
PEOPLE MAKE WHEN HIRING A
5  COMMON  MISTAKES

'KEYNOTE' SPEAKER
AND HOW TO AVOID THEM!



During my 25 year career as a keynote speaker, I have been 
fortunate enough to work with hundreds of companies, 
business leaders, events’ teams and big brands. I always 
love feedback after any talk and the one thing I have noticed 
coming up time-and-time again is the compliment, “We are so 
glad we choose you, we were really unsure what to look for in 
a keynote speaker and as a result have had some disasters in 
the past. We are so glad this time it’s different.”

It got me questioning, 

why is it so daunting 
and hard to find a good 
keynote speaker?
For those organising the event, there is obviously a lot of 
pressure to get it right. After all, your choice of keynote speak-
er is crucial when it comes to filling the event, getting the key 
messages across and leaving a lasting impression. Yet with 
so many “established” keynote speakers out there and even 
more touting themselves as the next best thing, how do you 
know who to choose?

This is why I have compiled this EBook, to help those looking 
for a keynote speaker to find their perfect match. In it I have 
compiled my top five tips for making the right choice when it 
comes to selecting your speaker, by looking at the most 
common mistakes people make when selecting their 
speaker. If you can avoid these, then you 
will ensure your event goes off without a 
hitch but with a BANG!

I hope it helps and you enjoy the read.
Speak soon,

Pete Cohen

INTRODUCTION



When it comes to keynote speaking, the mistake most 
people make is trying to go biggest and best when it 
comes to speakers. It is not about being the brightest, 
funniest, sexiest or smartest, the crucial element is the 
ability to connect with the audience and this is an 
art form.

After all, keynote speaking is about more than simply 
conveying a message-anyone can do that. It’s about 
leaving a lasting impression, which will ensure the 
message is more than simply conveyed, it will guarantee 
it is remembered and acted upon.

How do we connect? 

By delivering a story the audience can relate to and 
which is a vehicle for conveying the intended message. 
In many ways the ‘story’ is more crucial than the 
speaker, so this is what you also need to evaluate before 
you make your choices.

Ask your intended speakers to give you a brief 
breakdown of how they intend to convey your message 
and judge them on that. When you do, make sure you 
have someone else to give an outsiders perspective as 
you know your message inside out so might identify it 
clearly even if the story is rather abstract, whereas a

fresh mind might give you the perspective of a future 
audience member.

When it comes to judging a story, do it not just on the 
content and how well this relates to your message. Make 
sure you also look at the way the story is being told, the 
ease at which the storyteller tells the tale, and how relevant 
the story is to your audience.

Once you have a shortlist, stalk them on the Internet. All 
good speakers have video clips on YouTube, uploaded by 
them and previous clients - watch these. Look at how well 
the speaker interacts with the audience, the level of 
honesty portrayed in their storytelling and their body 
language. Whether they are relaxed and perhaps most 
importantly of all, whether they are enjoying it.

By doing this you will have a far better chance of ensuring 
the right keynote speaker is at your event.

N O T   F I N D I N G
T H AT   C O N N E C T I O N

MISTAKE #1

Story
Telling



This is one of the biggest complaints my clients have 
voiced to me about previous speakers. The speaker 
simply fails to convey the message in a way the audience 
can relate to and use. It really doesn’t matter how great 
the story is, if it doesn’t convey the message in a usable 
fashion then it has been totally pointless.

So how do you ensure the message the keynote delivers 
is one that will inspire your audience and guarantees they 
walk away with the correct message?

First step is realising that keynote speakers often fit 
one of two types. The personality speaker, who is 
someone famous or a leader in a specific field, or the 
professional motivator whose primary focus, and 
qualifications, revolve around inspiring and motivating 
others

When it comes to the first group, their personal story is 
their motivational tool. So when looking to enlist the 
services of a personality speaker ensuring their personal 
journey or story fits your brief is the key. You need to be 
able to identify how their story can tie in with your 
message, as this is ultimately how they will convey it. 

With professional motivational speakers it is different; 
they are far more flexible when it comes to their story so
find it far easier to convey a specific message. That being 
said, they don’t have the fame and impact a personality 
has. So their performance is what you should be 
evaluating-how well they can tell a story and how 
genuine they are.

Preparation is another key aspect of ensuring the 
audience walk away with the right message. Factor in time 
way before the event to speak about the message you 
want delivering and the key take home messages. Then in 
the hour before the event, take the time to go through the 
key points with your chosen speaker, reinforcing what you 
hope to get across.

T H E   A U D I E N C E   WA L K  
AWAY  W I T H   N O   U SA B L E  

I N F O R M AT I O N

MISTAKE #2
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T H E   A U D I E N C E   WA L K  
AWAY  W I T H   N O   U SA B L E  

I N F O R M AT I O N

MISTAKE #2

? ?? ? ? ?

This is one of my biggest gripes of our industry, the 
amount of motivational speakers who unashamedly 
overrun. To me overrunning is hugely disrespectful as 
we all know these events have a limited timeframe and 
by overrunning you are cutting into someone else’s 
allocated slot. Doing this is hugely egotistical as it 
suggests you believe your message is more important 
that the messages of those you are squeezing out. 
Sadly due to the nature of what we do, egos are not 
uncommon in our industry and neither is overrunning.

How do you ensure this does not happen?

Firstly, by doing your research beforehand. Again, go 
back to the YouTube videos and see how lengthy their 
talks are, whether they are able to convey clear concise 
messages and how engaged the audience looks.

Next, once you have chosen your speaker, impress upon 
them the importance of sticking to script and keeping 
within the time constraints.

Finally, on the day make sure there is a clock all speakers 
can clearly see so they know where they are and can keep 
track of themselves. Never be worried about giving them 
a signal or sign that they have 5 minutes left. We all get 
carried away sometimes so this is always really helpful.

S P E A K E R   O V E R  R U N S
O R   I S N ' T  P R O F E S S I O N A L

OVERTIME

MISTAKE #3

SCRIPT



One thing that I think trips up a lot of people organising 
these events is forgetting to match your speaker with 
your audience. Your message and their story might be a 
great match, but if the audience can’t relate to them they 
might as well not be there.

Demographics clearly play a huge role. There is no point 
for example using an idol from one generation to convey 
a message to another. It sounds obvious, but the amount 
of people I have spoken to who’ve been at events where 
the organisers have clearly chosen their ‘hero’ to speak 
without taking into consideration that not everyone will 
have the same connection.  

A number of my clients have asked the audience to put 
forward suggestions on who they would like as the keynote 
speaker and one went as far as to post videos of potential 
speakers on the company’s intranet so the audience could 
choose. Certainly if the audience feel part of the decision 
making process they are far more likely to listen to, and 
take on board, what the speaker has to say.

T H E   A U D I E N C E   A R E
N O T   O N   B O A R D

MISTAKE #4

x x x



Nothing beats a testimonial! Yet so many people fail to 
use them as a way of gauging the success of a speaker.

They enable new clients to gauge the success of the 
speaker’s previous speaking engagements and they 
provide feedback to help us, as motivational speakers, 
develop (what works, what the highlights were, etc.). 
Ultimately they really are a win-win, which makes you 
question speakers who aren’t actively promoting them 
on their website. 

When it comes to picking speakers on the basis of 
testimonials there are a few things you should look 
out for:

1.  Who – although all clients should be equal, 
endorsements from big brands that have whole 
departments focusing on communicating messages 
do have far more weight than those of “unknown” 
individuals?

2. Relatedness – testimonials from companies that 
are in a similar field or have a similar set up are probably 
more relevant.

3.  What – always look at what’s being said, are they 
judging the speaker on the same criteria you are?

4.  How many – there is no such thing as too many 
testimonials. They really give clients insight into the breadth 
of work you do and how well you do it, so as a motivational 
speaker it is in your best interest to showcase the feedback 
you have been given.

So when it comes to choosing your speaker, make sure 
you check their website for testimonials. If you can’t find 
any then alarm bells should be ringing. Always ask for 
testimonials if you can’t find any online and where possible 
a speaking reference is a great way to assess the impact 
the speaker has had on past audiences.

T H E   A U D I E N C E   A R E
N O T   O N   B O A R D

MISTAKE #4

x x x

N O T  M A N Y
T E S T I M O N A I LS

MISTAKE #5

“Very engaging!” “Brought the
subject to life!” 

“Captivating, 
would highly 
recommend” 



So when it comes to choosing your speaker, make sure 
you check their website for testimonials. If you can’t find 
any then alarm bells should be ringing. Always ask for 
testimonials if you can’t find any online and where 
possible a speaking reference is a great way to assess 
the impact the speaker has had on past audiences.

I really do hope you have enjoyed reading this Ebook and 
have gained some valuable tips for choosing your perfect 
match when it comes to your next keynote speaker. 
If you want any more tips, or fancy seeing me in action, 
get in touch!

Keynote speaking is my passion. There is nothing I love 
more than interacting and inspiring my audience and 
challenging them to think outside of the box. So if you 
are looking for an interactive keynote speaker, who 
relishes the challenge of leaving an audience inspired 
and the opportunity to leave a lasting impression, look 
no further.

Best wishes,

e: pete@petecohen.com
w: www.petecohen.com
t: +44 7974 143 221



Pete gave a great session as key note speaker, 
helping the entire team think differently about 
how we relate to ourselves, each other and work. 
Great tips to help us be positive, achieve our 
personal goals and how to handle situations. 
A really good day. 

Chris WarburtonProcesses Transformation | 
Credit Risk Operations & Fraud Strategies | 
Executive Leadership

What was ultimately satisfying for me was how 
Pete had the audience engaged from the first 
to the last word and his positive impact set the 
scene for a very energised and communicative 2 
days. Many of my colleagues across Europe were 
still talking positively about Pete on Day 2 and I 
am still receiving remarks from a few of his effect 
on them even now...

Steve Brown - Logistics Support Manager BIC 
Europe

You could feel the need to change things for the 
better all around, and people actually willing to 
take steps and act upon it. It was a great start of 
the conference.”

Mirna Kos - IDUG EMEA 2013 Conference 
Chair

“Pete is an enthusiastic, provocative and inspiring 
speaker. He’s a treat, and a great add to your 
agenda.”

Patrick O’Connell, Communications Director 
Ingersoll Rand

“When I invited to Pete to our team meeting to 
give a motivational speech, I knew he was going 
to be good, but I never imagined by how much 
he would exceed our expectations. 

Deborah Perry, Insights & Innovation Manager 
Boots 

The fact that everyone was discussing and 
understood the concept after the event shows 
that Pete has a talent for communicating to an 
audience even when English is a second 
language.”

Mark Heath, Operations Director -  Nigel Frank 
International

“Pete has an energy like no other presenter 
we have come into contact with, is incredibly 
inspiring, and delivered incredibly valuable 
content. 

Stuart Ilslsy - Head of Customer Service - 
Town and Country Housing Group

Without a doubt the best decision we made in 
2013! We hired Pete as the guest motivational 
speaker for our annual training roadshow last 
year. His completely natural and contagious 
energy was something we’ve never seen before. 
He totally captivated our audiences with his 
very open and passionate delivery style. I’d 
recommend Pete to anyone looking for a 
speaker within a heartbeat.

Sarah-Jane Hawkins Marketing Communi-
cations | Events - MCIM CIMdip Chartered 
Marketer

We look forward to working with Pete again in the 
future as he definitely struck a chord with so many 
of our people. We hope to continue the great 
relationship we have formed with him in such a 
short time.”

Paul Barber- Customer Experience Training 
Manager Nothern Power Grid

 TESTIMONIALS



Pete’s mix of humour and insightful statements 
had our 45 delegates crying with laughter, 
nodding in agreement and hanging on to his 
every word. Excellent!”

Dean Smith  - Marketing director, MDL 
Consultancy

“We found his enthusiasm and insight energising 
and he left us with a tangible base which we can 
use to further develop our performance as a team 
going forward. It was a fun and very enjoyable 
day.”

Alison Chmiel Deputy Managing Director 
IKANO

“Pete’s energy and enthusiasm are infectious. He 
holds and grabs his audience’s attention from the 
minute he walks on stage to the minute he leaves 
it.’

Manueline Hickman - AIB Bank Internal 
Communications & Engagement UK 
Business Partner 

We are very grateful to Pete for his contribution 
in making the sales conference a truly successful 
event.”

Richard Haswell -  HR Leader - EMEIA Sales, 
Service & Customer Care - Ingersoll Rand

Delivering a mesmerising section on leadership at 
our 2014 Global conference Pete delivered for us 
and a whole lot more as he wowed the audience 
with his energetic, professional and fun style - 
simply put, Pete is a true leader in his field.”

David Doig - Group Chief Executive - OPITO

“The keynote with Pete was a success and having 
read the feedback from the event, he clearly “hit 
the spot” and even had one of our more reserved 
China colleagues doing a star jump to emphasis a 
point he wanted to make - really remarkable.”

Alistair Greening - QOHSE Director - Bilfinger 
Tebodin

“Pete’s 45 minute session at our annual compa-
ny kickoff day was magnificent. We are acutely 
focused on engagement within PMGC and many 
of our company days focus on that; working out 
how to get the best out of each other to benefit 
our customers is a huge priority.’ 

Jason Yeomans - PMGC Technology Group 
Ltd

‘“Very entertaining and made people really look at 
the value they add, both personally and commer-
cially.”

Rich Burden, UK Key Account Manager Life 
Fitness 

“Your presentation met exactly what we were 
looking for, and the high energy and enthusiasm 
of your intervention was just perfect to energise 
the team and contributed to an overall 
exceptional experience. 

Jila Breeze, Global Head Novartis Consumer 
Health

His energy and enthusiasm were contagious 
and he was able to make his speech relevant, 
engaging and uplifting to all who attended. If they 
were wavering about providing work experience 
opportunities in the future - they won’t be now!”

Elaine Lilley - Chief Executive of The EBP

 TESTIMONIALS



“It has been brilliant to observe the changes in my 
team after the keynote that Pete delivered and 
to see them grow and take on the challenges of 
growing a business in a highly competitive 
market. I would highly recommend Pete to 
anyone that is looking to energise, motivate 
and inspire their organisation.”

Paul Viner CEO Feng Sushi

“He was really excellent and incredibly well re-
ceived. He had so much energy and really 
engaged with the delegates 

Kate Heriot - Head of Events  - The Big 
Partnership

“In a room full of hard and business leaders Pete’s 
style and humour created instant buy in.”

John Ive -  Director of Business Development 
& Technology -  IABM

“He delivered an inspirational keynote presen-
tation. A very useful, thought-provoking and 
enjoyable experience which related totally to our 
characteristics.”

Polly Joseph - Learning & Development 
Manager -  Luxottica

“I would highly recommend Pete to any business 
that needs to drive change and motivate their 
employees.”

Colin Hitch - Senior European Commercial 
Director - Newly Weds Foods

‘Pete was very professional in the research, 
preparation and delivery of the work and he had 
clearly understood what we were looking to get 
out of the day. The team are all very keen to work 
with Pete again and I am sure this will be the first 
of many conferences 

John Dyson - Frazer John Recruitment“Pete has an incredible ability to really capture 
and connect with the audience with his infectious 
enthusiasm and energy. He certainly left a huge 
imprint on our team members who were com-
pletely captivated, energised and buzzing after 
the event.’

Susie Mutch, International Marketing Director 
Vidal Sassoon

“Pete is engaging and enthusiastic. He has a 
personal style that captivates his audience 
offering unique perspectives that challenge 
everyday thinking.

Stuart Beasley, Business Sales Manager -  
Npower

“When other keynote presentations are long 
forgotten I believe that Pete’s will stick in your 
mind and make a difference.”

John Hearson Head of Communications - 
Boehringer Ingelheim

“Pete’s enthusiasm has been a significant 
contribution to create a team spirit which surely 
will increase our performance and potential. We 
thank Pete for his excellent job and for his friendly 
and warm attitude that made our conference a 
great success.”

Michael Schummert CEO - Babor

“He did a brilliant job delivering a very important 
message to over 350 employees and everyone I 
have spoken to you since took a lot away from it. 
Thank you Pete!”

Ryan Mills - Learning and Development 
Facilitator - Premier Foods
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