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Great spokespersons are as important to a health care organization as are great C-
Suite leaders.  

Effective spokespersons help advance an organization’s business objectives because 
they help communicate the enterprise’s mission, vision, values and processes both 
internally and externally. Good spokespersons engender trust, build credibility and 
foster strong relationships for a health system among many stakeholder audiences. All 
of that translates into a positive public image – an often-elusive characteristic for 
organizations that deal with (literally) life-and-death matters every day.  

As lofty as it may sound, it really is the health care organization’s mission that drives, 
feeds and guides the best spokespersons. The mission shapes key messages and 
determines how a health system communicates with all of its important audiences. The 
mission determines the tone and approach for a health system’s spokespersons, 
whether the news will be perceived as good or bad. 

With mission in mind first, what are the most important, strategic steps a health care 
system can take to field the best-possible team of spokespersons?    

These 5 steps offer an agenda for evaluation and action. 

1. Identify the “required” and natural communicators. Designate and develop 
the spokesperson team. The CEO – whether he or she is comfortable as 
spokesperson or not – does need to speak on behalf of the organization. 
Additionally, who else can and/or should be a spokesperson? Are there good 
communicators in the executive leadership team, in the marketing and 
communications departments, among the clinical staff? It’s important to draft and 
field a team of people who can step in when needed. There are times when an 
interview or committee meeting absolutely requires the CEO. There are many 
more opportunities – internally and externally – that can be handled with aplomb 
by others in the organization who have an aptitude for communication. 
 

2. Be prepared. Baseball teams start each year with spring training. Yo-Yo Ma 
practices relentlessly. Tony Award winners rehearse, rehearse, rehearse. 
Similarly, public speaking is a skill that can be learned and improved. And while 
some may think it looks easy to handle a TV media interview well, that too takes 
training and practice. Virtually no one can be a great spokesperson without some 



coaching. The key is to provide spokesperson and media training to all 
spokespersons – tailored to each one’s individual strengths and needs – and 
then periodically do refresher sessions. Naturals can become superstars and 
reluctant-but-required spokespersons can learn and become confident 
communicators. And, the old adage, “practice makes perfect,” is true, whether 
the skill is surgery or public speaking. 
 

3. Stick to Key Messages. Former Secretary of State Henry Kissinger once 
famously asked a roomful of news reporters, “Do you have questions for my 
answers?” Any spokesperson needs to be mindful of the top three to five 
messages that he or she intends to convey in a speech, media interview or all-
staff meeting. Consistency of message across an organization leads to credibility 
and strength. The best spokespersons know how to connect any and every 
portion of a presentation or interview back to the most important information to be 
conveyed. 
 

4. Don’t try to fake it. Just about everyone recognizes a lie – either immediately or 
eventually. And, the truth always comes out. So, spokespersons must be truthful 
and avoid speculation. This means choosing venues and matching 
spokespersons carefully to those opportunities. It also means thoughtfully 
investigating a prospective speaking engagement or interview to sniff out any 
potential perils. In the moment, being truthful sometimes means the 
spokesperson needs to say, “I don’t know, and I’ll get back to you.” Or, “At this 
time, I am not at liberty to talk about this matter.”  Or, “I wish I had the answer to 
that question, and what I really think would be helpful today is to talk about this 
other topic.” Learning to diplomatically and honestly steer a conversation away 
from a trouble spot is an essential spokesperson skill. 
 

5. Learn the skills, mind the cues. Fantastic presenters and often-quoted media 
spokespersons share a host of important skills and talents. The best 
spokespersons learn to:  
• Listen carefully. 
• Be mindful of body language and eye contact.  
• Speak clearly, in short sentences. 
• Establish rapport, build relationships. 
• Avoid jargon. 
• Seize opportunities. 
• Craft memorable, quotable “sound bites.” 



Final thought: Never underestimate the power of a skilled, credible spokesperson. And, 
never underestimate the need for careful preparation. 

# # # 

Kathy Schaeffer is president of KSA Public Relations, Public Affairs and is an expert at 
media and spokesperson training. KSA has extensive experience providing strategic 
communications counsel to hospitals and health systems. 


