehrabian communication model is the fact that he neither nor claimed 

that he based his experiment on a normal communication situation. Rather he did an 

experiment to establish what happens when there are conflicting messages between verbal, 

vocal and non-verbal communications. From the perspective of the audience who receives and 

decodes the message at the subconscious level, the non-verbal communication makes more 

sense and comes across as more compelling and more convincing than anything else.  In other 

words, when assessing the messages of verbal, vocal and non-verbal communication which is 

in full synergy, Mehrabian rule is hardly relevant. In fact, it is very possible that the equation 

will change dramatically. And these last points are some of the issues completely ignored by 

most of the leadership communication training models.  

Non-verbal communication 

Most leadership communication‟s training models are based on some aspects of non-verbal 

communication. Because they are assumed to claim the largest percentage (55) of impact on 

the audience, it is only natural for them to receive this importance. 

To put it simply, non-verbal communication is that aspect of human communication which 

include neither words nor voice. Part of the trouble with non-verbal communication is not the 

fact that most of it comes naturally and involuntarily, but that much of it is neither 
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controllable nor changeable by the communicator. The fact that one‟s height, body shape and 

size, race and even gender can affect the message one is encoding in his rather innocent words 

and voice (verbal and vocal), is not just disturbing but says a great deal about human 

limitation to how much one determines the meaning deduced from one‟s communication. 

With this at hand, too obvious effort to control the controllable aspect of non-verbal 

communication may result into making one comes across as weak, or cocky depending on 

how many other factors the receiver decided to include while interpreting the message. While 

non-verbal communication are in abstract, meant to serve the communicator, in reality they 

often don‟t. Try to force them to do so and you run the risk of exposing your weakness to 

your audience. 

Beyond the physique, Clothes play the role of a double agent, they have impact on the way 

are perceived others as well the way we feel about ourselves. Your clothes says a great deal 

about how professional and thereby how trustworthy you are. Territoriality is a non-verbal 

communication through distance. This depends entirely on cultural background of both the 

actors in the communication give-and-take process. Human face is helplessly more expressive 

than we can control. It is by far the most expressive part of non-verbal communication agents. 

Facial expression therefore almost contains all information about us including the one we are 

interested in sharing. In fact our faces can an information and then the fact that we are not 

interested in sharing. Posture can mean a number of things; the mode of standing, crossing 

arms and the positioning of legs can mean posture and they all convey a different kind of 

message. While more controllable than face, gestures can be near as expressive as the face. 

They can convey more messages than we can imagine to our audiences. 

The trouble with leadership communication training models 

The models leadership communication partially discussed above used a particularly selective 

understanding of the Mehrabian rule as their framework. As opposed to the conflicting 

message that Albert Mehrabian experimented with, they using the assumption that non-verbal 

communication is always carrying the 55%  (which is completely wrong as seen above) and 

that mechanical mastery of the codes of the non-verbal communication will place a 

communication on the mantle of leadership, hence how to speak like a leader. Now having 

discussed what the Mehrabian is about as well as what the non-verbal communication is all 

about, have a second look at the Gerard (2015) principles of leadership communication 

training: 

 Cause of speech anxiety vs fear reduction technique; 
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 Cognitive restructuring and learning to love speaking in public; 

 Anticipatory anxiety vs breathing techniques for improving focus and presence; 

 Mindreading vs positive visualization; 

 Fear of appearing  nervous vs body language and confidence; 

 Fear of appearing nervous vs connecting with listeners; 

 Fear of going blank vs improving focus and presence; 

 Lack of skills vs connecting with listeners; 

 Lack of skills vs vocal improvement; 

 Physical reaction; 

 Breathing techniques; 

 Body language and confidence; 

 Biofeedback/stress response; 

 Performance  orientation; 

 Connecting with listeners; 

 Overcoming extreme self-consciousness. 

Having looked critically at the Mehrabian rule and non-verbal communication, it is clear to us 

that this model will not help much. At best, this trainings may bestow a temporary confidence 

on the trainee which will naturally vanish with time. The same thing applies to Lancaster‟s 

(2015) model which is based mostly on vocal communication. Having come to such 

conclusions about the previous models, what would be a better training model on how to 

speak like a leader? 

What works? 

Have you paid attention to the fact that up to this point only the sentence “how to speak like a 

leader” is used and strictly maintained? In case you didn‟t, that was the case, and it was done 

for a purpose. But before going to the purpose for using and maintaining that sentence let me 

draw your attention to something important. That sentence was a fake sentence. It is not in 

you interest to speak LIKE a leader. It is in your interest to speak AS a leader. In other words, 

why imitate a leader when you can actually be one. 

Leaders including the young ones are generally problem solvers, they are mostly identified 

through their effort to solve in most cases community problems not their personal problems. 

Because of the futuristic vision they have, leaders find it a lot easier to organize people and 

give a talk. The fact that they are clear about the future as they envisioned it and they are 
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passionate about it made iteasy for them to communicate just it. In the words of (Genard, 

2015)“High on the list [of leadership] is the need to speak powerfully. That may involve 

aspects of a leader‟s “voice” in the sense of communicating a vision and concern for one‟s 

followers.” 

Looking at them from modern perspective, Torres, (2018), defines leaders differently. 

According to her, “The 21
st
 century leaders are women and men who are not just ready to 

focus on the familiar and comfortable ways of today, but ready to embrace the realities of 

today and also all those unknown possibilities of tomorrow.” 

Based on the demands of the modern day, a number of factors can indicate whether a person 

is ready to follow the much less travelled path of leadership or not, the vision of how the 

future looks like is a strong indicator. There is a huge difference between the person that 

follow what the trend brings and the person who help shape that trend. If you are aspiring to 

be a leader, then you need to have the ability to shape what your future looks like to a very 

large extent.  

Another factor is the ability to set free from the past. It is difficult to achieve for many, but it 

is a necessary ingredient to completely embrace the future and make a meaningful 

contribution in its development. Setting free from the past signifies the ability to articulate the 

vision required for leadership; a vision which is not afraid of the ever changing realities of 

life.   

Moreover, different people understand the world differently depending on the ones study the 

world. To a lawyer, the world a large courtroom. Everyone he sees in there is either a 

criminal, a police, a lawyer, a judge, a plaintiff or a defendant. The same thing applies to 

political scientist, engineer and journalist. How a leader differs from all these people is the 

fact that he or she can blend in and developed a meaningful relationship with these people that 

a very different from him and at the same time retain his personality and his vision. If 

properly achieved, these will empower the person to keep driving that vision until he or she 

reaches that destination.   

At the core of leaders‟ job is an effective communication with their followers. To be effective 

in communication, naturally comes from mostly, the moral, psychological and emotional 

resources already committed to the cause in which the person is a leader. The more the 

investment, the more passionate a leader becomes and the more effective their communication 

will be. 
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Conclusion 

How to speak like a leader proved really very interesting topic to all and sundry, which is 

actually an extension of human yearning for leadership. From the millions of google search 

results to the thousands of works and training materials established around that, there is a clear 

indication that modern humans can go to the most extreme possible end to obtain the skills that 

will make them speak like leaders. 

While that was still in the offing, Mehrabian came up with his startling revelation that the largest 

chunk of meaning in human communication is stored in the non-verbal and the vocal human 

communication. For what it‟s worth, the Mehrabian rule of 7-33-55 became the most „important‟ 

most quoted and most discussed statistics anywhere there is a conversation about communication 

impact to begin with, and leadership communication. Many academic works were produced 

against it, in support of it and sometime to explain and elaborate what it means. Beyond the 

explanations and the analysis, many training materials were developed with Mehrabian as either 

conceptual of theoretical framework. The Mehrabian rule became the gospel of the brokers of 

impact communication training with vocal and non-verbal communication skills taking the 

center stage in the trainings.  

However, a closer look at the Mehrabian rule revealed that the rule has been grossly 

misrepresented in the training materials that promised to teach leadership commination. 

Therefore, the result of the trainings comes across as mechanical with only a temporary impact 

on their beneficiaries as shown above. 

Becoming a leader and speaking as one, this paper argued is entirely different from learning 

some mechanical skills that will allow you imitate a leader and speak like one. Pay attention to 

the words in the previous sentence „as‟ and „like‟. Becoming requires developing overall life 

skills as a human being, identifying the area in which a person intends to lead, having a vision 

and where to lead one‟s constituency, and then building one‟s capacity to be able to lead, and at 

that point, the person will naturally speak with impact as leaders do because he or she is one. 
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