
Quotes Help Create Common Ground: A tip for English for Business students by Andrew D. Miles. 

 

Amparo, one of my 

students, was invited to 

speak at a women’s 

association in Boston.   

 

I helped prepare her 

speech but after we 

had finished she said: 

“It’s too impersonal.  Is 

there any way I could 

be seen as someone 

who’s closer to them?”  

 

There are many. One of 

the most common 

strategies is to quote 

someone your listeners 

know and respect. 

 

Quotes Help Create Common Ground 

Back to the seventies. Amparo’s question reminded me of a teacher I 

once had, who told us: “One technique for foreigners to trust you is to 

recite words from someone they admire. Try Ataturk in Turkey, De Gaulle 

in France and Confucius in China but by all means avoid that communist 

junkie John Lennon. Nobody respects him.” Times have changed!  

 

My teacher was, of course, right. Resorting to someone we all know will 

bring us a little closer, make us realise we are not that different. It shows 

that even though we might come from diverse backgrounds we do 

have things in common. 

 

For this to work, however, your listeners must know and respect the 

people you quote. They could, of course, be famous but they could also 

be anyone whose names listeners recognize, such as your company’s 

CEO when you are giving an in-house presentation, or even earlier 

speakers at the same event if their words enhance your message.   

 

But let’s not anticipate and see the benefits of using quotes. 

 

Quotations help create a common cultural ground: As we’ve just said, if 

we all know the person maybe we do share more than it seems. If you 

mention someone close to your audience (a national hero, a specialist in 



their field, their company’s CEO) listeners will realize you have made an 

effort to research their culture and will appreciate your gesture.  

 

Quotations strengthen your arguments: Quotations offer a second voice 

that amplifies your ideas but are more powerful than just repeating 

yourself in different words because they carry the weight of authority. 

Additionally, citations improve credibility by implying that the person you 

are quoting agrees with the rest of your argument. 

 

Quotations add colour to your speech: Quotations add dynamisms to 

logical arguments. Audiences get bored easily so anything that’s 

different will catch their attention! 

 

Quotations have staying power: People remember quotations. They 

generally present ideas concisely and your listeners have probably heard 

them elsewhere. Your prospective 

clients might forget your name but they 

could remember that you are the 

person who cited George Washington 

and said: “It’s better to be alone than 

to be in bad company.” 

 

How to do it?  Adding quotations to 

your arguments is simple, as long as 

you follow a few rules. 

 

Make sure the quote is correct: A well-

chosen quotation should improve your 

credibility but a mistake will make you 

look foolish. Always check your source. 

 

Quote respected people: Listeners will 

associate your name with the person 

you’re mentioning.  Choose Einstein 

over your cousin from Gananoque–

unless  she’s also a genius and your 

audience admire her!  

 

Present it directly or provide a context: You can decide to simply 

introduce the speaker, as in: “Mark Twain once said “Twenty years from 

now you will be more disappointed by the things that you didn’t do than 

by the ones you did do.”  

 

Or you can take the road Laura chose and provide a context: “Elizabeth 

Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony wrote in Fighting Together for 

Women's Rights that “The best protection any woman can have ... is 

courage.”  

Quote, quotation or 

citation: the exact words 

someone said. 

Common ground: 

something we share. 

Recite: repeat aloud. 

Junkie: drug-addict. 

Enhance: improve. 

Foolish: stupid. 

Source: where you get 

information. 

Full of themselves:  

not modest. 
 



 

Pause before and after: You should breathe 

before the quote to create anticipation and 

leave a short gap afterwards to let listeners 

digest what has been said. Give the 

quotation respect and time so the public 

can absorb the full meaning of the words. 

 

Don’t overdo it: There’s no rule about how 

many quotes you should use, but their 

effectiveness will dissipate if you use too 

many. Remember that your speech should 

reflect your ideas, not someone else’s. Also, 

too many citations could make you appear 

arrogant. No one likes people who are full or 

themselves! 

 

How did Laura get on? I don’t know whether her speech was successful 

but she was asked to speak again two years later so they must have 

liked what she said! 

 

Andrew’s advice: choose one or two relevant quotation and use them in 

the body of your speech.  
 

 

Want to improve your English? Learn at your 

office with English for Business. Contact us at 

www.englishforbusiness.es or at 902 108 127. 
 

 

 
 

If you can, show a 

slide with your 

quote.  

You won’t make 

mistakes when you 

read it and the 

public will record 

the words in both 

their aural and their 

visual memory. 

http://www.englishforbusiness.es/

