
PERSUASIVE MESSAGE ORGANIZATION PRINCIPLES 
 
Research into the effects of message organization on persuasion has indicated that a poorly organized message will tend to 
diminish both attitude change and the persuader’s credibility.  Some more specific findings are noted be-low in guidelines 
for organizing a persuasive message. 
 
1. Introductions: it is usually more effective to avoid stating an intention to persuade, declaring the thesis and 

previewing arguments in the introduction of the persuasive message (exception: a persuader well liked by receivers 
tends to benefit from an open statement of intent).  Rather, the introduction is better used to build “common ground” 
by emphasizing ideas on which the speaker and the audience agree.  While avoiding “early thesis” he speaker can, 
and should, still use the introduction to orient the audience about the topic. 

 
2. Placement of more pleasant information: generally, it is more effective to present more pleasant or acceptable 

arguments earlier in the message in a sort of “softening up” process. 
 
3. Placement of more moderate attempts at attitude change:  generally, more moderate change attitude change (ideas 

that are easier to accept) should be emphasized earlier in the message, “building up” to appeals for more greater 
change in belief or behavior later in the message.  This makes the persuader’s points seem less extreme. 

 
4. Placement of the strongest arguments: when receiver interest is low, it tends to be more effective to place the 

strongest arguments first in the message (perhaps having the effect of arousing interest or at least making use of a 
diminishing attention span).  When receiver interest is high, it is usually more effective to place the strongest 
arguments toward the beginning or end of the message, but not in the middle. 

 
5. Discussion of both sides of an issue, rebuttal of the opposing side: whether or not to bring up both sides of an issue 

(attacking the opposing side) seems to depend on several variables.  For receivers initially opposed to the 
communicator’s position, relatively educated or likely to be exposed to counter persuasion, it tends to be more 
effective to bring up and rebut opposing arguments.  If the audience is initially in agreement, relatively less 
educated or unlikely to be exposed to counter persuasion, it tends to be counter- productive to bring up opposing 
arguments. 

 
6. Conclusions:  two useful strategies are indicated for the conclusion of a persuasive message. First, an explicitly 

drawn conclusion (especially in summary form) is usually more effective.  Secondly, an appeal to action (considered 
a better strategy than no appeal to action) is best placed in the conclusion of the persuasive message. 
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METHODS OF ORGANIZING PERSUASIVE SPEECHES 

 
 
1. STATEMENT OF REASON METHODS 
 
 When you believe the audience agrees on the subject (and you wish to reinforce), or the subject is not controversial to 

the audience, a statement of reasons method may be adequate.   It may also be indicated if you have high credibility with 
the audience. This method is very direct -- previewing the arguments would make it more so.  For a controversial subject 
(or when your credibility is less than high), use a less direct method.  Note: this method can be made somewhat less 
direct by placing the thesis after the reasons, and not previewing the arguments. 

 
 Thesis:  We should elect Jones to the school board. 
 
  I. He is respected by faculty and administration. 
  II. He has experience as a secondary school teacher. 
  III. He has shown his administrative ability as a successful businessperson. 
  IV. He has children in this district. 



 
 
2. PROBLEM-SOLUTION METHODS 
 
 The problem-solution method is a good general-purpose organizational pattern for persuasive speeches.  Place the thesis 

after the problem step. 
  
  I. Our school district has some serious problems (specify and develop). 
  II. We should elect Jones to help solve these problems. 
   
 ROSS PATTERN 
  The Ross Pattern is a variation on the problem-solution approach that formally incorporates rebuttal of opposing 

arguments and an action step.  
 
  I. Attention 
  II. Problem 
  III. Solution 
  IV. Rebuttal of Opposing Arguments 
  V. Reinforcement 
  VI.  Action 
 
3.   THIN-ENTERING-WEDGE METHODS 
  
 Thin-entering-wedge methods are especially useful on a controversial subject.  They all involve first establishing 

relatively non-controversial claims with the audience (the “ wedge”).  Only after preparing the way in this manner is the 
related thesis introduced. 

 
 a.  CRITERIA-SATISFACTION METHOD 
  In this pattern, criteria (standards or necessary conditions) are first established.  Then whatever the speaker is  

 advocating (product, candidate, etc.) is shown to meet the criteria. 
      
  I. Criteria: 
   A.   A school board member should be respected by faculty and administration. 
   B.  School board member should have experience as a secondary school teacher. 
   C.  A school board member should have demonstrated strong administrative ability.  
   D. A school board member should have children in this district’s schools. 
  II. Satisfaction: Candidate Jones has these qualities (so should be elected). 
  
 b. COMPARATIVE ADVANTAGES METHOD 
  The comparative advantages method is especially useful when a number of alternatives are competing for the  

 audience’s approval.  Show how the alternatives are deficient compared to what you are advocating.  (Although  
 not essential, it can be helpful to first establish criteria, and then make comparisons.)   

 
  I. Criteria: 
   A.   A school board member should be respected by faculty and administration. 
   B.  A school board member should have experience as a secondary school teacher. 
   C.  A school board member should have demonstrated strong administrative ability.  
   D. A school board member should have children in this district’s schools. 
  II. Candidates Roberts and Gonzalez are each shown to be deficient on these criteria when compared to Jones  

  (so we should elect Jones). 
  
 c.    NEGATIVE (PROCESS-OF-ELIMINATION) METHOD 
        In this method, you eliminate the alternatives until what you advocate appears to be the only viable choice. 
 
  I. Candidate Roberts is unacceptable. 
  II. Candidate Gonzalez is unacceptable. 
  III. We should elect Jones to the school board. 
 
 
                 
 

 



ROSS PATTERN 
 

 
This adaptation of the Ross Pattern incorporates a number of principles of organizing a persuasive speech.  It is basically a 
problem- solution method, but thin-entering-wedge techniques such as criteria-satisfaction, comparative advantages or 
process of elimination could be easily incorporated. It is especially useful when the thesis is a policy proposition (advoca- 
ting a course of action) but can also be used for propositions of fact or value. 
 
 
 I. Attention: 
  A.   Use a startling statement, tell a story, ask a rhetorical question, etc. - - any preview in this section should be  
   general in nature and not give away your thesis.     
  B. Example:  Our children and our school district are facing unprecedented problems at a time when funding  

  per student is at a twenty-year low -- is this a time for the same old solutions? 
 
 II. Problem: 
  A. Demonstrate that there is a significant problem/need - - show it to be serious enough to justify the solution you 

  will advocate next, but do not mention that solution yet.  
   1. Harm:  people or things are being negatively affected. 
   2.   Significance:  the negative effect is significantly widespread/extensive. 
   3. Audience identification:  show that the problem has a significant and direct impact on the audience. 
  B.  Example:  Our district was once one of the best in the state, but now parents are actually avoiding enrolling  

  their children in our schools. 
   1. (Harm and Significance) Consider these facts: 
    a. According to the District Superintendent’s office, our students, who once consistently scored in the  

    top 20% in statewide achievement tests, have now scored in the bottom 40% for the last three years. 
    b. According to the same source, incidents of violence among our students have increased 800% in the  

    last ten years. 
    c. Our town’s newspaper reported this morning that the teacher’s union has expressed a vote of no- 
     confidence in our school board. 

  2. (Audience Identification) Even if you do not have children in our district, the quality of our schools is 
vitally important to you. 

    a. Poor education affects your tax rates and general quality of life with problems like crime and unem- 
    ployment. 

    b. New industry and new jobs are not as likely to be attracted to a community with a weak school district. 
 
 III. Solution: 
  A. At this point in the speech, introduce your thesis (solution). 
   1. Explanation:  describe the solution as necessary. 
   2.  Solvency evidence:  prove it will work to eliminate or at least significantly reduce the harm. 
  B. Example:  whom we elect to our school board now is more important than ever before. 
   1. There are several qualities we need in a school board member: 
     a. A school board member should understand the needs of our students and teachers through know- 

    ledge about education at the classroom level. 
    b. A school board member should have the confidence and respect of both the teachers and school  

    administrators. 
    c. A school board member should be a good financial manager to make the most of scarce funding. 
    d.  A school board member should have the special investment in our district that comes only from having  
     his or her children enrolled in our district’s schools. 
   2. Only one candidate, Richard Jones, has all these qualities. 
    a. Richard Jones was a secondary school teacher for seven years and was chosen “Teacher of the  

    Year” in a large school district. 
     



 
    b. Richard Jones has been selected by our school administrators to be on a citizen’s advisory board 
     and, more importantly, he has been endorsed by the teachers’ union. 
    c.   Richard Jones has demonstrated his financial management abilities by building his computer- 
     consulting firm into a very successful business. 

d. Richard Jones has the special investment that comes from having his two daughters enrolled in our 
schools. 

 
IV.  Rebuttal of opposing arguments: 
  A.  After justifying your solution, attack opposing arguments. 
  B. Example:  
  1. Some people might be reluctant to vote for this candidate because he has never held government office     before. 
    a.  They might think this indicates a lack of experience. 
    b. But the experience that counts is in the classroom and with the bottom line as a successful business  

    owner. 
   2. Others might be uncomfortable because the teachers have endorsed him. 
    a. They probably see the board’s relationship with the teachers as adversarial, with the board as  

     representing the public interest against the teachers.  
    b.   I have two things to say to this kind of thinking. 
    1.) First, and most obviously, we are all on the same side and when we forget this, our children are 

the losers. 
     2.) Second, let’s bear in mind that Richard Jones is not only well regarded by the teachers, but by 
      school administrators, the business community and many other friends and supporters as well. 
 
V. Reinforcement: 
  A.  After the rebuttal step, reinforce your thesis, perhaps using one or more of the following techniques. 
   1.   Visualization:  tell the audience what they can expect in the future. 
    a.  The visualization can be positive (what to expect if your solution is adopted), negative (what to expect 

    if your solution is not adopted), or both. 
    b. It can be hypothetical, use a real-life example, or both. 
   2. Additional inducement:  save a strong appeal for this point in the speech (additional statistics, testimony, 
    a story, etc.) 
   3.  Review:  summarizing important points is a good strategy. 
  B.  Example: (additional inducement) In the words of an editorial endorsement in this morning’s paper,   

  “Richard Jones has a proven commitment to this community and the skills and creativity to make a real  
  difference.”  

 
VI. Action:       
  A.  Urge the audience to a specific course of action.  
   1.  This can be significantly different than the solution (e.g., it might take the state legislature to pass a new  

       law, but your audience can take the action of writing or calling their representatives). 
   2.  The action step is more likely to be effective if you advocate something practical, immediate and easy. 
  B.  Example:  Next Tuesday, vote for skill, creativity, a proven record of leadership, and a real difference - - vote 

      for Richard Jones.  
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