
Writing for Someone Else 

Whether speechwriting or creating content to be presented as another’s, writing for someone 

else can be a fulfilling experience.  However, doing so oft times brings even the most gifted 

writers face to face with ethical dilemmas. 

Writing for someone else can be an ethical issue as its intent is for one party to present 

ideas of another as their own.  For example, are the views and persona of a popular 

politician theirs or a construct of their speechwriters?  On one of my early stints as a 

speechwriter, I was criticized for preparing speeches for a senior officer that made them 

appear more competent than they were.  Implicit in the complaint was the view that I 

facilitated some sort of deception. 

This perception is a reality those who write for others face.  Writers hope to lend their 

services to people they can be proud to provide their talents.  In truth, as a public servant 

I’ve never chosen for whom I’ve written and even freelancers are forced to balance their 

financial needs against idealism in deciding to whom they offer their services. 

A writer’s duty is also to ensure that information they develop is accurate – which has no 

relationship to the individual who delivers the finished work.  I once addressed this notion, in 

a letter to a newspaper writing on behalf of a government official in response to the criticism 

that the official was reading speeches prepared by others, saying, 

As for reading other people’s speeches, [my detractor] should realise that as [official post] I 

have a duty to present accurate information to the public and so often rely on the input of the 

knowledgeable officers of my ministry in this regard. 

I believe that speechwriters have a duty to ensure the accuracy of an organization’s 

communications, whether that means being factually correct or clarifying complex ideas and 

this role justifies their use. 

Every speechwriter I know has had to negotiate attempts to influence their work.  This 

happens often in government institutions where politics and administration can overlap, but it 

also happens in private companies.  Speeches are coveted opportunities to promote 

agendas.  Speechwriters consequently are sometimes asked to endorse an organization or 

individual in a way that is not directly relevant to the needs of the piece. 

I find in these situations it is best to refer to one’s job description.  Am I writing for 

government in the administrative sense or for a political party? Am I writing for the individual 

who hired me or for the company that individual represents?  In clarifying to whom 

contractual allegiance is owed, writers can discern and negotiate attempts to insert external 

agendas into their work – at their level at least. 

Experienced speechwriters know what content is appropriate for an occasion.  This is not 

always the case with the people for whom they write, at times bringing speechwriter and 

client to loggerheads.  These differences may be miniscule, such as a speech’s length, 

allowing speechwriters to give in to their client without losing sleep.  Other times, disputed 

issues may not easily facilitate compromise.  While preparing a speech for a technical 

conference on avian influenza for a government official, I was instructed to focus on the 

reduction of food prices locally and excise all references to avian influenza from the speech.  

The conference had a very specific agenda, was attended by technocrats only and was 

geared towards a regional audience, making the official’s choice of content inappropriate for 

the audience.  After failing to persuade the official their suggestion was inappropriate for the 



forum, I submitted two speeches: one written the way the official requested and another with 

more appropriate content.  In so doing, I fulfilled the request of the client and met the 

obligation I felt I had to do my job to the best of my ability.  The latter speech was selected 

and used at the conference.  I’d like to say that I learned that one should stand up for one’s 

convictions from that scenario, however, the real lesson I learned is that one should always 

try to find a way to say “yes” to one’s client. 

Writing for another person can be the source of a great sense of accomplishment.  Learning 

to doff one’s personality and put on another to create content provides insight into humanity 

and oneself.  My experience has taught that people who write for someone else must find a 

way to be true to themselves because we must always be comfortable with the content we 

create. 

- Brent Bain 


