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Preface

You have something important to say—something of value that others need to hear. Even though other people in your organization may speak on the same topic, present the same product, and use the same visuals, you sell the message in a unique way. Your personal style, experience, observations, trials, successes, and stories engage and persuade listeners in a way that no one else can. As Eleanor Roosevelt reminds us, “When your message benefits others, you not only have a right to speak, you have an obligation to speak.”

It is easy to shy away from this challenge. In fact, many presenters do. With the communication and presentation technology available today, you can detach from your audience and your message and let colorful slides, slick graphics, and impersonal videos do the talking for you. Please don’t misunderstand: visual aids are an important element to an effective presentation. The key point to remember, however, is that you are your best visual aid. You are the message. You sell the message. This book shows you how.

THIS BOOK WILL ADVANCE YOUR CAREER

As your career advances, you will have more and more opportunities to present and persuade—to stand up in front of a group of decision makers and influence their thinking. Whether it’s five people gathered around a table, twenty leaders in a boardroom, or five hundred attendees in a conference center, you need to become practiced and proficient in the skills that count—the skills that enable you to carry off your presentation with style, confidence, credibility, and persuasion; the skills necessary to get you noticed, remembered, promoted—and most important, the skills that allow you to be your natural unique self at your very best.

Like you, this book is unique—a far cry from any cookie-cutter approach. You will learn principles and techniques that are based on the author’s collective trial-and-error experience, which spans over twenty years of speaking face-to-face to thousands of audiences all over the world. You will discover what works and what doesn’t. You will learn how to persuade people to invest in you, your product, and your company by being yourself—naturally and exceptionally. When you communicate with people on a human level—when you share not only products and solutions but above all, yourself—you connect with them and make them feel important. And if I’ve learned one thing, it’s that people buy from people they like.

THIS BOOK WILL INCREASE YOUR BUSINESS

Why is presentation and communication proficiency so important? Information and technology alone do not sell. People do. More than ever before, there is demand in today’s high-tech automated world for what some call “high touch.” There is no decline in the need of face-to-face impact. If anything, it is on the rise. In fact, a survey of American executives found that the most sought-after skill in the workplace today is the ability to verbally present clearly, confidently, and concisely. When you demonstrate effective presentation skills, decision makers listen to you, customers buy from you, and employers promote you. This book gives you the essential steps for presentation skills that pay off.

THIS BOOK WILL BUILD YOUR CONFIDENCE

A presenter’s confidence is the cornerstone of a great presentation or powerful conversation. By using the field-tested techniques, exercises, guidelines, and checklists presented in this book, you will overcome the initial anxiety associated with public speaking. You will become comfortable—even enthusiastic—about presenting yourself and your message with clarity, credibility, and confidence.


Well Said!


SECTION I

Laying the
Groundwork for
Getting Results


CHAPTER 1

The Most Important
Element of All


You’ve got to start with the customer experience and work back toward the technology, not the other way around.

—STEVE JOBS



When I conduct executive-level presentation coaching programs aimed at persuading tough decision makers, I often begin by waving a crisp $100 bill around the room and asking the participants, “Who would like to win this?” Several hands shoot up in the air, folks sit up a little straighter in their chairs, and all eyes are fixed on the green oval portrait of Benjamin Franklin. Once I have their attention, I continue, “In the next thirty seconds, you’ll win $100 if you can answer this question correctly: What is the most important element of every presentation?” I set a thirty-second timer for all to see. The competitive outgoing types immediately shout out their answers: “Body language!” “Voice tone!” “Professional image!”

“All good guesses,” I reply, “and critical elements to success, but not the most important.” The guesses continue. “The opening?” “The close?” “The content?” The timer is ticking. I urge them on. “Think about it,” I say. “Of all the elements that make up a successful presentation, what is most important of all?” They look befuddled. “Humor?” “Good visual aids?” “Oh I know! It’s the presenter’s level of expertise!” I nod my head, but they sense my disappointment. The last few take a stab. “Preparation?” “Storytelling?” “Props?” The thirty-second timer buzzes and I return the bill to my wallet. The correct answer? The audience.

Believe it or not, in the hundreds of presentation coaching programs I have conducted over the course of twenty years, fewer than ten people have won that $100 bill. Why? Self-focus versus audience focus. According to my audience surveys, which also number in the hundreds, failing to speak from the audience’s perspective is the most common strategic mistake presenters make. The audience responses indicate that it’s the primary reason a sale is not made, a budget not approved, a proposal not agreed to, a request denied. The presenter fails to align with the audience and speak from the decision makers’ point of view.

Under normal circumstances, most of us probably strive to maintain a sense of compassion and understanding toward others. We know the importance of listening and empathy when building a healthy relationship. We know that to truly connect we have to see things from the other person’s perspective. Unfortunately, when it comes to delivering a high-stakes presentation where our reputation, level of success, and possibly even our job is on the line, our individualistic desire to survive and thrive dominates. All of a sudden, in front of a group of decision makers, including our boss, the company’s senior leadership, plus our customers, we become self-focused. We want to look good, sound smart, and be perceived as confident, credible, and in control. We want to make a great impression, win the order, close the deal, earn their trust, get the vote, or gain the funding.

There is nothing wrong with wanting these outcomes. The key is to realize that these payoffs are the consequences of an audience-focused presentation. They are not the main goals. If we become too self-focused we design and deliver a presentation from our own perspective, not our audience’s. We choose the content we want to talk about; create the slides that feature our favorite points; present the data we think makes us look smart. But the primary goal of a presentation is to persuade the audience by speaking from their perspective. The most effective and most influential presenters I work with, from entry-level sales professionals to chief officers of major corporations, begin the presentation process by asking, “Who is my audience?”

By getting to know your audience first, addressing what is important to them, and solving their issues, I promise you will win much more than a $100 bill. From your boss and coworkers, you will win respect, recognition, and career advancement. From your customers and prospects, you will win trust, confidence, and most likely their business. So what does this look like?

Talk to a man about himself and he will listen for hours.

—BENJAMIN DISRAELI

KNOW YOUR AUDIENCE: LEARNING ABOUT DECISION MAKERS

Judy, an award-winning chief information officer of a large hospital, is a master at knowing her audience. As a CIO, she is responsible for managing a highly complex computer network that keeps everything running smoothly, from ordering medical supplies to ensuring patient safety. One of Judy’s software vendors (a client of mine) asked her if she would be willing to give a presentation and product demonstration to one of their prospects, another large hospital, which was considering investing in the same software. The deal was worth more than $10 million to my client, and the senior account executive had his entire year’s quota riding on this one opportunity. I was invited to work with Judy on the preparation process.

When the big day came, it was obvious Judy and her team had done their homework. She and the senior account executive had interviewed members of the prospect’s team over the telephone and discovered their specific business challenges and key objectives. In Judy’s opening speech, she looked directly at the visiting chief executive officer and his staff, called them by name, thanked them for coming, and warmly welcomed them. She revealed a flip chart sheet labeled “Your Wish List.” It was composed of the prospect team’s top ten problems, which they hoped the software could solve. Judy clarified and verified the wish list with the group, added a couple of more last-minute requests, and said, “Now that we’ve confirmed exactly what’s important to you, we can ensure a tailored presentation that meets your specific needs. Let’s get started.”

Throughout the day of presentations and product demonstrations, Judy and her team of presenters referred back to this list. They showed how every feature and function of the software solved an issue on the wish list and helped the prospect attain their objectives. It’s no wonder that at the end of the day, the visiting CEO stood up to thank everyone and said, “This is the best hospital tour I’ve ever experienced. Every question and issue we came with has been addressed. You’ve proved the value of the software and it delivers exactly what we’re looking for. I see no reason to keep us from moving forward with the purchase.” He turned to the senior account executive and said, “What’s the next step?”

Bingo! Judy and my client got exactly what they wanted by giving the audience what they wanted. This principle of reciprocity is known as the Golden Rule of Presenting.

When is your next presentation? To ensure you achieve the outcome you want, take the time to get to know your audience. Use the following ten questions, as Judy and her team did, to analyze your audience and address what is most important to them.

TEN CRITICAL QUESTIONS TO ASK ABOUT YOUR AUDIENCE

1. Who are they? Connecting with your audience means understanding them on a professional and personal level. Know their names, roles, titles, responsibilities, and day-to-day work activities. Find out the basic demographics such as their age range, education level, professional experience, economic status, cultural influences, race/ethnicity, and political leanings. What is the gender ratio, men to women? Will the decision maker(s) be in the room? Do these individuals have the authority to buy your solution or approve your proposal? If possible, take the time to find out some personal information. Do the attendees get along and like one another? What do they have in common? Are there any avid sports fans in the group? What are their special interests and hobbies? Are they parents and/or grandparents?

2. What are their expectations and why are they here? Find out what your audience expects to gain by attending your presentation. What are their individual motivations? Are they willing and eager participants, or is their attendance mandatory? How interested will they be in what you are talking about? Considering audience expectations is a vital part of crafting a persuasive presentation. If your audience members arrive needing and wanting one thing, and you as the presenter deliver something different, regardless of how good you are, it’s likely that they’ll be disappointed.

Marty, the vice president and general counsel for a major online retailer, was asked to present to the company’s board and executive committee on the topic of privacy. A customer was suing the company due to an alleged breach of privacy, so in their minds it was a burning topic. These individuals had canceled plans, delayed trips, and moved appointments to attend the meeting. Marty, wanting to promote his own agenda at the meeting, began by saying, “I know many of you are eager to hear about privacy, and we’ll cover that later in the presentation if time permits, but I would like to spend most of this hour reviewing our contracting policies.” There was almost a riot. The chairperson spoke up at once and insisted Marty stick to the issue the audience was there to discuss. In a very public and embarrassing way, Marty learned to stick to the topic and meet the audience’s expectations.

3. What are their main issues and challenges? Discover what keeps them awake at night and causes them headaches, hassle, and frustration. Be able to pinpoint the problems that are causing them financial loss, decreased customer satisfaction, low morale, and operational inefficiencies. What do they need to be more successful, meet their business metrics, and fulfill their goals? As the Native American proverb goes, “Walk a mile in their moccasins.” Show them you understand their unique situation and empathize with their problems. In the words of Martin Luther King Jr., “Life’s most persistent and urgent question is, ‘What are you doing for others?’ ”

4. How does your message solve their problem? There is an old adage that says every audience is tuned to the same radio station: WIIFM, which stands for “What’s In It For Me?” What are you doing for the people in your audience? Be able to state confidently how the audience benefits from your message. What purpose does it serve in terms of helping them? Now that you know the audience’s main issues, be sure you can show them how your product or idea resolves their concerns and makes life easier for them. This satisfies the other two questions the audience is asking: “So what? Who cares?” Do not expect the audience to figure out the benefits for themselves, regardless of how obvious the advantages seem to you. Clearly and overtly articulate how your solution will help them.

5. What do you want them to do? What is the call to action? The purpose of presenting is to persuade. Ideally, your talk will influence people to act in response to your message. Otherwise, why make the effort? Ask yourself: “At the end of this presentation, I want my audience to ____________.” Fill in the blank with your single clear-cut objective beginning with an action verb. For example: “At the end of this presentation, I want my audience to:

[image: image] Recommend my product to decision makers

[image: image] Request a detailed product demonstration

[image: image] Buy my product

[image: image] Approve the budget

[image: image] Fund my project

[image: image] Vote “yes”

Remember Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz? Even though the book is more than two hundred pages long and the movie lasts nearly two hours and features a cast of colorful characters, Dorothy is striving for one single overriding objective: to go home; to get back to Kansas. Every scene, conversation, song, and dance is motivated by that single clear-cut objective. What is your Kansas? Think about the single most desired action you want your listeners to take away after they hear your message. By doing so, you reap mighty dividends. Not only will you be able to direct your listeners’ thinking and craft the content accordingly, but you will also be able to state a clear call to action at the conclusion of your presentation and achieve a measurable outcome.

6. What is the single most important idea you want to communicate to this audience? Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein II, the well-known American songwriting duo, perfected this technique. They created a string of popular Broadway musicals in the 1940s and 1950s. Legend has it that before they began composing, they asked themselves, “Which tune do we want them whistling when they leave the theater?” This decision determined which scenes featured the song, which character sang it, and how often the audience heard it. I recently attended a production of The Sound of Music, and sure enough, I hummed “Climb Ev’ry Mountain” all the way home. What phrase, idea, or proposition do you want your audience to remember after your presentation?

I once prepared a computer manufacturer’s CEO for his keynote address to 1,500 salespeople. He emphatically stated that the main “tune” he wanted them all whistling as they left the conference was, “Build customers for life.” He wanted his sales force to believe it was the company’s mission and their job to deliver outstanding customer service. We composed the presentation around this theme. His speaking points, slides, stories, and statistics all pointed to this main idea. It’s no surprise that when I interviewed dozens of salespeople afterward and asked, “What’s the main idea you took away from your CEO’s speech?” every reply included, “Build customers for life.”

7. How much does your audience already know? Be sure to find out how much they know about your topic so you can gauge your content accordingly. The amount of details and type of content you include in your presentation should depend on your audience’s knowledge level. A presentation describing the effects of a new heart medication requires far less detail when your audience is made up of patients as opposed to cardiac surgeons. The key issues to consider are the audience’s level of familiarity and comprehension. With that in mind, ask yourself two questions:

How familiar is my audience with the topic of my presentation?

Is my audience likely to understand my terms and concepts, or should I plan on explaining them?

You don’t want to talk over your audience’s head, and you don’t want to talk down to them, either.

8. What are your audience’s attitudes about you, the topic, and the environment? Several years ago, I coached two corporate presidents, Anne and Larry, from separate and unrelated companies, in the very same week. Both leaders were delivering presentations that were seemingly the same: a thirty-minute, all-employee state-of-the-corporation address, delivered live at their headquarters and broadcast via the Internet to remote offices. Anne’s company had a stellar year. The firm gave out unexpected bonuses; they were featured in multiple trade publications as a “Most Admired Company.” And, based on employee satisfaction surveys, they were rated as one of the best companies to work for in the state. Anne was respected and adored by a grateful workforce. No surprise, when she walked on stage, the applauding fans rose to their feet. Larry, on the other hand, faced an entirely different situation. His company had posted a devastating multimillion-dollar loss in the previous quarter. He’d laid off hundreds of employees, and rumors were flying that more “head-whacking” was to come. Remaining managers had taken a pay cut, and disgruntled employees were blogging negative comments. As you can imagine, Larry’s audience had an entirely different attitude about him, his topic, and the overall corporate environment than did Anne’s.

As you prepare, ask yourself about the likely attitudes of the people in your audience. Are they likely to be supporters and advocates of your ideas who are positively disposed to you and your message? Are they opposed to your ideas? Are they undecided, neutral, uncaring? What emotions, biases, prejudices, and opinions do they hold toward you and your topic?

9. What are their personality types? Yvonne, the senior vice president of marketing for a national cosmetics company, was furious when she called me for help. The day before, she had attempted to present her new business strategy to her CEO. He interrupted her after five minutes. “I have no idea what you’re trying to say,” he told her. “When you figure it out, let me know.” He excused her and asked his assistant to call in the next presenter. Unfortunately, Yvonne forgot to consider her listener’s personality. Yvonne’s CEO is a fast-paced, quick-thinking, high-driver type who wants to hear the crux of the message in the first five minutes. Yet, Yvonne mistakenly prepared a painstaking presentation with down-in-the-weeds details and a methodical step-by-step process. In the first five minutes, she was still plowing through numbers in the first column of her ten-page spreadsheet. We may argue with the CEO’s lack of manners, sensitivity, and tact, but his job is to produce results for the company and to ensure his time is spent on revenue-generating outcomes. When presenting to this dominant, direct, and decisive personality type, you as the presenter must be prepared to speak in a clear, concise, and convincing manner, asserting your conclusions and recommendations up front.

On the contrary, you may have other decision makers in your audience who are detail-oriented, methodical thinkers who want to hear about your process and logic. The point is to know to whom you are speaking—and know it ahead of time. The fast-paced, risk-taking executive receives information differently than does a fact-oriented, quality-minded engineer, scientist, or technologist. Are your listeners serious minded, or do they laugh easily? Are they talkative, outgoing, and energetic, or quiet, reserved, and somber? As you are getting to know your audience, think about the different types of personalities in the room. What behavioral traits and learning styles best describe them? The answers to these questions will determine what you say, how much you say, and the order in which you say it. This insight is invaluable later in the process as we develop a logical structure and develop persuasive content.

10. What objections or questions might this audience have? What would cause this audience to oppose your topic or proposal? What issues might cause a delay or denial of your request? What issues must be overcome to achieve your goal? By identifying the obstacles ahead of time, you will be prepared to show your audience that their concerns are not as formidable as they might have thought. Once you have identified the obstacles to your success, you can muster the arguments necessary to overcome them. No matter how excellent your product, proposal, or recommendation may be, audience members almost always raise objections, have questions, or demand additional information.

Mike, the chief operating officer of a large computer system manufacturer, was preparing to present to a group of unhappy customers. As I helped him prepare for the possible questions and objections the audience might have, we carefully rehearsed honest and appropriate answers. After a couple of hours, Mike paused. “This is certainly not fun, but very necessary,” he said. “I guess it’s true—real leaders face the music even when they don’t like the tune.” Mike did his homework ahead of time and found out the key issues affecting his customers. He then took the time to formulate and practice effective answers. Only then was he able to craft a thoughtful, audience-focused message that addressed his audience’s key concerns and ultimately salvaged their business.

What issues or concerns could keep your audience from adopting your message and carrying out your call to action? Maybe they fear the change you’re recommending and dread the adjustments it requires. Perhaps they are uncertain about which vendor to choose or whether they can afford your solution. Maybe they are skeptical and doubt your company’s ability to deliver. Whatever the reason, your success as a persuasive and confident presenter will depend on your ability to anticipate your audience’s questions and objections—your ability to face the music of the audience—even when you don’t like the tune. Equally important to predicting their reasons for resistance will be developing the skills to overcome these objections and answer their questions with finesse and confidence. We will cover those specific techniques in Chapter 12.

HOW TO GATHER INFORMATION ABOUT YOUR AUDIENCE

As you analyze your audience using the ten critical questions, there are multiple resources to help fill in the blanks. Take out your magnifying glass, light your pipe, play the role of Sherlock Holmes, and conduct a full investigation. Here are a few ways to gather critical information about your audience.

[image: image] Speak to the attendees several days or weeks before the presentation. Schedule a call and ask them what they would like to gain from the presentation. Ask what they’re expecting. This interaction provides firsthand feedback, allows you to establish a personal connection in advance, and enables you to customize your presentation to meet their needs.

[image: image] Send out a questionnaire or survey. If you cannot personally speak with the attendees, consider sending a quick five- or ten-question survey that can be completed in ten minutes.

[image: image] Speak to their managers or senior leaders. I always find it helpful to ask the boss what he or she wants and needs their people to gain from the presentation.

[image: image] Talk with the audience’s coworkers or people inside the organization. Insights from fellow employees will help you get a feel for the overall attitude, atmosphere, and environment.

[image: image] Read the latest articles relating to your audience’s industry, company, or interests. Gather as much current information as possible about their values, mission statement, and performance data. Be sure to read their marketing materials, annual reports, newsletters, brochures, product spec sheets, or other related collateral material. Browse the company website and relevant industry websites.

[image: image] Visit their facility, store, or office. Nothing impresses an audience more than a presenter who has done his or her homework, especially when that entails gaining firsthand experience and taking the time to see their company in action.

[image: image] Study their competition. If you are delivering a sales presentation, be sure to know the companies and products that your prospect audience considers to be their main rivals.

[image: image] Converse and mingle with participants as they enter the room. Ideally, you should arrive and set up early enough to be fully available to participants as they walk in. Use this time to gather last-minute information from audience members that you can weave into your presentation, such as their names, relevant stories, humorous examples, special requests, learning goals, and schedule adjustments.

[image: image] Use an Internet search engine to investigate the key decision makers who will attend your presentation.

[image: image] Ask questions during the presentation to gather on-the-spot feedback. In a later chapter we will look at various audience interaction techniques, one of which is asking the audience questions during the presentation.


TOP LOGISTICAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL QUESTIONS

Success is the sum of details.—HARVEY S. FIRESTONE

In addition to the ten critical questions that lay the groundwork for your audience analysis, you will also need to know the answers to a number of logistical questions to ensure that your presentation runs smoothly. Prior to your presentation, as you talk with the organization’s leaders and/or employees, see how much you can learn about the following:

[image: image] Who will be introducing you? Are you introducing yourself?

[image: image] How many audience members will be present?

[image: image] Will people be joining you remotely via the telephone or Internet?

[image: image] How much time do you have for your presentation, including Q&A?

[image: image] What is the time slot of your presentation?

[image: image] What is your placement on the agenda (first, middle, last)?

[image: image] What agenda items, speakers, and topics precede and follow you?

[image: image] Where is the presentation location/venue?

[image: image] What is the earliest you may access the room for setup, walk-through, and rehearsal?

[image: image] What is the room setup and seating arrangement? Can they be changed?

[image: image] Will you stand or remain seated to present? What are other presenters planning to do?

[image: image] Are you giving a team presentation with other presenters or are you solo?

[image: image] What audiovisual equipment will you need? Laptop, screen, projector, microphone?

[image: image] If you use a microphone, is it a handheld, lapel, or stationary model?

[image: image] Are you expected to use a lectern? If so, can you leave the lectern and move around the stage and room to better connect with the audience?

[image: image] What kind of lighting is in the room? Are the slides still visible with the lights on?

[image: image] Is there a meeting theme, occasion, or special event tied to your presentation?

[image: image] What is the expected attire for the attendees? For the presenter(s)? Is it formal, business, business casual, casual?

[image: image] Will food or beverages be served before, during, or after your presentation?

[image: image] Will special VIPs, senior executives, dignitaries, guests, or the press be present?

[image: image] After your closing, do you introduce another speaker, or close the entire program/event?

Getting to know your audience is much like building a relationship with anyone else: the more you know about them and the more time you invest in learning what is important to them, the more likely you are to establish rapport and create a meaningful connection. The bedrock of a great presentation is showing your audience you know them. So, if you are ever in a workshop and the facilitator offers $100 for the correct answer to the question “What is the most important element of every presentation?” you can be the first to call out, “The audience!”



CHAPTER 1: EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

[image: image] The audience is the most important element of every presentation.

[image: image] Answer these ten questions to prepare for a persuasive presentation:

1. Who is my audience?

2. What are their expectations and why are they here?

3. What are their main issues and challenges related to my topic?

4. How does my message address or solve their issues? How does it help them?

5. What do you want them to do as a result of hearing your message?

6. What is the single most important idea you want to communicate to this audience?

7. How much does your audience already know?

8. What are your audience’s attitudes about you, the topic, and the environment?

9. What are their personality types?

10. What objections or questions might this audience have?

[image: image] As you complete your “homework” by learning more about your audience, find out everything you can about the venue, how you’ll be introduced, what the audience already knows, the objections you could face, and the single most important idea you will want to communicate.


CHAPTER 2

How to Persuade a
Decision Maker


Be sincere, be brief, be seated.

—FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT



Imagine you and your colleagues are sitting in a business meeting when suddenly you smell smoke. It’s that smoldering stench that only comes from a fire. Sure enough, smoke begins to ooze slowly under the door. You can see fear fill the faces of everyone. Do you sit tight and wait for help? Do you open the door and risk a rush of flames? Should you jump out the window (from the fifth floor)? To your relief, a fire marshal enters the room to help.

By the way, he’s an award-winning firefighter with three decades of experience. In fact, he teaches at the local fire department and serves as a mentor to new volunteers. His workshops and lectures on safety draw big crowds and everyone agrees he’s a local hero. He knows so much about the subject it’s sometimes tough for him to decide what to say.

Now back to the fire and your personal safety. Given this fire marshal’s extensive background, depth and breadth of subject matter expertise, and impressive reputation, what would you like him to talk about when he enters the room (just as you’re beginning to cough from smoke inhalation and the temperature is rising)? Consider the following list of speaking points in his impressive repertoire. Please circle the one(s) you would like him to say. And remember, the building is on fire.

A. Allow me to show you the proper way to install a fire alarm.

B. It’s time now to review your company’s fire prevention policies.

C. The fossil record of fire first appears in land-based flora in the Middle Ordovician period.

D. There’s a fire on the first floor. Please listen carefully.

E. Today we’ll discuss the biggest fires in history.

F. Scholars attribute the first use of controlled fire to Homo erectus 400,000 years ago.

G. The nearest fire escape is down the hall, second door on the left, marked with a red X.

H. Let’s watch a step-by-step video on how to extinguish a fire.

I.  Two million fires are reported every year in the United States.

J.  For your safety, be sure to comply with the following procedures . . .

Chances are you chose D, G, and J. Why? Because they are the only ones on the list that are relevant to your situation and will help you survive. Despite the fact that the fire marshal is an eloquent, intelligent speaker and passionately lectures on the other seven subjects, frankly you are only interested in three of them. The reason is self-interest. As explained in Chapter 1, you are tuned to radio station WIIFM—What’s In It For Me? Can you imagine how inappropriate, bizarre, and off-base it would seem for the fire marshal to enter your smoke-filled room and begin lecturing about anything other than your safety and an evacuation route?

WHAT DO DECISION MAKERS REALLY WANT TO KNOW?

Decision makers feel exactly the same way. They too are tuned to WIIFM. As senior managers and leaders in the corporation, they are putting out fires every day. Metaphorically speaking, they live in smoke-filled rooms. When you, the fire marshal, arrive to say something helpful to them—in a face-to-face conversation, a formal presentation, a teleconference, or webinar—they only want to hear D, G, and J. They want you to answer the questions, “Where is the fire?” “What is the evacuation route?” “Briefly, what procedures do we follow to get there?”

Persuasion is everywhere in human interactions. From the caring efforts of a mother convincing her feisty five-year-old to eat his vegetables to the overt attempts of advertisers trying to sell us a new car, people and businesses seek to influence others. The situations vary, but eventually there comes a time when you are after just one thing: compliance. You need to direct another person’s behavior toward a specific course of action or a point of view; you want them to do what you want.

This skill is critical in presenting to decision makers. Whether your goal is to sell, inform, motivate, train, entertain, or build goodwill, it’s your ability to persuade an audience that ultimately determines your degree of success or failure. When you finish speaking, you want the decision maker to say “yes” to your point of view.

To be successful at affecting the beliefs and actions of others, you must not only understand what motivates people to act, but also how to use that knowledge to your advantage. As Aristotle wrote, “The fool tells me his reasons; the wise man persuades me with my own.”

What Persuasion Is Not

Persuasion is neither coercion nor intimidation—far from it. People may be forced to do something, but they cannot be forced to believe something. The history books are full of failed marriages forced between two royal families. The same is true of a speaker who tries to marry a message to an audience when there is no emotional commitment. It is a mismatch that ends up in divorce. The audience’s minds pack their bags and leave, and the speaker is still standing up there, rambling on. Audience members must be persuaded in ways that are agreeable to them; they must choose on their own volition to see it your way.

Persuasion is not data-dumping, hauling a truckload of information from one place to another, and unloading it on an audience. People get buried under the weight of too much information. Good data is important, but good demeanor is crucial. While facts, figures, statistics, charts, and graphs do lend support to your message, they do not sell your message. Remember, people buy from people they like.

What Persuasion Is

Persuasion is the ability to convince another person to adopt the idea, attitude, or action you are recommending; to make the decision you want them to make. As Aristotle pointed out, it involves using the listener’s reasoning and understanding, not necessarily your own. The wisest presenters use the logic and reasons that are important to the audience in order to reach a mutual agreement.

While sociologists and psychologists have developed dozens of models and theories to suggest the reasons for why people behave in the ways that they do, the simple fact is that they respond based on self-interest. Since audience members are self-interested people, you can bet they are asking themselves one primary question about your presentation: “What’s in it for me?”

THE FOUR Ps OF PERSUASION

As a general rule, people are motivated to act based on four reasons, or four key payoffs. Think of them as the Four Ps of Persuasion:

[image: image] Profit

[image: image] Pleasure

[image: image] Power

[image: image] Prestige

Profit

If your product or message enables decision makers to save or make money, if it adds to the bottom line in any way, be sure to stress that benefit to your audience. You will see ears and eyes perk up immediately. Profits are to a business what oil is to an engine, the driving force behind successful operation. In the end, this is the measure of every decision maker. Does your proposal or product help decision makers gain income, earnings, revenue, efficiencies, return on investment, or productivity? Does it reduce costs and expenses? If so, repeatedly reinforce this payoff throughout your presentation or conversation. Profit is a primary motivator for most decision makers. If possible, don’t simply say, “and this solution will increase efficiencies by 30 percent.” Instead, add to that phrase a quantifiable dollar amount such as, “and in your case, this equates to two million dollars annually to your bottom line.”

The other side of the profit coin is loss. Fear of loss is also a motivator. You may want to show decision makers what it will cost them if they don’t adopt your proposal. Or emphasize how you will help them avoid loss and circumvent overspending.

Pleasure

Is there anything about your proposal, product, or service that can help the decision maker achieve a desired outcome with less effort involved? Simply put, most decision makers want to “work smarter, not harder.” They want you to help them achieve their goals in the fastest way possible. In your presentation or conversation, be sure to tell your audience how your product or service will save time and improve their lives. But don’t stop at, “cuts time in half.” How might your listeners use the extra time? “Spend more time with family?” “Produce 30 percent more widgets?” Ask yourself these questions to pinpoint the pleasure aspect of your message:

[image: image] How does my proposal help this group of decision makers achieve their goals with less effort?

[image: image] How can I make them feel good about buying my product or saying yes to my recommendation?

[image: image] How does my solution make life easier for this decision maker?

[image: image] Are they getting something rewarding from the experience, e.g., does your product help the environment, or is a portion of sales supporting a charity?

Whether your solution is user-friendly, saves time, decreases hassle, is easy to use, offers fun, increases satisfaction, boosts morale, or provides intrinsic rewards, tell the listener how her life will be improved as a result of doing what you are suggesting. What do your pleasure-seeking decision makers gain by choosing you over someone else? Be sure to emphasize the payoff of pleasure.

Power

One of the main tasks of corporate decision makers is to shape their environment. This takes intelligent power; the act of successfully controlling resources and mitigating risks to achieve one’s desired outcomes. I have heard many senior leaders use phrases such as:

[image: image] “Within a year, we’re going to own this market. So get out there and crush the competition.”

[image: image] “Our goal is to dominate this space and take over as the number one leader in the industry.”

Notice the language of these leaders. Their action verbs all imply power, authority, and supremacy. Your message will be even more persuasive when you appeal to their need to feel powerful. How does your solution help your audience dominate the industry, increase market share, or conquer the competition? How does it increase their strength and authority? Does it help them control resources such as time, money, and people? Does your solution put them in charge and help them mitigate risk? Does it give them command over weak spots, vulnerabilities, or potentially negative outcomes?

In his 1651 book Leviathan, English philosopher Thomas Hobbes defines power as one’s “present means, to obtain some future apparent good.” Determine how your message provides a “means” of power to help your audience achieve the outcome they want.

Prestige

In the seventeenth century, scientist and philosopher Blaise Pascal once noted that “The charm of fame is so great that we like every object to which it is attached.” Prestige is the level of distinction and prominence at which a person or company is regarded by key stakeholders. It involves one’s reputation and implies status, recognition, and even exclusivity. How does your product or message help decision makers improve their standing among others, or their company’s reputation among customers, prospects, and partners? Will it help listeners outrank their competition? If so, be sure to use the prestige motivator. Tell them how your solution “ensures they will receive the recognition they deserve” or “creates goodwill in the community,” or “guarantees they’ll earn kudos from their customers” or “be viewed as a hero.” Subtly show your listeners that your solution will make them look good and will optimize others’ perception of them.

Influencing the beliefs and actions of others is the foundation of an effective presentation to a decision maker. Your role as a presenter is to lead the listener down a logical path toward a desirable course of action or point of view by appealing to his or her interests and reasons. The Four Ps of Persuasion will help you convince your audience to see it your way.

DECISION MAKERS’ BIGGEST COMPLAINTS ABOUT PRESENTERS

Several years ago, a number of my clients asked me to develop a course that taught rising high-potential managers how to present effectively to an executive-level audience of decision makers. Apparently there had been consistent complaints among senior leadership that managers didn’t know how to present to a higher-level audience. It occurred to me that before I doled out a single piece of advice to these managers, I should go straight to the source of the complaint. I asked 237 senior leaders in Fortune 100 companies, “What qualities do you dislike most in speakers who present to you?” According to the survey, it seems that decision makers are quick to forgive some mistakes that happen by chance, such as technical difficulty, environmental issues, even the speaker’s nervousness. But, according to these executive respondents, there are other mistakes that are serious enough in their minds to jeopardize a speaker’s credibility, limit his or her career advancement, and significantly decrease the ability to persuade. Here are the ten biggest complaints ranked in order of importance. The speaker:

1. Gives too much information (TMI). This is the number one pet peeve because it wastes an irreplaceable resource: time. In the few minutes they have with you, decision makers are looking for answers, direction, solutions—not details, process, and in-depth analysis. Plus, TMI goes against the grain of most high-level decision makers. Remember the personality type: results-oriented drivers who want immediate outcomes; they like to make quick decisions; they want to hear the bottom line up front. When a speaker mistakenly presents a “data dump” to a senior-level audience, those decision makers will usually interrupt, leave, disengage, or become hostile.

2. Rambles on. One chief officer in the survey described rambling as “lengthy and confusing speech.” Another deemed it an “inconsequential conversation.” The cause of rambling is most often a lack of preparation. Rather than organizing the message into a clear opening, body, and close with prioritized points (most important to least important), the speaker simply strings together a series of thoughts with no rhyme or reason, often failing to take the audience into consideration.

3. Fails to tie the message to the audience’s key business drivers. Many senior leaders told me that the ineffective managers/presenters about whom they complained were “just disseminators of information.” They would disappointingly arrive to the meeting and read a spreadsheet, give a report, or narrate a slide show. The respondents made it very clear they wanted presenters to be interpreters of the data, not just disseminators; intelligent people who could directly relate the message to the audience tuned to WIIFM.

4. Lacks confidence and enthusiasm. Before decision makers can believe, they have to see that you believe. Presenters who seem timid, hesitant, or listless tend to be perceived as insecure, uncommitted, and boring. With decision makers, a presenter who comes across as self-assured, energetic, and passionate about the topic scores a lot of points.

5. Hasn’t done any homework. This complaint came from decision makers who experienced a presenter’s lack of valid support and quantitative measurements.

6. Doesn’t anticipate audience questions and objections. Decision makers look for an important skill known as contingency planning. They want to see that you, a rising leader in the corporation, can predict and prepare for Q&A and impromptu think-on-your-feet situations.

7. Fails to ask for what the speaker needs from the decision maker. In response to this particular complaint, the president of a major telecommunications company told me, “I’m the one person in the entire company who can give these people what they need to drive their business, and yet they sit here and present for an hour and don’t ask me. I want them to tell me what they need to be successful . . . is it more FTEs (full-time employees); a larger budget; face time with me to discuss key issues? Just ask.”

8. Responds defensively to decision makers’ feedback. Eleanor Roosevelt once said, “No one can make you feel inferior without your consent.” Keep that adage in mind as you present and converse effectively with decision makers. After all, we know they can sometimes ask questions and raise objections in a tone that sounds abrupt, discourteous, and even offensive. But according to the survey responses, they don’t necessarily mean to come across this way—it’s just their hard-charging, results-oriented nature. That means when you as the presenter feel attacked, you ideally remain upbeat, courteous, and positive. Avoid taking their pushback personally. It’s their job to find the holes in arguments and prove it’s a sound proposal before accepting it.

9. Lacks an executive image. Despite the popularity and prevalence of the business casual dress code, when it comes time to meet with executives and present to the decision makers in the company, look your best. Remember, you want to dress one notch above the best-dressed person in the audience as a show of respect.

10. “Doesn’t teach me anything new.” The executive vice president of one of the world’s largest consumer electronic companies put it this way: “If someone is in my office presenting, and he or she doesn’t teach me anything new about my business—something I don’t already know—why am I paying them?” He went on to say that he relies on his team to “teach” him what’s going on in the business and keep him abreast of critical issues.

EFFECTIVE INFLUENCING: THE THREE Cs OF HIGH-IMPACT CONVERSATIONS

Once these senior leaders had been surveyed and interviewed, and their top complaints were clearly communicated, the course I was commissioned to design practically wrote itself: “Effective Influencing: The Three Cs of High-Impact Conversations.” These senior leaders shared with me that the three top communication qualities they deem most promotable and persuasive are:

1. Clarity

2. Conciseness

3. Credibility

First, be clear. Create a message that is easy to follow and understand. Use good structure including an opening, body, and close. This shows your listener you are prepared and avoids the rambling and ambiguity that obscures your message. In Chapter 4, you’ll discover the details of how to craft a presentation that convinces decision makers.

Second, be concise. Once you are organized and prepared with a logical outline, be sure to use as few words as possible to give the necessary information. Also, prioritize your points in order of importance to the audience and get to the bottom line quickly. As one CEO adamantly stated, “Give me the big picture first—I want to hear the whole gist of the story up front in five minutes or less.”

Third, be credible. Make it easy for decision makers to believe you. Show them you’ve done your homework and understand their business challenges by tying your solution to their problems. Also, look and sound the part: use effective body language and voice to exude confidence, and convey executive presence through professional dress and appearance. We’ll explore these keys to success in greater detail in Chapter 8. By avoiding the top complaints of decision makers and optimizing the Three Cs, you’re well on your way to inspiring trust in the minds of your listeners and delivering a confident, convincing message.

ARISTOTLE’S THREE MODES OF PERSUASION: ETHOS, PATHOS, AND LOGOS

As we conclude the chapter on understanding how decision makers are persuaded, there’s one more critical concept to cover to ensure we’re fully equipped to influence our listeners: Aristotle’s three modes of persuasion, known as Ethos, Pathos, and Logos. In W. Rhys Roberts’s translation of Aristotle’s Rhetoric (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), we read:

Of the modes of persuasion furnished by the spoken word there are three kinds. . . . Persuasion is achieved by the speaker’s personal character when the speech is so spoken as to make us think him credible. . . . Secondly, persuasion may come through the hearers, when the speech stirs their emotions. . . . Thirdly, persuasion is effected through the speech itself when we have proved a truth or an apparent truth by means of the persuasive arguments suitable to the case in question.

Ethos

In Aristotle’s framework, the Greek word Ethos refers to the credibility of the speaker, or ethical appeal. It means your first path to persuasion involves your character, conviction, and credentials. We tend to believe people whom we respect. Decision makers want to know you are someone worth listening to; an authority on the subject; someone who is likable, respectable, trustworthy, and qualified. You can help establish ethos during the opening of your presentation when you provide a brief self-introduction.

Pathos

The mode of Pathos, or emotional appeal, persuades your audience by engaging their emotions. Though the Greek word itself means “suffering” or “experience,” for our purposes we interpret it as an appeal to the decision makers’ sympathies, hopes, and imagination. The most effective way of conveying pathos is through narrative or story, which can turn a complex abstract matter into an imagined experience—palpable and present. For example, tell a relevant, brief personal story; describe a customer situation; craft an applicable analogy; give an example; show a photo; use tasteful humor; or employ a prop. Also, strive to be a likable person, warm and friendly, prepared and interested in the audience’s well-being. You want to engage both the emotional and imaginative aspects of the listener’s psyche. As one psychologist told me, “Persuasion requires engaging the listener’s head and heart; appealing to both facts and feelings.”

Logos

The mode of Logos (“logical”) means persuading the audience by appealing to their sense of reason and judgment. It refers to the internal consistency of your message, including the clarity and conciseness of the claim, the soundness and common sense of its reasons, and the effectiveness of its supporting evidence. Most often, the logical appeal comes in the form of concrete proof, such as relevant data, facts, statistics, product specifications, and quantitative evidence.

To optimize your ability to influence decision makers, be sure to include all three of Aristotle’s three modes of persuasion. This ancient master of persuasion reminds us to combine the use of two types of convincing evidence: fact-based logical material (Logos) and feelings-based emotional material (Pathos). By doing so, we appeal to our decision maker’s head and heart and significantly increase our chances of getting the result we want.

CHAPTER 2: EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

[image: image] Follow the fire marshal exercise: Present only information that is relevant and important to the audience

[image: image] Use the Four Ps of Persuasion: Profit, Pleasure, Power, and Prestige.

[image: image] Avoid the top ten complaints from decision makers about presenters:

1. Gives too much information.

2. Rambles on.

3. Fails to tie the message to the audience’s key business drivers.

4. Lacks confidence and enthusiasm.

5. Hasn’t done any homework.

6. Doesn’t anticipate audience questions and objections.

7. Fails to ask for what the speaker needs from the decision maker.

8. Responds defensively to decision makers’ feedback.

9. Lacks an executive image.

10. “Doesn’t teach me anything new.”

[image: image] Practice the Three Cs to convince decision makers: Be clear, concise, and credible.

[image: image] Leverage Aristotle’s three modes of persuasion: Ethos, Pathos, and Logos.
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