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PRAISE FOR CATHY C. BONCZEK AND 
THE SIMPLE MAGIC OF EXECUTIVE COMMUNICATION

Cathys work with KKR over the past 15+ years has been based on a simple principlethe power of connection. Her ability to cut through the noise to develop impactful communication strategies has proven invaluable to many of us at KKR, including me. Ive seen firsthand how her approach can help transform good communicators into exceptional ones, and she does so with great empathy, warmth, and clarity each step of the way.

SCOTT NUTTALL

Co-Chief Executive Officer, KKR

At KKR, one of our guiding values is the importance of like and trust, which often begins with authentic communication that helps cultivate better connections. Whether advising a rising star or seasoned executive, Cathy is extraordinarily talented in empowering leaders to effectively engage with their audience through practical advice and actionable feedback. This book is essential reading for any executive looking to harness the simple magic of communication to make a lasting impact in their organizations and beyond.

JOSEPH BAE

Co-Chief Executive Officer, KKR

Whenever a leader is facing a high-profile, high-stakes presentation situation, I call Cathy. She is an astute observer of communication style and provides valuable insight and actionable tools for communication mastery. If you are a leader seeking to improve your presentation, communication, and/or influencing skills, you should have Cathy on speed dial.

JOAN LAVIN

Former Chief Talent Officer, KKR; Executive Coach and Talent Management Advisor

Cathy Bonczek understands the power of connecting to, communicating, and engaging with clients, coworkers, and anyone else. Her insights have helped me and can help you be a more effective communicator, leader, and colleague.

KEN MEHLMAN

Partner, KKR; Campaign Manager, Bush-Cheney 2004; 62nd Chairman of the RNC

Cathys approach elevated our teams ability to communicate with clarity, confidence, and authenticitygiving us the tools to tell our story, in our voice. Her blend of warmth and directness made her not only a trusted coach, but a true partner in helping us lead with presence and purpose.

JULIE SOLOMON

Partner, Co-Head of Real Estate, Ares Management

Working with Cathy over the years has been one of the most valuable investments our team has made. In a high-performance, client-facing environment, great communication isnt optionalits essential. Whether were trying to win business, build trust with clients, or lead a team, the ability to communicate with clarity, confidence, and authenticity is the difference between being good and being great.

Thats where Cathy shines. Her ability to provide guidance that is incisive, pertinent, and immediately actionableespecially for senior professionals who value efficiencydistinguishes her. Shes an indispensable extension of our team, and her impact cannot be overstated.

ANTHONY PAWLOWSKI

Partner, Ares Management

Cathy has been an exceptional coach, a trusted advisor, and a wonderful friend to me and well over a hundred of my colleagues over the past decade. Regardless of corporate title, industry tenure, or speaking level, Cathy delivers significant value to our professionals across the globe by helping them speak with greater passion, purpose, and punchiness. Thank you very much, Cathy, for your incredible partnership.

RYAN BERRY

Partner, Chief Marketing and Strategy Officer, Ares Management

Effective communication is a prerequisite for success. Cathy helps to elevate an executives message, so that he or she can have a bigger impact on their most important constituents.

HENRY MCVEY

Head of Global Macro & Asset Allocation and Firmwide Market Risk, CIO of the KKR Balance Sheet, and Co-Head of KKRs Strategic Partnership Initiative, KKR

Cathy has been an outstanding partner to Arctos, helping us elevate the way we communicate and present with confidence. Her coaching has not only strengthened each of us as individuals but also enhanced how we collaborate and deliver as a team. Cathys expertise and practical guidance have made a lasting impact.

GREGORY C. BAECHER

Partner, Arctos Partners

Coach Cathy has been instrumental in my career, helping me find clarity and confidence in both what I say and how I carry myself as a leader. Shes not just a coach, but a trusted guide in all things communication and professional growth.

ELEANOR MCENANEY

Director, Global Impact, KKR

Ive found myself repeatedly thinking back to my notes from our sessions and applying them in real time to interactions with others (and not just at work!). Ive not only improved in my ability to speak with conviction and impact, but feel like my confidence has increased tenfold in meetings that I previously would have felt surges of anxiety throughout in anticipation of having to speak . . .

I found Cathys style of directness and relatability incredibly impactfulit created a comfortable space for us to experiment with our presentation approach and learn from mistakes without fear of judgment. I feel so fortunate to have gotten the opportunity to be part of this program.

EMILY RICHNER

Manager, Human Capital Business Partner, KKR
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To John, Peter, and Jamie,

Your unwavering love, support, and belief in me have been the foundation of every step Ive taken. This book is as much yours as it is mine. Thank you for your patience and encouragement, and for always showing me what truly matters in life. I am forever grateful for the strength and inspiration you give me every day.

To my clients, your trust, brilliance, and dedication continually inspire me. This book is dedicated to all of you, for reminding me of the power of transformation and for allowing me to be part of your journey.

With heartfelt gratitude.
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FOREWORD


By Pete Stavros

Co-Head of Global Private Equity at KKR



Youre about to read a book filled with wisdom on how to communicate and connect in an authentic way that will help your messages land more clearly and memorably than ever before. I only wish Id had the benefit of Cathys advice much earlier.

Ive always been afraid of public speaking. Not throw-up afraid, but close. Part of that came from my dad, who grew up terrified of the idea due to a stutter and his limited formal education. He used to say, Id rather be dead than speak in front of a crowd. I absorbed that fear.

For years, I managed to avoid public speaking altogether. That changed in ninth grade, when I had to give a short talk about a book of my choosing. I picked the autobiography of Jim McMahon, the quarterback for the 1986 Chicago Bears Super Bowl team. I never thought about what my classmates or my teacher might actually want to hear; I just liked the Bears. I wrote out the speech word-for-word, read it straight from the page, never looked up, and delivered something very flat. I knew it was bad before I sat down.

The only feedback I got was a C grade, which told me nothing about how to improve and further reinforced that I should just keep avoiding public speaking. In college I stuck with chemistry and math, fields where there was little risk of standing in front of a group. But eventually, like most people, I couldnt avoid it forever.

At business school, the format was eighty students in a single classroom discussion. The thought of participating terrified me. I was so nervous that, the summer before, I enrolled in Toastmasters. It helped, but only a little. I still found myself so preoccupied with what I might say next that I wasnt actually listening. The first time I spoke up in class, I repeated something someone else had just said. My professor stopped me: Pete, Brendan made that exact point one minute ago. Try to stay present.

I came to believe that public speaking was a gift, something some people were lucky to have, and that I wasnt one of the lucky ones.

That changed when I began working with Cathy Bonczek more than fifteen years ago. Methodically, she taught me not just how to give a talk, but how to communicate. She helped me think about what I wanted to say, who my audience was, and why they should care.

She trained me to stop using dense slides as a crutch and instead keep things simple, sometimes even a single image, so the audience would stay focused on my message. She reminded me that if I avoided eye contact, I was also avoiding connection. And she showed me that authenticity isnt something you add on at the end; its something you bring with you from the very start.

Cathys coaching has carried me through some of the most demanding situations of my career: a talk on the main stage at TED, interviews on 60 Minutes and CBS Sunday Morning, even small group conversations where the outcome really mattered. Each time, her advice was the same: Be yourself, connect with your audience, keep in mind why your material matters to them, and know the content so well that you can stay in the moment. Oh, and if you can bear it, record yourself preparing and watch it back. No one will catch lapses in presence, eye contact, or authenticity better than you will, and seeing it for yourself makes the lesson stick in a way nothing else does.

I once ran into Cathy just after she had finished a session with one of the most eloquent and polished business leaders I know. I remember thinking, That person uses a coach? Over time, Ive come to realize that nearly all accomplished communicators do. The ability to speak and connect effectively isnt a gift; its a skill. And like any skill, it can be learned.

Thats why this book matters. In these pages, Cathy distills decades of experience into practical, memorable lessons that anyone can apply. If you take the time to read and internalize her wisdom, the greatest benefit wont be to youit will be to your audience, and to the impact youre trying to make in the world.




INTRODUCTION

The Simple Magic of Executive Communication has been my labor of love for more than thirty years. As a coach to senior executives around the world, Ive learned that communication is so much more than just sharing information; it is a masterful art of connection, trust, confidence, and inspiring others to action.

This book is my gift to you, and I hope that the insights and tools that I have gathered over decades will prove useful to you as you navigate your career.

People often ask me how I became a communications consultant, and I say, I asked the universe for the job. I then tell them how, at the end of a one-year break from my then career, a headhunter called to ask, When are you coming back? I have several banks that want to hire you.

I told her, I dont think Im going back to banking. Ive gotten out!

She laughed and asked, What do you want to do next?

I said, I just know that I want to help people through communication, and I want it to be international.

She said, Well, I happen to have this one search on my desk for an international communications company. Im sending you to the interview!

Thats how I found Rogen International (eventually known as rogenSi) and changed careers. And what an adventure its been since then.

I have been fortunate to work with leaders across industries as they have navigated complex global markets and led their teams through transformative changes.

Through these experiences, Ive come to appreciate how nuanced communication can be; every message resonates differently because of the individual who is saying it out loud.

Ive also learned that leaders dont often receive the feedback they need in order to improve. Subordinates are worried about offending or seeming too critical. Yet, an honest assessment of your strengths and your development opportunities is critical to mastering a strong voice.

Every speaker has a choice in how much they want to practice, how much they want to connect, and how much they want to inspire. The bottom line is this: Communication is a powerful tool, and it can be mastered whether you were born with innate ability or not.

I have always felt that the tools one uses are simple, but the results are often magical. I benefited from starting my communication career at Rogen International (later rogenSi).

The rogenSi Origin Story

The rogenSi story began in 1968 when a New York off-Broadway actor, Peter Rogen, was asked to improve the executive presentation skills of the executives at global advertising giant Grey. He did so by creating a three-day workshop that involved a unique combination of communication and acting skills, exercises, and practice. The rogenSi program worked extraordinarily well, and Peter had laid the foundations for a business that would go on to help thousands of individuals and organizations in more than one hundred countries achieve exceptional performance.

In 1987, one of rogenSis participants was Neil Flett, a public relations man and journalist who took a license for the presentation skills program in Australia and, over the next six years, took on partners and grew rogenSi in other parts of the world, including Asia, New Zealand, Canada, the United States, and London. With that growth came an expansion beyond presentation skills to sales, influencing, negotiation, facilitation, and leadership skills, plus a host of other training and consulting solutions tailored specifically to help organizations win. The rogenSi business was becoming renowned for having practical and proven programs delivered by world-class facilitators that gave organizations the knowledge and skills required to help them win.1 Peter and Neil created methodologies and programs that bolstered the skills of professionals around the world. I joined a charismatic group in New York City, trained in Sydney at the onset, and became a communications consultant. As others came and went, regardless of when they joined the firm, it was always apparent that a Rogen-trained consultant was a special breed.

Many of these colleagues are now leading their own communications businesses, evidence of the pivotal role Rogen played in shaping the field of executive communication and transforming countless careers. Their contributions have left an indelible mark, inspiring future generations to adopt and elevate their communication practices.

This book is designed for executives, leaders, and professionals who aspire to move into a space where authenticity, emotional intelligence, and purposeful impact intersect. Whether you are preparing for a board meeting, a team presentation, or a casual conversation, the principles outlined in these pages will help you elevate your message and engage your audience in ways that create lasting influence.

I believe that true leadership is rooted in authenticity. Its not about perfection; its about connection. Its important for you, as a leader and a communicator, to be attentive, present, and aligned with your message and values. The simple magic of communication lies in finding your voice, speaking with purpose, and fostering genuine connections that inspire action and drive results.

Throughout this book, we will explore the core elements of executive communication, from understanding your audience and honing your message to mastering delivery techniques that ensure your voice resonates. By the end, you will have the tools to confidently navigate many communication challenges with poise, clarity, and authenticity. Of course, there is no substitute for in-person coaching and the immediate feedback that it provides, but these foundational tools are essential to your mastery.

People who inspire others are not just good leaders; they are good communicators. They motivate others through their messages, their values, their commitment, and their clarity. I invite you to step into this journey with me, discover the transformative power of executive communication, and unlock your ability to create authentic impact every time you speak.
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PURSUING THE PERFECT PITCH

I dont have perfect pitch, but I have relative pitch. Im glad I dont have perfect pitch because perfect pitch can drive you crazy.

BILLY ECKSTINE

Throughout my life, Ive been captivated by the power of wordsthe way they can inspire, persuade, and connect us. I graduated from Cornell University with an English degree and the ability to speak fluent French, which, as you can imagine, made me highly employable. From crafting essays to coaching leaders in the art of communication, Ive come to realize that true mastery goes beyond what we say; its about how we make others feel heard and understood.

I began my work on Wall Street, or just below, on Broadway, working for a French shipping firm called Worms. It was affiliated with Banque Worms, and, for some reason, no one liked my suggestion that we should call ourselves Worms in the Big Apple.

I started as an executive assistant and was quickly promoted to Suez Canal specialist. My job was to help shipowners navigate the Suez Canal from end to end, pulling the correct draught in the waters and paying the appropriate fees at both ends of the canal.

There was just one hitch. Neither the shipowners nor the port officials would work with a young woman. Since most of the communication was done by telex, I was Mr. Cathy for two years.

Two years later, I came in one day, and my boss told me he had entered me into the Miss Maritime Beauty Contest. His explanation was that he thought I would win hands down.

I left Worms and decided to go find a job where the women were. And in my youth and naivete, I walked into a bank.

The bank was Irving Trust, and the man who interviewed me said he did so because I was fluent in French. The job didnt require fluency in French; he just liked French.

When they hired me to be a personal banker, he said, We can teach you how to be a banker, but we cant teach you how to be great with people. You are great with people, and thats what we need.

And thats how my journey to being a communications coach began.

Its my hope to challenge the notion of perfection in business presentations and encourage you to create effective and enjoyable communications. I know these skills can be learned. It doesnt have to be just one of those things you were born with. I dont want you wasting time striving for flawless delivery because that can be counterproductive. Focusing on the message and audience connection leads to more impactful presentations. My intention is that you will feel empowered to prioritize genuine engagement over perceived perfection.

The Right Note

Ive never met a client who started an engagement with, Id like to be average in my communication skills.

More often, my clients are looking to become perfect presenters: the kind of speakers who look as if they were born with the skill to mesmerize and enchant audiences.

I liken this to the concept of perfect pitch in music. People who sing often say they would like to have perfect pitch. According to the University of Chicago, Perfect pitch refers to a persons ability to identify any musical note by name after hearing it, without reference to other notes. Perfect pitchalso known more technically as absolute pitchcan also refer to the ability that some singers have to sing a given note on cue.2

Perfect pitch is a rare talent that one in ten thousand people might possess. Most musicians have relative pitch: the ability to recognize notes in relation to each other.

I believed that my sister, Caryn, had perfect pitch. As a family, we used to sit around the piano and sing. Caryn was a first soprano. Mom was an alto and could harmonize with any tune. Dad and I were usually off pitch. Anything that Dad did, we loved, so we found it endearing that he would get approximately close to the right tune. However, when I would sing, Caryn would say, Youre off-key or Thats not the right note.

Yet, I always thought of myself as a singer. Being off-key didnt dissuade me from the idea that I should be making music. When I was in high school and started babysitting, I immediately used my earned money to engage a voice teacher. I learned relative pitch, how to breathe properly, and how to harmonize with other voicesall great skills for singing, but also for communicating!

My sister and I enjoyed many years of singing together in different choirs, including St. Patricks Cathedral Choir in New York City. The takeaway is that, with proper trainingand a stubborn streakyou can get really good at finding your right note.

I have built a career around helping people bridge that gap: between knowing they are meant to be saying important things to important people but not feeling that they are on pitchjust yet. With that in mind, lets talk about how the pursuit of perfection can get in the way of being great.

In business, presenters often waste a lot of time and energy in the pursuit of perfectiongetting the slides and materials exactly right before they focus on the overall message. They aspire to give a flawless delivery that is error-free. Thats like focusing only on the notes of a song and not thinking about the story or the overall emotion or enjoyment the song can provide.

Heres how it often manifests: You are asked to present on a topic to either an internal or external audience. It is high stakes, and many bosses will be in the audience. You have three weeks until the event. You try to find out if anyone in the firm has ever talked about this subject before, and if they have, you take their old PowerPoint and start from there. Or, you may be the first person to speak on this topic, in which case, you begin to
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