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Foreword

Writing the foreword for a book called Get to the Point! is
challenging because the more I write here, the longer it
takes you to get to the communication solutions you’re
looking for. If I go on too long, you’ll either skim the
foreword or skip it entirely to get to the good stuff. So, in
keeping with the book’s core premise, I’ll get straight to
the point:

Ifyour goal is to have and deliver a clear point, this book is an

invaluable guide.

Now that I've made my point clear, please allow me a few
more paragraphs to explain why I recommend this book

more than any other.

Get to the Point! was the very first book I bought on the topic
of clear and concise communication, coinciding with the
start of my own passion for the subject. Over the years,
as Joel and I wrote, published, and coached, our digital
paths crossed more often, and we became intercontinental

friends and collaborators.



We both strongly believe that everyone can develop effec-
tive communication skills, and the more resources there
are to help people get their message across clearly, the
better.

Every day, I encounter people struggling to get their points
across at work, at home, and in the media. Quite often,
they don’t seem to know the points they want to make, pro-
ducing disorganized streams of words and ideas they can

only hope their audiences will understand.

Joel’s book is the cure for anyone suffering from this lack

of clarity and impact.

Packed with new insights, research, and recommendations
(and a relatively brief foreword), this new edition is still
short, simple, and immensely practical. As Joel likes to say,
if you can’t get to the point in a book about getting to the
point, you’re like “a dentist with bad teeth.”

The first time I read Get to the Point!, 1 stopped halfway
through. Moments later, with the book and my laptop open
in front of me, I set about updating every presentation I
was scheduled to deliver in the following three weeks. In
a surprisingly short time, I had made those presentations
significantly more compelling and sharpened the clarity of

my thoughts on each one.

Since then, I've championed Joel’s ideas and methods
enthusiastically with clients, colleagues, and friends, help-

ing people get to the point as early as the first minute.

FOREWORD



There is so much more I could say in praise of Get to the
Point!, but as I said at the start, the more I write here, the
longer it takes for you to get to the good stuff. So, I'll let

Joel take it from here.

CHRIS FENNING
Author of The First Minute: How to
Start Conversations That Get Results

FOREWORD XI






Introduction

The First Step

If you can't explain it simply, you don'
understand it well enough.
—Albert Einstein

w hen I was in sixth grade, I gave one of my first formal
speeches. Wearing a blue polyester three-piece suit
and wide clip-on tie, I competed at a local speech tourna-

ment with an “original oratory” about the neutron bomb.

(I know, fun stuff for a twelve-year-old, but these were the

Reagan years.)

Guided only by that two-word topic, I researched and
regurgitated all the facts Funk & Wagnalls and the local
library could provide me about a radioactive warhead built
to maximize human destruction and minimize property

destruction.



I comprehensively described the bomb, how it worked, and
who developed it. But, looking back, my speech had no

point. I delivered content, but no contentions, such as:

» Why is the neutron bomb an important topic to

explore?

» What did we learn from developing the bomb,
militarily, politically, or culturally?

» Should we have discontinued the neutron bomb

or proceeded with it?

» What does the development of such a bomb say

about our values?

I had essentially written a product description, a book

report, a Wikipedia page.

I think about that speech often—not only because those
were my first steps into an activity I would pursue doggedly
for eleven years, but because it represents the most devas-
tating mistake people make in public communication: not

knowing their point.

This error is made by salespeople who describe their inven-
tory but don’t say, “This product will make you more suc-
cessful,” activists who detail their initiatives but don’t say,
“This campaign will save lives,” designers who display
beautiful images but don’t say, “This branding will inspire
customer loyalty,” and business leaders who share their
project plans but don’t say, “This endeavor will revolution-

ize our industry.”

GET TO THE POINT!



Those are points—everything else is topics, themes, titles,

and thoughts.

I ended my competitive public speaking career with a
national championship in 1990, coached several college
forensics teams, worked as a speechwriter for ten years and
a presentation coach for nearly twenty—and by far, the

most important thing I learned during that time was this:

No matter who you are, how you're communicating, what you're
saying, or who you're communicating to, you need a point to create

impact. Without a point, everything you say is pointless.

As you read this, you may be imagining a public speaker in
front of a large audience. But the truth is, you can make a
point every time you communicate. Whether you’re giving
a keynote speech or a Zoom pitch, talking to your manager
or your mother-in-law, composing an email or creating a
PowerPoint presentation, having a real point is critical to

making your audience not just listen but feel, think, and act.

Congratulations on taking this step toward championing
your ideas and making your words matter. I'd say “good
luck,” but public speaking is a skill, not a talent, which means

communication success is in your hands, not in the stars.

INTRODUCTION
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1
The Big Flaw

| believe that unarmed truth and
unconditional love will have the final word.
—Martin Luther King Jr.

For nearly two decades, I've witnessed the lack of a point
contribute directly to nervousness, rambling, and commu-

nication failure by everyone from students to CEOs.
But the peril doesn’t end there.

Communication failure leads to tangible problems, including
customer churn, job loss, revenue loss, and reductions in indi-

vidual credibility and trust.

Don’t take it from me. A 2023 study by Grammarly and The
Harris Poll found that poor workplace communication costs
US businesses up to $1.2 trillion annually due to reduced pro-
ductivity, brand degradation, employee retention issues, and

lost business opportunities.
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Making it personal, a 2023 Stanford University study found
that only about 25 percent of employees feel their leader’s

communications align with their expectations and needs.

Most pointless speakers think they have a point, but what
they actually have are far less powerful topics, themes,

titles, observations, descriptions, and catchphrases.

You often see topics and observations being confused for
points during wedding toasts, when the best man thinks his
point is “My friend Jack is a helluva guy.” Twenty minutes
later, the toast is a rambling mess in search of a point—and

not just because Jack’s best man is drunk.

Knowing you need a point to have impact is one thing.
Knowing how to recognize and create a meaningful point

is another.

GET TO THE POINT!
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Know Your
Point

| believe that people make their own luck by
greaf preparation and good strategy.
—Jack Canfield

T he idea of presenting points is not new. We’ve all heard

or said some version of these phrases:
“Get to the point!”

“What’s your point?”

“Please stick to your point.”

“My point is this . . .7



You may even have encountered point training before,
perhaps without realizing it. In high school and college,
a point is called a “thesis.” In media relations, it’s a “key
message.” In business, it’s an “elevator pitch.” Sometimes,
a point is called “the big idea.” My wife’s fourth-grade lan-

guage arts class calls it a “So what?”
So what is a point? Let’s dig in.

Imagine a student who’s written a history paper on the
American Revolution. If you ask them for the point of their

paper, they might say it’s the American Revolution.
That’s a topic.

They might say it’s George Washington and the founding

of America.
That’s a title.

They might say it’s the role of perseverance in American

history.
That’s a theme.
A point is unique.

A point is a contention you can propose, illustrate, prove, and

defend.
A point makes its process and purpose instantly clear.

A point tells you what happens, how it happens, and—most

importantly—why it matters.

GET TO THE POINT!



These are examples of points:

» A politician’s point: My tax reform plan will
expand home-buying opportunities for the middle

class.

» An executive’s point: This investment in R&D will
ensure our company stays profitable well into the

future.

» A consultant’s point: Our audit will uncover ways

to make your company’s workflow more efficient.

» An advocate’s point: Your support and contribu-

tions to this movement will save lives.

> A job interviewee’s point: My skills and experi-

ence will help your department succeed.

To help you develop and refine your own points, I've devel-

oped a simple three-step test:
Step 1: The “I Believe That” test
Step 2: The XY test

Step 3: The Truism-Buster test

Step I: The “I Believe That” Test

The “I Believe That” test is a simple pass/fail exercise: Can
you fit your point into the phrase below o form a complete

sentence?

“I believe that J

KNOW YOUR POINT



If your assertion forms a complete sentence, you are on
your way to making a strong point. If you only have a sen-
tence fragment, you need to reimagine your phrase so that

it forms a complete sentence.

Remember the history paper example from earlier in this
chapter? The “I Believe That” test reveals those point fail-
ures. The phrases “I believe that the American Revolution,”
“I believe that George Washington and the founding of
America,” and “I believe that the role of perseverance
in American history” are fragments, not complete sen-
tences (your fourth-grade English teacher would not be

impressed).

But “I believe the American Revolution formalized our dis-
tinct democratic identity” is a complete sentence and thus
a point.

Here are more examples of non-point sentence fragments
and real-point complete sentences:

» Fragment: “I believe that innovations in I'T.”
Point: “I believe that innovations in IT will make
us more efficient.”

» Fragment: “I believe that income inequality.”
Point: “I believe that income inequality is Ameri-
ca’s biggest domestic challenge.”

» Fragment: “I believe that investing in
infrastructure.”

Point: “I believe that investing in infrastructure is

the best way to prepare for our future.”

10 GET TO THE POINT!



Once your point passes the “I Believe That” test, go to
step 2. If it doesn’t pass, keep revising it until your “I
believe that” statement is grammatically sound as a com-
plete sentence. If you need more inspirational examples of
“I believe” statements, you will find them separating the

chapters of this book.

Quick note: I'm not suggesting you always use the words
“I believe that” in your point—this is merely a way to test
that you have a point. But using those words has the advan-
tage of attaching your reputation and credibility to your
proposal, which can be very compelling, especially if you

qualify as a subject matter expert.

This character credibility is what Aristotle called “ethos”
in his three-part principle of rhetorical appeals that create
effective persuasion (logos, pathos, and ethos). Using the
phrase “I believe that” amplifies your ethos—which I know

wasn’t on your to-do list this morning.

Step 2: The XY Test

The XY test is a simple equation template to ensure your
ple ¢q p y
point has two crucial elements: a valuable impact, and a

means to achieve that impact.
Here’s the template:
“If we do X, Y will result.”
X = Means (what we do)

Y = Impact (why we do it)

KNOW YOUR POINT
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(You can use variations, like “X has led to Y” and “Y was

achieved by X.”)

For example, let’s say you’re proposing a celebrity-hosted
podcast to expose your brand to more podcast-loving mil-

lennial consumers.
Having only an X looks like this:

“We should create a celebrity-hosted podcast.” (Beg-
ging the question, “Why?”)

Having only a Y looks like this:

“We should reach out to millennial consumers.” (Beg-

ging the question, “How?”)
Having both the X and the Y looks like this:

“A celebrity-hosted podcast (X) will expose our brand

to a millennial audience (Y).”

Enhancing Your X and Y

Not all Xs and Ys are created equal. The most intrigu-

ing Xs are specific, not generic, like:

“Create a podcast” versus “Explore new content

channels”

“Store our files in the cloud” versus “Manage our files

more efficiently”

“Launch a public awareness initiative” versus

13 . ”
DCVClOp a campaign

12 GET TO THE POINT!



Meanwhile, the most powerful Ys reflect not just any
desired result, but the most important impact (from your audi-

ence’s pCI‘SpCCtiVC) .

For example, if you’re in the business of rescuing people
from natural disasters, your Y will be “saving lives.” Yet,
all too often, I see presentations about lifesaving work in
which the speaker’s point ends with smaller or shorter-
range milestones like website traffic, fundraising, social

media followers, or cost savings.

These smaller impacts may resonate with select audiences,
but to general audiences—internal or external—your most
ambitious impact will be the most captivating Y, whether
it’s rescuing disaster victims, attracting a major client, or

selling more Coca-Cola.

The key to enhancing your Y is asking of each one, “Why
is that impact important?” until you arrive at the most valu-
able Y for your audience. Here are for-profit and nonprofit

examples of elevating the Y:

For-profit:

Buying this Super Bowl ad will increase traffic to our
sneaker website.

Why is that important?

Because it will bring more eyeballs to our new sneaker
brand.

And why 1s that important?

Because that increased exposure will entice more peo-

ple to buy our newest sneakers.

KNOW YOUR POINT
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Final point: Buying this Super Bow! ad will entice more people

to buy our sneakers.

Nonprofit:
Our social media influencer campaign will increase
the number of influencers promoting our mission to

end hunger.

Why is that important?

Because it will expand public awareness of our mis-
sion to end hunger.

And why is that important?

Because it will inspire public contributions and action

to end hunger.

Final point: Our social media influencer campaign will inspire

public contributions and action to end hunger.

A message that includes both a meaningful impact and a
specific method to achieve gives your audience everything

they need to think, “Tell me more!”

Step 3: The Truism Buster Test

The Truism Buster test red-flags pointless truisms, which the
Cambridge Dictionary defines as “a statement so obvious or
said so often that its truth is not questioned.” You should
avoid truisms because communicating something immedi-

ately obvious to your audience has no value to them or you.

Truisms may exist because the statements are inarguably

factual (“Brushing your teeth keeps them healthy,” “The

GET TO THE POINT!



moon affects ocean tides”) or because they’re so broad that
they can’t be counter-argued (“Some things never change,”

“Politics is complicated”).

If you’re unsure whether your point is a truism, here’s the
test. Answering “Yes” to either of these questions means it

1s not a truism:
1. Could someone raise a reasonable counterpoint?
2. Do I need to prove this contention?

Let’s apply this to the point “Generative Al will help us
produce marketing emails more efficiently”:
1. Could someone raise a reasonable counterpoint?
Yes. Some may argue that editing Al-produced emails
will be time-consuming.
2. Do I need to prove this contention?

Yes. I'd need to see data on email production time

with and without AI assistance.

Putting It All Together

Let’s see how these three steps might be applied to develop
and refine a proposed point regarding a fictional social

media site called Beehive:

» “Bechive’s new privacy features” = Not a point

(Flunks the “I Believe That” test.)

» “Bechive has privacy features.” = Not a point

(Passes the “I Belicve That” test but flunks the XY test.)

KNOW YOUR POINT
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» “Bechive’s new privacy features substantially
protect users from identity theft and marketing

exploitation.” = A point!

(Passes the “I Belicve That” test, the XY test, and the Tru-
ism Buster test because it’s a complete sentence, has both a
means and a meaning ful impact, and requires evidence to be
trusted.)

Almost every professional—and personal—communication
can be improved if expressed as a point. A student once
challenged me on this assertion by suggesting that some-
one who introduces speakers or simply opens and closes a

conference doesn’t have a point.
Indeed, “Introducing Samantha Speaker” isn’t a point.

But “Samantha Speaker’s ideas will help us become more

effective project managers” is.
“Welcome to the conference!” isn’t a point.

But “This conference will give you valuable ideas to make

your staff recruiting and retention efforts more successful” is.
“Good night, and thanks for coming!” isn’t a point.

But “My hope is that you’ll use and share the insights you
learned during these two days to cut unnecessary costs in

your business” is.

Don’t just make words. Make your words matter.

GET TO THE POINT!
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Sharpen
Your Point

| believe that good journalism, good television,
can make our world a better place.
— Christiane Amanpour

By this time, you have an authentic and usable point—
imagine it as the tip of a #2 pencil. But ask yourself this:
Is it the sharpest point possible? Sharp enough to penetrate
my audience?

Four specific tactics (all safe for your fingers) can help you
sharpen that point so that it comes out like a laser beam,

not a firchose.



Remove Badjectives

Almost every type of writing is improved when you strip
out generic adjectives that only add dead weight to your

point. I call these too-broad adjectives “badjectives.”

Compare the examples in these two columns:

Column 1 Column 2
Important Urgent

Great Profitable
Wonderful Efficient
Amazing Unprecedented
Very Good Galvanizing

The adjectives on the left are nearly pointless compared
to the ones on the right, which convey a specific state.
When we say something is “great” or “very good,” there’s
little indication of scale, reason, or specific meaning. Yet,
speeches and written reports are often filled with those

words, probably because they come to mind so easily.

If you’re using badjectives, or suspect you are, here’s the

best way to exterminate them:
1. Say your point aloud.
2. Ask, “Why?”

3. Replace your badjective with your answer.

18 GET TO THE POINT!



Here are a few examples:

» Example 1: I believe hiring a social media man-

ager is important.
Why?

Because a social media manager can work with
influencers to build positive buzz around our

product.
Replace the badjective “important” with the specific answer.

Final point: I believe a social media manager can

build positive buzz about our product.
» Example 2: Our new marketing strategy is weak.
Why?

Because it focuses too much on product benefits

and not enough on our customers’ needs.
Replace the badjective “weak” with the specific answer.

Final point: I believe our marketing strategy
focuses too much on product benefits and not

enough on our customers’ needs.

Using badjectives is like a Little League coach saying,
“Come on now, Jamie!” versus “Keep your eye on the ball
as it comes to you, Jamie!” One has spirit but no value,

while the other makes a substantive point.

Remember: You don’t merely want to be your point’s cheer-

leader; you want to be your point’s champion and activator.

SHARPEN YOUR POINT
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Cut Useless Words

I use one word more pointlessly than any other: “just.”
It resides in my writer’s brain and emerges whenever I'm
inclined to qualify or minimize an idea. More often than

not, the usage is redundant or otherwise unnecessary.

In my final proofread of this book, I looked up all the
times I used “just”: thirty-eight! That’s significantly more
than “only” (twenty-five), “merely” (thirteen), and “simply”
(nine). After my audit, I removed ten “just”s that served no

contextual purpose.

Other common pointlessly used words and phrases include
“really,” “basically,” “literally,” “actually,” “absolutely,”
“honestly,” “like,” “clearly,” “completely,” “seriously,”
“obviously,” “very,” “basic,” “in my opinion,” “as a matter

9

of fact,” “to be honest,” and “needless to say.” Recognize
any of those in your own writing and speaking patterns?
(The grammarian in me also encourages you to consider
cutting the often unnecessary “that/that is” and “which/

which is”).

This may seem like a minor issue unless you have a strict
word limit, but even one word too many is too many words.
Having too many words complicates your point and your

audience’s ability to process it.

My suggestion: Do what I did. Use the “find” function to
search for those words and pull out the pointless ones like
weeds from a garden. The more you do this, the better you’ll

get at curbing yourself as you write instead of afterward.

GET TO THE POINT!



Avoid “Split Ends”

Often, speakers try to sneak two or more points into one

statement—a habit I call “split ends.” Here’s an example:

I believe moving our files to the cloud will protect our
work from loss, improve file organization and version
control, increase the security of confidential material,
reduce file storage and bandwidth costs, make doc-
uments easier to share and collaboratively edit, and

reduce our carbon footprint.

Having read that once, look away and try to repeat all those
benefits. Can you even identify the benefits most important

to the speaker?

Both tasks are difficult, if not impossible, because there
are too many ideas fighting for your attention. In most
cases of split ends, one idea is the most important, based
on your organization’s mission and your audience’s inter-
ests. If your point suffers from split ends, no shampoo will
help. The audience is not only forced to split their attention
between multiple points, but left clueless about which idea
is most relevant. As a result, whatever you gain by squeez-

ing in several ideas, you lose by diluting the impact of each.

Judge for yourself by comparing how easily you digest

these two versions of a point:

» Version 1: I believe moving our files to the cloud
will protect our work from loss, increase the secu-
rity of confidential material, improve file orga-

nization and version control, reduce file storage

SHARPEN YOUR POINT
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and bandwidth costs, and reduce our carbon

footprint.

» Version 2: I believe moving our files to the cloud

will protect our work from theft and loss.

Removing elements from your point doesn’t mean banish-
ing them forever from your presentation. You can include
other important points through consolidation (as you
see with “theft and loss” above) or by separating distinct
subpoints (“Now that we understand how cloud filing
improves document safety, let’s see how it makes the pro-

cess of creating and sharing files more efficient”).

The key is to avoid complicating your main point with mul-
tiple elements—other points, excessive adjectives, unnec-
essary words—that tax your audience’s analytic ability and
make it harder for them to receive your complete message.
Psychologist John Sweller, who has spent decades study-
ing how our brains process and store information, calls this

neural traffic jam “cognitive overload.”

I often put it to my clients like this: Say many things,
and they’ll remember none. Say some things, and they’ll
remember some. Say one thing (or at least, one at a time),

and they’ll remember all.

Prioritize Impacts on People

After several years of enhancing people’s points, I spotted
an interesting pattern: The most powerful and memora-
ble points typically described impacts on living things, not

non-living things.

GET TO THE POINT!



Living things include people, families, patients, customers,

communities, and animals.

Non-living things include companies, facilities, money,

brands, reputations, abilities, and data.

The impact of these points may be greater because humans
are more powerfully affected by the experiences of other
humans than by non-living things or concepts, no matter

how novel, innovative, or chocolate-covered they are.

If you want to transition your point from impacting a
non-living thing to impacting a living thing, ask, “Who
does that impact help?” and insert the beneficiary. Here

are some examples of that transformation:

» Non-human impact: This pharmaceutical innova-

tion increases our ability to deliver medication.

Human impact: This pharmaceutical innovation
increases our ability to reduce human suffering

and save lives.

» Non-human impact: Our clean energy campaign

is improving the sustainability of urban cities.

Human impact: Our clean energy campaign is
improving the health and welfare of people in

urban cities.

» Non-human impact: Al is making the purchasing

experience more efficient and personalized.

Human impact: Al enables customers like Mike

and Flora to shop more quickly and successfully.

SHARPEN YOUR POINT
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Not all points require a human impact, but identifying
one and explicitly referencing it can make a point instantly

more compelling and relatable to your fellow earthlings.

Don’t Get Attached to the Words

Last tip: Don’t get attached to the words. Some point mak-
ers—especially writers and lawyers—write a “perfect point”
and try to memorize it. The problem with this approach is
if they forget the words, they’re stuck because they haven’t

permitted themselves to improvise.

Synonyms exist for good reason, and your goal as a com-
municator is to convey your point, not specific words. So,
feel free to use a variety of words and phrases to make your
point. Most audiences won’t remember the words you said,

but the point you made—and that’s the bigger win.

All Things Considered

Let’s combine some of the concepts we’ve covered in a real-

world example.

If you listen to National Public Radio (NPR) regularly, you
probably dread the pledge drives—extended periods when
the nonprofit organization uses airtime to ask for financial
donations. It’s annoying and repetitive, but very necessary.
Here’s how we might evolve a donation request from some-

thing relatively unmoving to its most powerful incarnation:

1. You should donate to public radio. (XYalert/ Why
should I?)
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2. Donating to public radio is important. (Badjective
alert! Why s it important?)

3. Donating to public radio supports quality pro-
gramming. (Human impact alert! Who does this help?)

4. Donating to public radio helps us inform and

inspire listeners like you. (Where do 1 send the check?)

Elevating “you should donate to public radio” to “donat-
ing to public radio helps us inform and inspire listeners
like you” evolves the point from a generic plea to an urgent

proposal.

A Taylor-Made Speech

People often ask me to recommend a speech I admire.
There are plenty to choose from, spanning George Wash-
ington to Oprah Winfrey, but one I come back to time and
time again is Taylor Swift’s 2016 speech accepting her sec-
ond Album of the Year Grammy Award. (I promise I’'m not
pandering to Swifties.)

An awards show is not a TED Talk, so anything Taylor said
would have been acceptable. She knew it too, but as she

closed, she chose to say this:

As the first woman to win Album of the Year at the Grammys
twice, I want to say to all the young women out there: There
are going to be people along the way who will try to undercut
your success, or take credit for your accomplishments or your
fame. But if you just focus on the work and you don’t let those
people sidetrack you, someday when you get where you're going,
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you'll look around, and you will know that it was you and the
people who love you who put you there, and that will be the
greatest feeling in the world. Thank you for this moment.

Let’s put that point to the test:
“I Believe That” test? Check.
XY test? Check.
Truism Buster test? Check.
HVP? Check.
Impact on people? Check.
Connection to her audience? Check.
Inspiring that audience? Check.

It’s worth watching a recording of this speech (Google
“Taylor Swift 2016 speech Album of the Year”). Take note
of how Taylor kept her gaze on the camera, used pauses to
master her speed and her words, and spoke with intensity
but not anger. She didn’t read or memorize the speech, but
she knew the point she wanted to make and delivered it
with clarity, efficiency, and impact (you’ll see that impact in

the faces of her audience if you watch the Video).

There’s another remarkable example I'd like to share: In
January 2025—as I was finalizing this new version of Get
to the Point!—1 saw Demi Moore deliver a similarly moving
Golden Globes acceptance speech for her leading role in
The Substance. Like Taylor’s speech, Demi’s remarks focused
on a fresh and compelling point, made even more powerful

through the lens of a personal story:
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Thirty years ago, I had a producer tell me I was a “popcorn
actress” and, at that time, I made that mean that this wasn’t
something that I was allowed to have—that I could do mov-
ies that were successful, that made a lot of money, but that

1 couldn’t be acknowledged, and I bought in and I believed
that. That corroded me over time, to the point where I thought
maybe this was it. Maybe I was complete. Maybe I'd done
what I was supposed to do. But you can know the value of
your worth if you just put down the measuring stick.

Ditching a script or notes, Demi devoted all of her eye con-
tact—and energy—to her audience, enhancing her personal
connection with them. (Google “Joel Schwartzberg Demi

Moore” to see my full love letter to her speech.)

I share these two moments not just to impress you, but to
encourage you. You may never win an award on national
television, but you can deliver a presentation as compelling
and meaningful as Taylor’s and Demi’s because you and
they have the same four necessary tools: a mind, a mouth,

a voice, and a point.

SHARPEN YOUR POINT
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Make
Your Point

| helieve that each person is more than
the worst thing they ve ever done.
—Bryan Stevenson

K nowing and sharpening your point is a critical start, but
it’s only part of the battle because your point shouldn’t
live only in your head. Successfully conveying your point to
an audience requires a clear understanding of what your

role is (and isn’t).
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Know Your Job: Presenting, Not Performing

When asked to list the qualities of a “great presenter,” peo-
ple often say things like:

» Interesting
Funny
Knowledgeable
Entertaining
Smart

Impressive

Yy vy vy v vy

Charming

Those qualities can indeed support your presentation, but
as goals or requirements, they belong more in the realm of
performing than presenting. And there’s a big difference

between the two.

Performing is an act of impressing people with your skill,

focusing on their perception of you. (He was amazing!)

Presenting is an act of conveying your idea, focusing on your

point. (Her point inspired me!)

One of the “tells” of clients with performance mindsets
rather than presentation mindsets is their answer to the
question, “What’s your goal?” If they respond, “To give
a great speech,” “To be admired,” or “To impress my boss

and colleagues,” they’re focused on all the wrong things.
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Another pitfall of a performance mindset is the tendency to
compare your performance to other performers. Remem-
ber: no one is better qualified to deliver your presentation
than you are because you conceived it, researched it, wrote
it, improved it, and practiced it before presenting it for this

occaslon.

When you focus on elevating your public speaking abil-
ities—not emulating your public speaking idols—you
leverage what makes you and your speech unique and put

yourself in the best position to succeed.

People with a performance mindset are also more likely to
worry about “What if I screw up and people think worse of
me?” than “What if my point isn’t clear?”

Actual performers—actors, singers, comics, models, dancers—
may reasonably feel more pressure because the spotlight is
on them and how talented, funny, attractive, or creative they
are. But what is gained when a presenter is remembered but
their point is not? Not much, unless they aim only to secure

more public speaking gigs.

It helps many presenters to think of themselves as bicycle
messengers. You are delivering something valuable from
point A to point B. Your measure of success is whether or
not the delivery is received, not what the recipient thinks
of the colors on your helmet. If you deliver your point,
even imperfectly, you succeed. If you don’t deliver your point,
you fail, even if you come across as fascinating, hilarious,

friendly, smart, attractive, and admirable.
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It’s no coincidence that we say an actor “performs” a mono-
logue or “portrays” a character, while a presenter “delivers”
or “presents” a speech. This language reinforces the differ-

ence in objective.

Because presenting is an act of delivery, not performance,
the only way to know if you’ve succeeded is to ask someone
in your practice audience, “Was my point of [doing X will
lead to Y] clear?” For an even better test, see if they can cor-

rectly express the point you just made without your help.

GET TO THE POINT!
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Sell
Your Point

| helieve that we have to shift from shareholder
maximization to stakeholder maximization.
—Marc Benioff

w hen I worked in the editorial department of a popular
kids’ magazine, the company’s president decided to
have a sales trainer teach the basics of closing a deal to our
entire staff. He wasn’t Alec “Coffee Is for Closers” Baldwin

in Glengarry Glen Ross, but close.

Those of us with editorial jobs thought this was a waste of
our time. After all, we thought, sales is the driving focus

of our marketing and advertising staff, not the concern of



writers and editors. But looking back, I see the president
was right—we were all in the business of selling. Some of
us were selling advertising space and sponsorships; others
were selling something just as valuable, if not more: ideas.
In both roles (and any with responsibilities that hinge on
effective communication), successful transactions require

selling the points, not simply sharing them.

It helps to think of the difference between sharing and sell-
ing like the difference between a book’s table of contents
(TOC) and its back-cover blurb. The TOC describes the
book’s inventory. The blurb pitches the book’s value—the
TOC tells; the blurb sells.

In advertising, the selling versus sharing concept is often
described in terms of “benefits” versus “features”: When
you focus on a product’s features, you are simply sharing
its attributes, but when you focus on the product’s bene-
fits, you are more powerfully selling the concept of how

those features improve someone’s life.

I’m reminded of a former client, Kathy, who sold branded
merchandise like hats, brochures, signs, and pins. I asked
her to give me her best sales pitch. Kathy laid out all of her

products and began to describe each one:

See this hat? This hat is fully adjustable and can feature a four-
color logo on the front. See this pin? It can feature a two-color
logo and has a magnetic backing, so it won’t ruin a shirt or
Jacket. This lawn sign is made from a special material that will
resist rain and wind, and T'll give you a 10 percent discount if

you buy 50 or more . . .
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She went on like that until she had no more items to

describe.

Kathy did a good job of sharing her inventory and the fea-
tures of each item, but there was one important concept she

didn’t communicate:
If you use my products and services, you will be more successful.

Those twelve words were her point, but she never said it,

much less sold it.

The idea of selling versus sharing your point can dramati-
cally change how you present it. In one of my recent public
speaking workshops, I wrote the word SELL on an index
card and held it up whenever I felt my students were shar-

ing or describing, but not selling, their ideas.

Whenever they saw the sign, they instantly changed their
tone, speed, volume, body language, and vocabulary, and
the audience felt a stronger impact. These speakers came in

as explainers and sharers and left as salespeople.

Power Phrases

To help my clients do more selling than sharing, I also

encourage them to adopt these point-forcing power phrases:
1 propose . . .
L recommend . . .
1 suggest . ..

For example:

SELL YOUR POINT
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“I’'m proposing an idea to make our process more

efficient.”

1% & . .
I’'m recommending a campaign to make our work-

place culture more diverse.”

“I'm suggesting a new logo that better conveys our

brand message.”

These selling phrases force the creation of a true point
because you can’t say “I propose” without offering a pro-
posal. The same goes for “recommend” and “suggest.”
Insert them when you communicate with your colleagues,
especially at the end of small meetings and performance
reviews, to ensure you're selling your idea with conviction,

not simply throwing it out there and hoping for the best.

Attention Magnets

“I propose,” “I recommend,” and “I suggest” are the stron-
gest examples of what I call attention magnets—short phrases
that instantly spotlight and sell the points that immediately

follow. Here are some other examples:
“Here’s the thing . . 7
“To be clear. ..

“Keep this in mind . .

i

“Here’s why this matters . . .

In Michelle Obama’s speech for the virtual 2020 Demo-
cratic National Convention, she used no fewer than three

attention magnets masterfully:
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“And let me once again tell you this . .’
“Let me be as honest and clear as I possibly can . . .”

“If you take one thing from my words tonight, it is
this . ..”

Aren’t you already on the edge of your seat?

Upgrading Your Words

Specific word upgrades can also strengthen your sell. Here
are six pairs of words that may seem interchangeable but
shouldn’t be viewed that way—one is an accurate repre-
sentation of effort, the other a misrepresentation or less
inspiring conveyance of that effort (which likely won’t get

flagged by your grammar programs or proofreaders):

» Enable versus Allow. If your effort produced a
result, you actively enabled it. If you just removed
an obstacle, you merely allowed the result to

happen.

Example: “Innovations in customer service enabled
(not “allowed”) the store to sell more customized

products.”

» Prevent versus Avoid. If your action stopped
something disastrous from happening, you pre-
vented it. If you just moved something out of
peril’s way (perhaps temporarily), you merely

avoided it.

SELL YOUR POINT
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Example: “We must prevent (not “avoid”) a hous-

ing crisis for people and families.”

» Actversus Address. If you took deliberate mea-
sures to affect an issue, you acted on it. If you just

considered the situation, you merely addressed it.

Example: “We acted on (not “addressed”) the

severe impact of poverty on these communities.”

» Respond versus React. If a situation spurred you
to action, you responded. If the issue just trig-

gered an emotion, you merely reacted.

Example: “We responded (not “reacted”) immedi-

ately to the power outage.”

» Overcome versus Face. If you successfully con-
quered an obstacle, you overcame it. If you just
encountered the obstacle or stood your ground,

you merely faced it.

Example: “We overcame (not “faced”) the systemic

challenges.”

» Accomplish versus Meet. If you accomplished
a goal, you achieved it as a direct result of your
effort. If you just met the goal, you merely arrived

at the milestone by some means.

Example: “I'm thrilled we accomplished (not

“met”) our most ambitious goals for the year.”
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Tailor
Your Point

| believe that television is the only
medium that can truly reach society’s
lowest common denominator,
— Garry Marshall

P resenting points requires a minimum party of two—one
delivering the point and the other receiving it. To max-
imize that transaction, presenters should customize their

points to each audience and their unique interests.
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Know Your Audience

Some communication pros boil this directive down to
“know your audience,” and that advice holds a lot of water.

You might need to know:
Are they new to the topic or subject matter experts?

Have they been affected by a recent event (a natu-

ral disaster or something else in the news)?

» Arec they predisposed to appreciate or disapprove

of your point?
» Arec they fluent in your language?

You also need to know what your audience wants and

needs, and the difference between the two.

A want 1s a desire for additional information about some-

thing they already know about. Examples include:

» Further details about an upcoming structural

reorganization

» Current data about the productivity of staff who

work from home

» Human resources tips promised in the event

brochure

A need is something they ought to know about but are likely

unaware of, such as:

» The corporate strategy driving the upcoming

structural reorganization
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» New data showing more large employers are ask-

ing workers to come back to the office
» Why HR has been renamed the “People Team”

Executives, in particular, should remember that just
because a point is important to them and something they
“want to say” doesn’t automatically make it relevant to
the audience. To avoid coming across as out of touch,
they should audit their ideas for relevancy. This can be
as simple as asking, “How will my team benefit from this

communication?”

Finally, keep in mind the difference between “need to
know” and “neat to know.” Both types of information may
be acceptable in longer-form communications, but “neat
to know” items entertain more than they enlighten and

should be deprioritized when it comes time to cut.

Stay in Solution Mode

Whatever business you’re in, your audience is more inter-
ested in solutions than problems—especially if you're a
leader. But when the topic is a serious threat, like a disease
outbreak, a natural disaster, or some other catastrophic
event, presenters often overemphasize the problem and
bury the solution in a way that diminishes their mes-
sage’s purpose, leaving the audience overwhelmed and

disengaged.

If this is you, look for ways to flip stark messages of peril

into hopeful messages of overcoming that peril. Examples
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of turning “how this is bad” into “how we’re making this

bad thing better” include:

» Replace “The carbonated beverage marketplace
is saturated with soda brands” with “Here’s how
our brand stands out in a crowded beverage

marketplace.”

» Replace “Government funding for cancer research
is at an all-time low” with “We’re supplementing
historically low government funding with other

sources of financial support.”

» Replace “Climate change will eventually destroy
the planet” with “Our climate change awareness

campaign can help save the planet.”

Note how Martin Luther King Jr’s “I Have a Dream”
speech at the 1963 March on Washington focused primar-
ily not on the pervasive prejudice and discrimination faced
by Black Americans, but on his hope and encouragement
for equal opportunity. Similarly, President John F. Kenne-
dy’s 1961 inaugural address didn’t stop with the admon-
ishment, “Ask not what your country can do for you,” but
forcefully encouraged civil service and responsibility: “Ask

what you can do for your country.”

Each spoke predominantly—and memorably—of hope, cor-

rection, and solution.
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Use “Hope” as a Noun, Not a Verb

“Hope” is a powerfully evocative and useful word when
you’re proposing a solution or goal. But to leverage it most
effectively, use it as a noun, not a verb. As a noun, “hope”
has baked-in optimism (“This milestone gives me hope”),
whereas “hope” as a verb is merely a desire with limited

faith in the outcome (“I hope this situation improves”).

It’s the difference between pointing the way (projecting
leadership, confidence, and vision) and crossing your fin-
gers (conveying fear and admitting that the situation is

beyond your control).
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Stay on Point

| believe that our national security lies not just in
protecting our borders, but in bridging divides.
—Joe Lieberman

0 ne of the side benefits of having a point is that you
can always call on it to facilitate a course correction if
you ramble, lose focus, go down a rabbit hole, or otherwise

stray from your point.

First, understand that there’s no limit to how many times
you can bring up your point or use it to get back on track.
Your point can’t be overstated or repeated too often. No
one ever says after a presentation, “Great speech, but the
speaker made their point too many times.” That’s like com-

plaining about getting too much good advice.
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Getting Back on the Road

If you suddenly find yourself way off point, you can imme-
diately get back to your point using quick transitions like
these:

“We've veered off the road a bit, but my point is this . . .”
“We’re covered a lot today, but here’s the thing . . .”

“That’s a lot of ideas, but if there’s one suggestion

I want you to remember, it’s . . .”

I tend to use “The bottom line is . . .” as a safety net to

ensure my biggest point comes across loud and clear.

Their Point versus Your Point

You may find yourself in a setting where you’re pressured
to depart from your point to address someone else’s point.
This can happen when you’re a conference panelist, a talk
show guest, or simply the unfortunate person arguing with

a loudmouth dinner guest.

It can be tempting to take the bait—especially if you have
an ironclad defense against their point—but the more time
you spend addressing other people’s points, the less time

you Sand COI’IVCin’lg your own.

In most conference or interview settings, you’re not
expected to be a walking encyclopedia—just the most qual-
ified champion of your point. When a booking producer
or conference organizer invites you to speak, there should

be an understanding that this is a forum to express your
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points, not to be put on the spot, attacked, or forced to
address points outside your expertise. If you sense other

expectations or agendas, pass on the event.

If someone is determined to move you off your point to
debate their own, consider using one of these transitional
lines (sometimes called bridges) to stand your ground and

stay on point:
“I hear what you’re saying, but my pointis . ..”

“I know that’s a widespread perception, but the truth

”

IS ...
“This is indeed a gray area, but I believe that . . .”
9

“That’s untrue. But here’s what is true . .

“I can’t speak to that, but what I can sayis ...

STAY ON POINT

47






8

Strengthen
Your Point

| believe that good things
come to those who work,
—Wilt Chamberlain

Y ou’ve now learned how to identify, make, sharpen, and
stick to your point, and you realize the imperative of
selling it versus sharing it. That knowledge alone puts you
ahead of your competitors and colleagues in your ability to

present effectively.

Now it’s time for extra credit: strengthening your point
through nonverbal and minimally verbal presentational

techniques, starting with something I call “power periods.”
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Use Power Periods

Many people—people you know, people you report to,
even people you admire—make statements that sound like
questions, with a high pitch at the end. This is often called
“uptalk.” Try listening for it by saying these two sentences

aloud, precisely as punctuated:
“Our customer base has tripled in size?”
“Our customer base has tripled in size.”

Some people have a natural ability to end their statements

with periods; others can’t help but uptalk everything.

Whether you’re a natural uptalker or not, the habit can
hinder the conveyance of your point. When you ask a
question—even if it only sounds like a question—you’re indi-
cating, “I'm not sure.” But when you end with a period,

you’re saying, “This I believe.”

To test the impact of ending firmly versus questioningly, I
sometimes have my students and clients listen to me count
aloud from one to five in two different ways. Afterward,
I ask the group which way conveyed the most confidence

and authority.

The first version, to their ears, sounds like this:
1?
2?

3?
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4?
5?
The second version sounds like this:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Of the thousands of clients who’ve taken this admittedly
unscientific test, an overwhelming majority have felt the
latter sounded more confident and authoritative. The mere
sound of a question dramatically reduced the perceived

strength behind the expression.

The first step in shifting from uptalk to what I call “power
periods” is training your ear to recognize the unrequired
question mark. Listen to bosses and colleagues. Listen to
news anchors and television hosts. If you can stand it, listen
to politicians. Train your ear to listen for uptalk in others,

then try to catch yourself doing it.

Eventually, with practice, you’ll gain enough muscle mem-
ory to prevent uptalk before it happens and insert a power

period instead.

The goal isn’t having all of your sentences end with power
periods. Like the occasional filler word, vocal variety can

make us sound more human and authentic. But guess what

STRENGTHEN YOUR POINT
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part of your presentation benefits most from the “this I

believe” message of a power period?
That’s right—your point.

Three of the best power period users I've ever seen are for-
mer presidents Ronald Reagan, Bill Clinton, and Barack

Obama. Imagine each of them saying these lines:
“We cannot turn our back on the middle class.”
“These laws will strengthen our economy.”
“The state of our union is strong.”

I don’t think it’s a coincidence that these three were some of
our most admired public speakers; they instinctively know

how to convey “this I believe.”

Remove Obstacles Between You and Them

It’s inarguable that intimate conversations are more com-
pelling than distant ones. This usually means you should
get as close to your audience as possible. Clinton used this
tactic during town hall debates, physically approaching the

individuals he was engaging with.

Communicators can also benefit from this intimacy by
removing obstacles—including lecterns, tables, clip-
boards, laptops, and tablets—between them and their
audience. This is why TED speakers and experienced
Toastmasters typically avoid standing behind podiums
and tables.
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I also recommend keeping your hands free rather than fid-
dling with pens, pointers, and clickers. Truth be told, most
presenters who hold things in their hands do so—know-
ingly or unknowingly—to transfer their nervous energy

onto those objects. Very often, that nervousness shows.

When I stand to speak, I remove everything in my hands
and pockets, move podiums and tables aside, and stand in
front of the projector so my entire body is in view. All of

these measures help clear the path for my point.

Turn Up the Volume

One easy act reaps tremendous benefits for anyone trying to
convey a point: raising your volume. Being louder—which
a six-year-old can accomplish quite capably—corrects sev-

eral public speaking flaws, including:
» Mumbling

» Speaking too quickly (because speaking both
quickly and loudly takes an enormous amount of

breath)

» Uptalk (because it feels and sounds awkward to

ask a question in a loud voice)
» Talking too quietly

I frequently do an exercise where I ask a few clients to state
their names, roles, and points at a volume they would con-
sider “too loud.” No shouting or yelling, I say. Just speak
at a volume you would never use in a professional setting.

This is a safe space.
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After each client performs the exercise—or tries to—I ask

the group two questions:

1. Would you consider the speaker “too loud” if
you heard them speaking at that volume during a

meeting?

2. Did your perception of the speaker change due to

the new loudness?

The answer to question 1 is almost always a hard “no.” Most
speakers can’t bring themselves to speak too loudly, even if
I implore them. At best, they’re a little louder than usual,

and often only for the first few words.

Few speakers can speak inappropriately loudly and keep it
up. By the fifth or sixth word, they’re generally either at a
perfect volume or still too soft. Because of that, the first big
takeaway is this: There’s no such thing as being too loud.
Even if there were, our internal self-control systems would

never allow it.

The answer to question 2 is where things get interesting.
When I ask the group how their impression of the speaker
changed as a result of the volume increase, they almost

always use descriptions like:
» More assertive

More energetic

More knowledgeable

More determined

vy v vy

More experienced
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» More authoritative
» More competent
» More confident

» More passionate

Were these speakers truly more assertive, energetic, knowl-
edgeable, determined, experienced, authoritative, com-
petent, confident, and passionate? Who knows? But they

came across that way.
But wait, there’s more. Using a louder voice also:

» Keeps you from talking too quickly. Most people’s
lung capacity makes it very difficult for them to
speak both loud and fast. Unless you’re Michael
Phelps, this should work.

» Invites more pauses. Because you have less breath
to work with, you’re more likely to pause, which
slows you down and gives your audience time to

digest your points.

» Helps you end sentences with periods instead of
question marks. When speaking loudly, it’s easy to
end in a lower pitch, which sounds confident. It’s
much harder to engage in uptalk, which sounds

unsurc.

Even if you’re on a microphone or a videoconferencing
platform like Zoom or Microsoft Teams, maintain a loud,
strong voice. Too many Zoom speakers drop to a conver-
sational volume, not realizing they’re also diminishing the

power of their points and presence.
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Finally, remind yourself and your colleagues that ensuring
everyone can hear the speaker is entirely on the speaker, not
the audience. No speaker is entitled to extra accommoda-

tion because they happen to be “a quiet person.”

Gender-Specific Challenges

The benefits of being loud apply to both genders equally,
but occasionally, a female student shares her concern that
if she increases her volume, she’ll be perceived as “aggres-

sive” and turn the audience against her.

I don’t pretend to be a scholar on gender bias, but when

this happens, I survey the room.
“Did she sound aggressive?” I ask the other participants.

The typical response is a unanimous “no.” Are they just
being kind? Perhaps, so I ask another question: “How did

she sound?”

Answers that come back typically include “strong,” “confi-
dent,” “authoritative,” and “assertive”—not “aggressive” or

“too loud.”

I love to hear “assertive,” in particular, because it indicates

the presenter is asserting a point, not just sharing one.

This doesn’t mean you’ll never run into gender bias; many
of you will. But consider the many speeches by women

widely regarded as memorable, including:

» Michelle Obama’s speeches at the 2016, 2020, and
2024 Democratic National Conventions (full dis-

closure: Michelle is my all-time favorite speaker,
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perfectly combining moving text, high skill, and
keen awareness and showcasing a mastery of
ethos, logos, and pathos that would make Aristot-
le’s jaw drop)

The 2024 commencement speeches by Nobel Prize
winner Maria Ressa (Harvard University), CEO
Thasunda Brown Duckett (Howard University),
and architect Jeanne Gang (University of Illinois

Urbana-Champaign)

The 2018 commencement speeches by Nigerian
novelist Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (Harvard
University), soccer player Abby Wambach (Bar-
nard College), and Oprah Winfrey (USC Annen-

berg School for Communication and Journalism)

Meryl Streep’s acceptance speech for the Cecil B.
DeMille Award at the 2017 Golden Globes

Viola Davis’s acceptance speech for the
2017 Academy Award for Best Actress in a
Supporting Role

The speeches by three of the last six Toastmasters
World Champions of Public Speaking, Ramona

J. Smith (2018), Verity Price (2021), and Jocelyn

Tyson (2023)

My final suggestion to those who fear being perceived as
“aggressive” or “shrill” is to ignore it. Don’t modify your
voice to accommodate sexist or other biases in your audi-
ence—that’s their problem, not yours. Your job is to step up

and speak up, even when your audience’s job is to grow up.

STRENGTHEN YOUR POINT
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Pause for Perfection

Many speakers worry that if they pause, the audience will
think they’ve forgotten what they were going to say, like
an actor who’s forgotten their lines. The pause also feels
awkward. You may be thinking: “Shouldn’t I be speaking

right now? Shouldn’t someone be speaking?”

But pauses are not your enemy; they’re your ally. Why? See

below.

Pausing Enables Your Mind to Script Your Mouth

The best reason to pause is that it buys your mind the time
it needs to construct precise statements. For many of us,
our mouths run way ahead of our minds, spouting ideas
before we’ve fully conceived them. Meanwhile, your mind
is saying, “Slow your roll! I can pick more accurate words,
arrange them in a more logical order, and even cut excess

words if you just give me time to do it!”

Pausing gives your brain that critical time to script your
mouth strategically, intelligently, and ultimately more

effectively.

There’s a way to test the power of pausing. In a moment,

I’m going to ask you to answer this question out loud:
“What do you like about your job and why?”

(If you hate your job, imagine a better one—this is just an

exercise, not a performance review.)
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But before you begin, think:

“I have all the time in the world and can pause for
as long and as many times as I need for my mind to

script my mouth.”
Okay, start. I'll wait.
Done?

Did the assignment feel easier with that mindset? Did
your answer come out more fluidly and logically than you

expected? The pauses should have helped.

Pausing Gives Your Audience Time to Digest Your Point

It takes substantially more time for your audience to pro-

cess your point than for you to say it.
Reread that sentence.

Think about it, and don’t continue reading until you under-

stand it.

That’s the benefit of reading—you can stop, reread, and

think at your leisure.

A presentation audience has none of those processing
advantages. While you’ve been practicing your point for
weeks and thinking about it for even longer, you’re ask-
ing your audience to—after hearing it for the first time—
instantly digest it, consider it, evaluate it, and possibly
apply it. Pausing gives your point critical time to sink in

and be considered.

STRENGTHEN YOUR POINT
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Pauses Can Silence Filler Words

As I mentioned earlier, the occasional filler or “crutch”
words (like “um,” “ah,” and “uh,” or “like,” “so0,” and
“right”) may actually make a presenter sound more human
and authentic. But if you use filler words so frequently that
they are noticeable and distracting, an intervention is war-

ranted to protect the clarity of your point.

How do we break these often unconscious habits? For
many, using filler words is so routine and reflexive that you
won’t get far by simply telling yourself to stop. Counting
the times you use them is another popular suggestion, but

this will only make you self-conscious.

The trick to controlling this behavior is identifying your
mind’s favorite fillers and substituting another action in
their place. In my experience, there’s no better substitute

for filler words than pauses.

Pauses are acceptable filler word replacements because
they are virtually unnoticeable and rarely recalled. Often, a
client will pause five or six times while speaking, but when
I ask their coworkers how often the speaker paused, they’ll

say once or twice, if any.

You may notice these breaks, but your audience will not.
Audiences rarely say, “That was a great presentation except

for all the pauses.”

It will take practice, but if you accept and embrace pauses,
you’ll be able to anticipate and replace upcoming filler

words with penalty-free pauses.

GET TO THE POINT!



Use Pauses to Slow Yourself Down

Naturally fast talkers (like me) have a disadvantage because
our speaking speed can impede audience comprehension.
At the same time, telling ourselves to slow down is about as
effective as telling ourselves not to say “umm.” Deliberately
slowing your speaking rate may also have the undesired

effect of reducing your energy.

Pausing helps you adjust your speed by stopping the quick
thoughts coming from your mouth and enabling your mind

to assert control as you resume.

Some studies even show that pausing between sentences
makes you sound slower, even if you're actually saying the

sentences as fast as you ordinarily do.

STRENGTHEN YOUR POINT
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Open and
Close with
Your Point

| helieve that education is all about
being excited ahout something.
—Steve Irwin

R esearch on the concept of primacy and recency (look
it up or ask an AI) demonstrates that the very first and
very last parts of an experience—such as the beginning and
end of a concert, sports event, or presentation—are most

casily recalled.
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For that reason alone, your point belongs in both. But
all too often, presenters squander those opportunities by
putting far less important content—like introductions,
instructions, and filler material—in those positions. Here’s
how to convey points strategically as you open and close a

presentation.

Start Strong

Starting strong means getting out your point quickly so
your audience knows what they’re about to receive and
why. Place it before obligatory comments like self-introduc-
tions, thank yous, and instructions that would otherwise

bury it.

The sole exception to the “nothing before your point” rec-
ommendation is a short, engaging hook, like a relevant
moment from your week, a news item related to your point,
or a provocative observation or question. This technique
grabs and holds your audience’s attention, priming them

to receive your point.

Just remember to get in and out of the hook quickly. A
long hook will squander that early, powerful opportunity

to strike while the iron is hottest.

You may have noticed I didn’t include “a joke” among the
opening hooks. That was deliberate, because too many
speakers think humor is necessary (it isn’t) and try too hard
to be funny (they shouldn’t). Don’t try to be humorous if
you’re not naturally funny. No joke is worth the credibility

risk of coming off as inauthentic (or bombing). Even if you
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are naturally witty, a personal story is much more valuable
because it can introduce and illustrate your point. A joke

is simply a moment of entertainment that comes and goes.

Stick the Landing

When you complete a presentation, the most powerful
thing you can end with is your most valuable gift: your

point (followed up by a call to action, if you have one).

I call this “sticking the landing” because it reminds me of
an aerial gymnast hitting the mat solidly, with no extra

steps.

I see many of those little steps when my students conclude

their speeches, including:

» Ending with some variation of “That’s all I've got”
or “Well, that’s the last slide” (as if the presentation

was nothing more than a grueling endurance test)

» Ending on the last bit of data, as if there never

was a takeaway point
» Mumbling the last line

I think most presenters who flub their endings fail because
they don’t have or know the point they want to end with.
Without a point, they have nothing to conclude.

Pause After Your Point

All too often, I see the impact of a conclusion sabotaged

by a presenter shifting immediately from a closing point to

OPEN AND CLOSE WITH YOUR POINT
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obligatory meeting business, such as initiating a Q&A or

introducing another speaker:

“This approach will enable us to save more lives than ever

before—now let’s bring up Sally for our next presentation.”

Your concluding thought needs extra time to sink in. Plant
a generous audio break between the end of your point and

the start of the next piece of business:

“This approach will help us save more lives than ever

before.”

(beat)

“Now, I'm happy to take some questions.”

If your presentation is followed by a Q&A, don’t let the last
question and answer snatch the “recency” prize of being
a highly remembered element. Instead, follow the Q&A
with a brief final close, thanking participants and convey-
ing your confidence in a better future resulting from the

discourse that just occurred:

“I want to thank our audience and all of our pre-
senters and participants for their dedication to this

mission/goal.”

(beat)

“My hope is that this discussion—and more like
it—will accelerate our ability to ultimately achieve

[impact].”

(boom, mic drop)

GET TO THE POINT!
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The Four
Enemies

of Point

Despite everything, | believe that
people are really good at heart.
—Anne Frank

Even if you master all of the simple, effective, practical,
and actionable tips in the preceding chapters, you may
still encounter obstacles when trying to deliver your point.
I've already talked about what to do if someone tries to
drag you off your point, but there are other less obvious

challenges, many of which come directly from within you.
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Enemy #1: “And”

The first pitfall is the seemingly innocuous word “and.”
“And” is useful because it helps communicators add items
to the shopping carts of their points. But these ideas fight
each other for attention, ultimately diluting the impact of
each. “And” is also the biggest driver of the “split ends”
problem I described in Chapter 3.

Wherever you see a list of words or concepts (usually con-
nected by the word “and”), ask yourself: Do I need all these
descriptors that tax my audience’s attention, or are some of
them synonymous? Even if they’re not synonyms, are some

far more important than others?
Consider the first line of this chapter:

Even if you master all of the simple, effective, practical, and action-
able tips . . .

“Practical” and “actionable” in this context are virtual syn-

onyms. “Simple,” “smart,” and “practical” convey differ-
ent ideas and are independently meaningful, but are they

equally relevant?

Speakers may think each new adjective or detail enhances
clarity, but extra words can also have the opposite effect.
We know that “less is more,” but we need to also realize

that more is less.
Compare the immediate impact of this line:

This approach will elevate and enhance our ability to be successful

and save lives.
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To this one:
This approach will elevate our ability to save lives.

To my eyes and ears, there’s no question about which is

more instantly engaging.

Always give your prepared speeches and reports the “and”
audit, asking yourself each time: Do I need all of these qual-
ifiers? What do I gain and lose by using only the strongest

one? Chances are you’ll gain more than you lose.

Last year, I conducted an “and” audit with a tech execu-
tive’s conference speech and found nearly a dozen places
where we could consolidate or cut unnecessary words and
phrases. This process of elimination not only made the lines
easier for her to say, but also made her point easier for the

audience to process.

Enemy #2: Badjectives

You’re not having a déja vu moment. We talked about
badjectives earlier, but it’s worthwhile to double down on

rejecting them as an enemy of point.

Badjectives—descriptors so broad that they convey no
value—are deceptive because they seem to project a clear
impression. Who wouldn’t want to be part of something

7

“excellent,” “fantastic,” “terrific,” or “very good”?

The problem is that being so general robs your point of
substance, and a point without substance is a Reuben with-

out the corned beef.

THE FOUR ENEMIES OF POINT
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A helpful tip to root out badjectives is to imagine your
adjectives describing food and see if they truly convey
meaning. What do we really know about a great hamburger,
a fantastic sauce, or an awesome bowl of noodles? Very little.
And when you’re not conveying value, you’re not convey-
ing much of anything. Now, tell me about a juicy burger, a
spicy sauce, or a steaming hot bowl of noodles, and suddenly

I’m hungry again.

Whether you use them in a speech, an email, a compli-
ment, or even a social media post, precise descriptors in
your point have a more powerful impact on your audience.
So, keep digging for words that most accurately say what

you mecan.

As examples, consider the following lines, corrected to

replace badjectives with specific ideas:

“This proposal tsgreat will cut our costs by
20 percent.”

“This technology ts-awesome will enable us to save

more lives. Let me show you how.”

“Laura, thatwas-a-very goodidea your idea will help

make our meetings much more productive! Thanks.”

“Global warming is a-btg-problem an existential threat

to humanity, and we must take steps to address it.”

Enemy #3: Apologies

One of the few “nevers” I share in workshops is never to

apologize or even say “excuse me.” The problem with public
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apologies is that they’re like a neon sign around your neck
saying, “I messed up.” Audiences remember apologies, and
the words alone can seriously damage the credibility you’ve

built up to that point.

Remember that by sharing your valuable points, you’re
doing your audience a favor; your audience is not doing
you a favor by listening. So, even if you have a word bobble,
cough, or temporarily lose your place, there’s no need to
apologize or be excused. Just move on. If necessary, correct

without an apology:

“We had a 35 percent success rate—actually, a 75 per-

2
cent success rate.

In a related “never,” never say how nervous, unprepared, or
intimidated you might be. You may feel these insecurities
intensely, but don’t reveal them because blurted admissions
like these can diminish your credibility. If you’re nervous,
keep plowing through your presentation, knowing that it’s
the delivery of your point that matters, not the impression

you’re making personally.

Enemy #4: The “Department of
Homeland Insecurity”

Take the number of people you know, subtract the number
of in-laws you like, and multiply it by a schmabillion. Now,
you have merely a fraction of the number of people fright-

ened by the thought of giving a public presentation.

Many polls have revealed that people fear public speak-
ing more than death. But let’s be clear—public speaking

THE FOUR ENEMIES OF POINT
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anxiety is not a fear of public speaking. It’s a fear of public
humiliation: What if I screw up and people think worse

of me?

So, the solution doesn’t have to be avoiding public speak-
ing at all costs, but overcoming the fear of embarrassing

yourself.

Who alerts you to the notion that you should be feeling

embarrassment or shame?

You.

It’s the voice inside your head that says:
“You’re screwing up . . .”
“Everyone thinks you’re boring . . .”
“You sound silly . . .

&

“You look nervous . . . and you should be

Because this voice comes from inside and sounds like you,
you’re inclined to believe what it says. But that voice doesn’t
come from your rational mind; it comes from your internal
Department of Homeland Insecurity (DHI)—where your

insecurity lives.

One thing you should know about the DHI: They’re liars.
It’s their job to make you feel insecure and second-guess

yourself, and to sabotage your effort to convey confidence.
So why would you trust them?

I see the DHT’s influence every time a client stops mid-sen-

tence and sits down, or starts by saying, “This isn’t going
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to be very good . . .” or “Okay, here goes nothing . . . ,” or
ends with “Well, that sucked.” DHI agents are masters at
inducing self-sabotage and will not hesitate to lie to pro-

duce that outcome.

Those butterflies you feel before giving a speech? They aren’t
in your stomach; they’re in your head. And they didn’t hatch
there; they were planted. By the insidious DHI.

When people ask me how to overcome public speaking

anxiety, I focus on three ideas:

1. Know your point. Anyone who doesn’t know their

point should be nervous.

2. Know that the moment is not about you, your
appearance, or your talent; it’s about your point.

All you have to do is deliver it.

3. Practice saying your speech out loud—not in your
head. The most effective training involves both
your mouth and your mind because they work

together to communicate your point.
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Making Points
in Speeches

| believe that a creative career is
only as good as the risks you take with it
— Cate Blanchett

There’s a universe of advice out there on giving a good
speech, but I guarantee you that the tactics discussed
here—things like knowing your point, speaking loudly, and
leveraging pauses—are more important than knowing how
to breathe, gesture, stand, and dress sharp. Why? Because
it’s one thing to look like you know what you’re talking about

and another to convey your point successfully.

Whether you’re sweating bullets or cool as a cucumber,

here are a few primary questions to ask yourself.
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Am | Reading from a Script?

Unless you’re giving a keynote address, running for office,
or using a teleprompter, you probably don’t need to—and

shouldn’t!—write a word-for-word speech.
P

The biggest reason not to write a speech is that you don’t
want to read a speech. Reading forces you to look down
often and lose eye contact—and eye contact is crucial to
engaging your audience. It’s tough to read to an audience
and come across as heartfelt at the same time. The best
speeches make it seem like you’re spontaneously sharing a
fresh idea, not reading from a script written days or weeks

ago0.

Our brains also process writing and reading differently
from presenting. When we write and read, we are condi-
tioned to use more complex and dispassionate text. When
we extemporancously present, we communicate more
simply, directly, and, sometimes, emotionally. As a result,
reading or memorizing a written script often sounds less

natural, less authentic, and less passionate.

Ifyou’re writing a script to mitigate nerves, you’re focusing
on the wrong solution and sabotaging your goal. I've seen
more than a few speech readers lose their place in a script
and have trouble finding it again (which can, justifiably,

make you extremely nervous).

If you’re hung up on giving a “perfect” speech and think
having a script is the best way to achieve that objective,
remember that you’re not in a public speaking competi-

tion. Your job is to engage and inspire, not impress. And
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in this job, spontaneity and authenticity eat precision for

breakfast.

Did | Unveil My Point in the First Thirty Seconds?

Don’t treat your point like a movie’s climax or a spoiler;
bring it out early so your audience knows where you’re tak-

ing them and why.

Did | Make Useful Notes for Myself?

Once you have your main point and a few examples or sub-
points, write them down on a small notecard, using as few
words as possible and no complete sentences. Notes have
only one purpose: to remind you about the points you need
to make and the details you might otherwise forget, like

statistics or names. Nothing else belongs in your notes.

Before I watch my clients’ speeches, I look at their notes. If
I can make enough sense of those notes to give the speech
myself, there’s too much information, and I ask the client
to boil them down further. I'm looking for notes that are
so cheat sheet-like that they make no sense to anyone but

the speaker.

As their practice progresses, speakers should notice how lit-
tle they rely on their notes and cut them down accordingly.
What starts as a full-page single-spaced outline should boil
down to a notecard whose contents resemble a supermarket
shopping list (item three on a shopping list doesn’t say,
“pick a head of cabbage, examine it, put it in a bag, then

place it in your cart”; it just says “cabbage”).

MAKING POINTS IN SPEECHES
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| Know This Subject Well. Can | Wing It?

Some think their vast knowledge or experience imbues
them with the innate ability to communicate that knowl-
edge effectively. I've seen it repeatedly—particularly from
lawyers and professors—and it’s almost always a recipe for

a rambling disaster.

One senior executive I knew years ago enjoyed following
up big staff presentations with “a thought or two” that typ-
ically lasted an hour or more. With prepared notes rolled
up in his hand, he shared what he thought was an inspiring
stream of insight. At best, he did no harm, but few (if any)
of the things he said were remembered or had a meaningful
impact. At worst, his audience resented him for keeping

them hostage.

Bottom line: If you're tempted to wing it, ground yourself.
Identify your most valuable point, lead with it, and keep

supporting it.

Did | Practice Right?

You already know that practice is essential, but as I men-
tioned earlier, the critical piece of presentation practice is
delivering the speech out loud (not in your head) and in

real time (not mumbling or rushing).

It may be tempting to practice in front of a mirror, but
when we look at our reflection, we never ask, “Am I mak-
ing my point effectively?” Instead, we’re distracted by our

physical appearance: Is my hair in place? Do I look silly?
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Are my teeth white? This instinct toward vanity (and assess-
ing physical qualities that matter relatively little) makes it
challenging to use mirrors to improve the conveyance of

points.

Am I Telling a Strategic Story?

Audiences love hearing stories. But a story without rele-
vance is just a story, nothing more. See the next chapter for

insights on telling a story strategically.
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Making Points
in Stories

| believe purpose is something for which one s
responsible; it's not just divinely assigned.
—Michael J. Fox

T he importance of storytelling in communications is no
secret. The concept is promoted frequently in books,
conferences, articles, seminars, and podcasts, and for good

reason.

Storytelling is a uniquely valuable communication tool
because humans are naturally attracted to narratives. Con-
sequently, communicators always benefit from including

stories and case studies.



Through the work of neuroscientists like Dr. Paul Zak,
we’ve learned that stories trigger the release of oxytocin,
a hormone associated with empathy, trust, and generosity
that makes us remember and care about what we’re hear-
ing. Some studies even connect increased oxytocin levels to

larger donations to a cause.

End of story? Not yet, because in the language of leader-
ship, the story is not the most critical part of the story. (No,
that’s not a typo.)

In the context of presentations, a story doesn’t justify its
own existence. It optimally exists as a vehicle through
which a meaningful point travels. And if leaders don’t
successfully convey the important points their stories illus-

trate, those stories may well be riveting but not relevant.

That’s a severe handicap because leaders need to engage

and inspire, not simply entertain.

How a story connects to a point is not your audience’s job
to figure out; it’s your job to understand and convey this.
That responsibility makes the inclusion of transition lines

like these even more crucial than the story itself:
“This story illustrates why we must . . .”
“This case study exemplifies the importance of . . .”

“This moment was pivotal in launching my apprecia-

»

tion for. ..

Without that explicit connection, your story will not serve

a clear purpose.
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Any true story can help propel a point—the clever thing
your six-year-old said, something from your personal his-
tory, an incident you witnessed at a processing plant. The
key is connecting the interesting moment to an imperative

message.

For example, Starbucks CEO Howard Schultz has been
known to talk about an accident that left his father unable
to work when Howard was a child and how that drives his
interest in caring for Starbucks employees. Zappos CEO
Tony Hsiceh told stories about his early days at the com-
pany, when he recognized the value of building a corporate

culture.

These stories don’t have to be cinematic or shocking. For

example:

» A CEO’s story about their first job can i/lustrate
their appreciation of hard work.

» An insurance salesperson’s story about an earth-
quake can demonstrate the need for people to prepare for
disasters.

» An animal welfare advocate’s story about a res-
cued pit bull can prove the need for stronger animal cru-

elty laws.

MAKING POINTS IN STORIES
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Making
Points in
PowerPoint

| believe that the most meaningful way
o succeed is to help other people succeed.
—Adam Grant

s ome of the biggest debates in business communication
(this field can be surprisingly controversial) are about
slide-based presentation tools like PowerPoint, which has

evolved remarkably little since the mid-"90s.



Some communication experts encourage abstract visuals
with few or no words, while others consider strategic titles

and bulleted text integral to an effective PowerPoint slide.

Wherever you stand, there will always be many questions
to consider, including what to emphasize and how to
emphasize it, what to say but not show, and what to show

but not say.

I'm a fan of the assertion-evidence presentation approach
developed by Michael Alley, a professor of engineering
communication at Pennsylvania State University. Sup-
ported by adult learning research, the technique recom-
mends a succinct “assertion” title followed by supporting
visual evidence rather than a “topic” title and a list of bullet

points.

Proponents say this approach emphasizes clarity and
persuasion, resulting in not only better-understood and
remembered ideas, but stronger internal feelings and exter-

nal projections of confidence.

Combining this methodology with the philosophy of slide
design guru Nancy Duarte and what I've witnessed and
counseled myself, I consider these the most audience-chal-

lenging flaws of PowerPoint presentations:

» Slides with broad titles that convey categories,
themes, and topics but not the page’s driving
point

» Slides containing too many words that compete

with spoken words, creating “cognitive overload”
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» Cluttered slides that make it difficult for audi-

ences to know where to look or what to prioritize
» Slides that contain unreadable chart elements

Slides that do not directly support the presenta-

tion’s overall point

While no one can argue with these design flaws, we didn’t
come here to learn what’s wrong but to apply what’s right.

So here are the fixes.

Make the Point of Each Slide Clear in the Title

The title space at the top of each slide is prime real estate.
It’s the content your audience will read first and the element
they’ll look to for clues about the slide’s central point. But that
space is squandered when presenters fill it with generic phrases
and simple categories like “Background,” “Data,” “Consumer
Trends,” “Our Partnerships,” and “Why This Matters.”

If you haven’t done this yourself, you’ve undoubtedly seen
it done. Such titles say little to nothing about the point of
the slide, giving a dry hint about which drawer to file the

content in rather than promoting and selling it.

Making your titles meaningful requires understanding the
purpose of each slide. Here are a few suggestions on how
you might evolve slide titles like the previous ones from

forgettable to relevant:

» “Background” or “History” becomes “Our His-
tory Holds Clues to Our Future”

MAKING POINTS IN POWERPOINT
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» “Data” or “Our Numbers” becomes “Users

Respond Positively to Our Al Tools”

» “Consumer Trends” or “Industry Analysis”
becomes “US Customers Still Prefer Online

Shopping”

Shorten or Remove All Complete Sentences

Reading abundant text while listening to a presenter speak
taxes an audience’s ability to comprehend the content (in
this “eye-car conflict,” the eye often wins). To facilitate con-
tent digestion and keep slide visuals in their appropriate
supporting role, eliminate complete sentences and break

up or simplify compound sentences.

Bullets don’t need to be banned, but limit them to five,
consider making them appear one at a time for isolated
elaboration, and restrict them to necessary examples, attri-

butes, or checklists, not complete ideas or points.

Make Sure All Text and Charts Are Readable from
the Back of the Room

If your audience can’t easily read your text or charts—
including axis and other labels—those elements are squan-

dering space.

Making sure your content can be seen may sound obvi-
ous, but sometimes, presenters are too close to their
presentations—Iliterally. What is readable on your laptop

may be far less so when projected on a screen.
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This is a wise opportunity to choose “comprehension” over
“comprehensive.” It’s better to have a simple slide that
everyone can easily process than an overstuffed slide that’s

legible only with a magnifying glass.

If all the content is necessary, consider distributing one
slide’s pieces across several slides. This focuses more atten-
tion on each element, and because you’re saying the same

thing, just clicking more, you don’t lose time.

No presenter should ever feel compelled to say, “I know

this may be hard to read, but . . .” #Epicfail.

Ensure Each Slide Makes a Point, and
Say That Point

Every slide should ideally represent one specific point.
Know what that point is, and convey it explicitly in your
remarks:

“These findings demonstrate why . . .

“The approaches enable us to . . .”
“These partnerships are critical to our . ..”

Note that these remarks should not merely describe the
content (“Here are some approaches”); they should express
the purpose and impact of that content (“These approaches

enable us to reach our target customers”).

Also remember to reinforce the slide’s point in its title

space. This is a point title:

“43% of Parents Let Preteens Use Social Media”
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These are non-point titles:
“Statistics”
“By the Numbers”
“Letting Kids Use Social Media”

“Parents, Kids, and Social Media”

Presentation design expert Nancy Duarte puts it best in her
Harvard Business Review article “When Presenting Your Data,
Get to the Point Fast™: “Data slides aren’t really about the
data. They’re about the meaning of the data. It’s up to you to
make that meaning clear before you click away. Otherwise,

the audience won’t process—let alone buy—your argument.”

No matter how stunning a slide is, consider reimagining or
cutting it if it doesn’t make a substantial point. Your goal
is not to have the audience say “Ooh!” to a beautiful slide

but “Oh!” to a brilliant point.

Some presentation gurus recommend slides that con-
tain only a single keyword like “Grit” or “Innovate” or a
non-specific phrase like “Follow your kite.” They argue that
audiences will remember these simple phrases better than
a list of bullets.

Maybe they will=but even if the audience remembers
“Grit” or “Follow your kite,” what will those ideas mean
later, when separated from their context? Probably about as

much as the last proverb you pulled from a fortune cookie.

A presentation isn’t a memory test. Audiences often take

notes and can typically receive the PowerPoint decks
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afterward, so why deliver cryptic content when you could

be sharing slides with built-in substance?

Present to Your Audience, Not to Your Data

Many presenters look at their slides while presenting, as if
the screen is their audience. But your screen doesn’t care
what you say. Your audience is your audience; they receive
your points best when you look them in the eye. This
doesn’t mean you should never look at your data—just
don’t have a conversation with it. Glance at your slides for
reference, but stop, turn, and make critical points directly

to your listeners.

Make Sure Your Slides Support You,
Not the Other Way Around

I often see presenters at the far side of the room or in their
seats, clickers in hand, reading their slides as they cycle
through them. Other speakers present in near complete

darkness so their slides can be more brightly illuminated.

In each of these scenarios, the speaker has ceded their cru-
cial role as point conveyer—and the authority and credibil-

ity attached to that role—to a piece of technology.
The speaker is diminished, and the technology is exalted.

Your PowerPoint deck didn’t get a college degree, never
worked a day in its life, and is nowhere near as educated,
qualified, and credible as you are. So why are you taking
the back seat?
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Good presenters don’t let their tech toys make points on
their behalf. They stand in the center of the speaking area,
fully in the light, conveying points supported by the slides
behind them.

When I use PowerPoint, I don’t mind blocking the audi-
ence’s view of the screen. I know they’ll see it eventually,
and my primary goal is for them to get my points directly
from me, the most qualified person in the room to make

them. Technology always plays a supporting role.
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Making Points
in Email

| helieve fundamental honesty
is the keystone of business.
—Harvey S. Firestone

M aking points clearly in email is as important as in any
other communication. But too often, emailers make
mistakes that seriously detract from the impression their
points leave on the reader. Here’s a set of checks I run
through before I hit “send” to ensure I’'m conveying my

points in the strongest way possible.
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Is My Point in the Subject Line?

The subject line is the first impression your point makes on
a recipient, so instant clarity is essential. Yet, many emails
have subject lines that are so general that they’re virtually

meaningless.

Aim to be clear and concise to make the best use of the
space (“Thoughts on infrastructure proposal”), and don’t
be afraid to change a thread’s subject line if it has become
obsolete or you’re taking it in a new direction. Nothing is
more misdirecting than a new thought living under an old

subject line.
As I'write this, some of the subject lines in my inbox include:
“Wednesday”
“Re: Feedback”
“2.7K views”
“Meeting”
“Your email”
“Re: Re: Today”

Can you tell me what the points of these emails are? Nei-

ther can I.

Imagine a critically important executive directive or idea
buried within a thread under the subject line “Re: Re: Re:
Re: Re: Q4.7 Some recipients may never even open it if
they’ve decided the thread is no longer relevant to them or

otherwise obsolete.
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Here are some examples of more intuitive subject lines:
[14 "
Inventory report analysis
“Apple partnership notes”
“Celebrity video idea”

It’s also good practice to use all-capital subject line tags to

indicate very urgent needs or imperatives, like so:
“URGENT: [Xxx]”
“POLICY CHANGE: [Xxx]”
“ACTION REQUESTED: [Xxx]”

“MEETING CHANGE: [Xxx]”

Could This Be Better Explained in Bullets?

If this question is already in your head, the answer is prob-
ably yes. Bullets are a point’s flashlight. They say, “I'm
breaking this down for you.” To use bullets effectively, first

state your point clearly, then make your case one by one:

Using our in-house talent in place of external ven-

dors will:
» Eliminate markups from expensive vendors

» Create new opportunities for staff develop-

ment and skill diversification

» Enable us to control the project from begin-
ning to end and make as many revisions as we

feel necessary
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As a reader, compare that to:

This in-house approach will benefit the company
because it will eliminate the need for expensive ven-
dors who often mark up the cost of their services, cre-
ate new opportunities for staff to develop and expand
their range of skills, and enable us to control the proj-
ect from beginning to end, as well as making as many

revisions as we deem necessary.

Which version leaves you with a clearer understanding of

the emailer’s argument?

Finally, be careful about the kind of bullets you choose,
because that choice can convey more about your points
than you may think. While standard round bullets are
neutral, numbers indicate that the items are purposefully
ordered or ranked, and checkmarks indicate a list of to-dos
or completed tasks. Unless you intend to imply one of

those conditions, stick to standard bullets.

If | Raised an Issue, Did | Suggest a Solution?

A former boss of mine mandated that anyone sharing a criti-
cism must also offer a corrective suggestion. That rule made
an enormous difference in both productivity and morale
at our staff meetings. No one likes a hit-and-run naysayer,
and the most welcome and fairly considered points are con-

structive, not destructive.
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Do | Have Paragraphs Longer Than
Three Sentences?

One of my easiest and most appreciated email tips is this:
Restrict all paragraphs to three sentences or fewer. Three
is actually generous—I write many, if not mostly, one- and
two-sentence paragraphs. Here’s why this limit makes a

difference:

» An email broken into chunks is less intimidating

to read than a “wall of words.”

» Major points, questions, action steps, and dead-

lines are not buried within long blocks of text.

» Redundant words and sentences are easier for the

email writer to spot.

» Boiling down the content helps the sender create

more precise points.

» Shorter paragraphs help the receiver follow and

understand the points.

The three-sentence rule is like an all-purpose household
cleaner. If you like what it does to your emails, try it to

polish your blogs, articles, and reports.

Are My Facts Accurate and My Grammar Correct?

Business emails rely on credibility—an implicit trust that

the sender is sharing truths, not “alternative facts.” So, be
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a fastidious fact checker. Spelling and grammar mistakes—
even if they’re typos—can also injure your credibility and
distract readers. Always reread, read aloud, and spell-check
your emails before sending them. If you want to be extra
careful, review them again in a different or larger font for a

fresh look at the content.

Did | End with a Suggestion, a Recommendation,
or a Proposal?

Remember, your point needs to be sold, not just shared.
So why leave the next step to chance? Reinforce your point
with a specific recommendation or suggestion: “Let’s meet
again next Thursday” or “I suggest we make Alyssa the lead

and ask her to put together a project plan.”

Concluding the email with a specific recommendation or
next step—such as delegating a responsibility, suggesting
a next meeting date, proposing the formation of a com-
mittee, or volunteering to take action yourself—gives it

momentum and induces a response.
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Making Points
in Work Chats

| helieve ideas matter; the good ones deserve
reverence, and the had ones, defiance.
—Nancy Gibbs

T hese days, many work teams communicate through chat
programs like Microsoft Teams, Slack, Google Chat,
and Cisco Jabber rather than email. According to a Novem-
ber 2024 Indeed article, more than 40 percent of American
workers communicate through instant messaging at work

(rising to 71 percent for workers in the tech industry).

And why not? It’s certainly easier and faster to “ping”
points to a colleague than to construct an email with sub-

ject lines and obligatory hellos and goodbyes. (This is also



why your older kids want you to text them, not email or
call them.)

But just as you wouldn’t use email for what should be a
face-to-face conversation—for example, when the situation
requires a dialogue, not a directive—don’t use chat for what
should be an email or meeting. Always assess your commu-
nication tools to ensure the one you choose best serves your

points and purpose.

Choosing Between Email and Chat

Email is your best tool when:
» You don’t expect a back-and-forth conversation.
» Your point requires examples or evidence.

» Your communication isn’t extremely

time-sensitive.

» The communication requires bullets, attachments,

or multiple images.

» You need the ability to archive and search com-

munication threads.

» You're communicating with more than three
people.
Chat is your best tool when:

» You expect immediate back-and-forth.

» You have an urgent message.
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» You can state your entire point or concern within

two lines.
» You can respond with an appropriate emoji.

You don’t need to archive the communication.

Before You Chat

Because work chat apps are simple to use and operate like
familiar social media apps, you may be tempted to chat
impulsively—which can lead to miscommunications and
mistakes. How many times have you reacted to a new chat
message with “Huh?” To avoid miscues, take a moment to
consider your point (what you’re suggesting) and your pur-
pose (why you're suggesting it) before you type anything.
If you discover your chat doesn’t have a clear point and

purpose, reconsider the need for it.

Also, double-check that your chat is going to the right per-
son. Chat programs often autofill names as you type them,
so it’s easy to mistakenly send a message too CEO Mary
Smith instead of colleague Mark South. Not being careful

with your addresses could lead to a regrettable mistake.

While You Chat

Here are some additional tips:

» Stick to one purpose per message and one point per
line. Chats happen in a tiny space, making com-

pounded and complicated points challenging
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for the sender to convey and for the recipient to

process.

» Use emojis functionally, not ornamentally. A
thumbs-up says “I agree” or “I like this idea,” but
a random string of puppies and flowers dilutes
the impact of your point. Even a smile can be

misread.

» Respond, don’t react. A response is a mea-
sured and thought-out reply, often including an
acknowledgment, that moves the conversation
toward action and solution. A reaction is an
emotional and impulsive reply, often including
a defense, that can detour into analysis paralysis
or conflict. If something or someone makes you
angry in chat, take a breath and put yourself in

problem-solving mode.

» Read each message aloud before you send it. As
with any text you write, speaking it is the best way
to ensure your point is clear and your grammar
is correct. This will also help you realize if you're

chatting needlessly or provocatively.

» Keep an eye on the dialogue as it progresses. If
the subject becomes too complex for chatting
or you’ve reached an impasse, suggest mov-
ing the conversation to a face-to-face meeting,
where points have more time to be conveyed and

considered.
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Making Points in
Videoconferences

| believe that you should gravitate to people who are doing
productive and positive things with their lives.
—Nadia Comaneci

Virtual meetings shifted from a useful tool to an abso-
lute necessity when the COVID-19 pandemic sent
millions of office workers home in 2020. In many ways,
we’ve never looked back. That said, I see many clients
who—despite years of delivering presentations—still don’t
understand how their voice, framing, and positioning play
influential roles in supporting or sabotaging their points in

videoconferences.

Here’s a reminder.
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Make Eye Contact

Eye contact is a critical communication practice, but in a
videoconference, looking into someone’s eyes means look-
ing into the tiny black dot of your computer’s internal or
external camera, not looking at the faces of your colleagues

on the screen.

Doing this feels awkward because it confuses our senses—
we’ve spent our whole lives looking into the faces of people
we’re talking to, but the camera is typically just above our
eyeline, forcing us to look up at it. To counter this, lower
your monitor slightly so that you’re looking directly into

the camera (and down a bit to see the screen).

Although it’s unnecessary to look into the camera all the
time, making direct eye contact (through the camera)
enhances your connection with your audience when deliv-
ering your most important points, having a 1:1 meeting, or

responding directly to an individual.

Practice looking into your camera during virtual meetings.
The more you do it, the more comfortable that behavior

will become.

Frame Yourself Wisely

During an in-person conference, your sole contribution to
the visual environment is your body, but in a virtual meet-
ing, you contribute substantially to the environmental
experience, providing both foreground and background.

Your framing is important—I’m always surprised when
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people don’t look at themselves in a virtual meeting. If they
did, they might notice they’re too close or too far away,
their heads are cut off, they’re entirely in shadow, or they

have something distracting behind them.

I recommend filling the frame as much as possible with
your head and shoulders and keeping the camera at or just
above eye level. You, not your room, should dominate the

screen.

Be very mindful of your background. Cluttered rooms may
make you seem disorganized, and unique toys, objects, and
posters—while adding character—may distract people from
the points you’re making. Choose environments with sim-
ple backgrounds that reflect your expertise or professional-
ism, and remember: Anything in the frame not supporting
your point is stealing attention from your point (including

your family and pets).

Virtual backgrounds should generally be avoided, as they
insert glaringly artificial elements into an experience that
should feel natural and real. Those sensory mismatches can
diminish your authenticity and pull attention from your

message.

Keep Your Voice Strong

As discussed in Chapter 8, the benefits of increasing vol-
ume go beyond audibility. Loud voices convey confidence,
authority, credibility, and competence, but only if you use

them. Don’t let the presence of a microphone and a screen
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rob you and your point of the opportunity to make a stron-

ger impression.

Stay Focused and Present

In a virtual meeting;, it’s easy to forget you’re being watched,
even though meeting participants tend to be observed more
in a videoconference than in a live meeting. It’s also easier
during a virtual meeting to be distracted by your phone,

email, child, pet, or proximity to your coffeemaker.

Manage these pitfalls by being extra mindful. Turn off your
email, put away your phone, and eliminate other distrac-
tions. Remember also that you’re always “on camera” and
that everything you do—from how closely you pay attention

to whether you eat or drink—reflects on your leadership.
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17

Making
Points in
Joh Interviews

| helieve the returns on investment in the poor
are just as excifing as successes achieved in the business
arena, and they are even more meaningful,
—Bill Gates

I f you look on the internet for job interview tips, you'll
find a gold mine of resources for addressing some of the

most popular questions, including “Tell us about yourself,”
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“What are your strengths and weaknesses?” and “Why do

you want to work here?”

While this can help you prepare your responses, how you
deliver those responses will significantly impact the inter-
viewer’s perception of you. You want to make an overall

impression of confidence and clarity. How do you do that?

First, understand the distinct points of a resume, a cover
letter, and an interview. The resume primarily says, “I can
do the job.” The cover letter primarily says, “This is why I
want the job.” The interview says, “This is why you should

2
want me.

With that in mind, here are some tips to elevate your pres-

ence and your points in job interviews.

Raise Your Volume

The advice I offered earlier about speaking loudly doesn’t
apply only to presentations and videoconferences. Raising
your volume in an interview will more effectively grab and
sustain your interviewer’s attention. A louder voice projects
passion and excitement, which will come across as enthusi-

asm for the job opportunity.

Be Succinct

Given the value of your interviewers’ time and the number
of applicants they need to meet, they want and need you to

be efficient with your words.
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Answer each question directly, and include only the most
pertinent elements. Compare these two responses to “Tell

us about a successful project you’re proud of”:

Answer 1: “As the project lead, I brainstormed the
idea with my team of seven in 2024, and we submitted
it for approval to the department director and, later,
to the senior vice president. After it was approved, I
met with the design team, and we developed a logo,
iconography, and fonts. There were lots of moving
parts involving multiple departments, but regular
check-ins kept us on track. We tested it three times
with potential users and created a detailed internal
and external launch plan involving all of our com-
munication teams. After it launched, we saw public
engagement increase by 23 percent, thanks in large
part to the participation of key social media influenc-
ers. Later that year, my team and I won a quarterly
internal innovation award presented by the CEO and

the executive team.” (133 words)

Answer 2: “I brainstormed the idea with my team last
year and led the project. There were many moving
parts involving multiple departments, but regular
check-ins kept us on track. After launch, we saw a 23
percent increase in public engagement, which was
boosted by partnering with key influencers. I'm also
thrilled the team received an innovation award from
the CEO for our work.” (62 words)
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Are you familiar with the acronym TL;DR (“Too long;
didn’t read”)? If you consider the R to also stand for

“receive,” you know why answer 2 beats answer 1.

Speak Decisively

Be decisive in your responses to each interview question,
Y p
just like when you’re delivering a speech’s point or a call

to action.

When I was interviewed several years ago for a speechwrit-
ing position, I was asked whether or not I would support a

controversial tactic.
Wrong answer: “I can see both sides.”

Correct answer: “I would [support/not support] the
tactic because it would result in [beneficial result/det-

rimental result].”

Remember, you're not an expert on the organization’s work
Y
yet, so making a decisive point is more important than giv-

ing the “right” answer.

Reimagine Failings as Learnings

Plan to hear questions about your shortcomings, like
“What are your strengths and failures?” “Tell me about a

time you failed,” and “What are some of your weaknesses?”

Despite their seeming interest in stories of defeat, these
hiring coordinators and potential colleagues most want to

know what you learn from failure and how you overcome weakness.
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So, make your key points about learning and overcoming,

not underperforming and dropping the ball.

Tell Stories and Give Examples

Humans always prefer stories and examples to wordy
explanations, and stories tend to humanize interviewees,
so look for narratives or examples you can use to illustrate

and add color to your answers.

You won’t get graded on your story; you’re simply using it
to illustrate points about your ability. So, stick to what hap-
pened and what you learned from it, and keep it concise.
As noted in the section about being succinct, tell only as
much of the story as you need to illustrate your point, not

as much as you can to keep it engrossing.
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Making
Points as a
Conference

Panelist

| believe you have to be willing to be
misunderstood if you're going to innovate,
—Jeff Bezos

I fyou’re a relatively successful thought leader, famous, or
just LinkedIn friends with an event organizer, sooner or

later you may be asked to sit on a conference panel.



Some people think being a panelist is easier than being a
speaker, but consider all the panelist’s obligations: assert-
ing your key points; responding to live questions; appear-
ing both knowledgeable and open to ideas; comfortably
interacting with panelists, the moderator, and the audi-
ence; and carefully straddling the line between saying too

much and too little.

Like with a speech, success as a panelist depends on your
ability to identify and convey your key points. No matter
what else happens during that hour—irrelevant questions
from the moderator, combative reactions from the audi-
ence, grandstanding by a copanelist—it’s your job to make

sure you do what you came to do.

Because of all these moving parts, preparation is critical—
but it’s often overlooked. “I can wing it,” say some pan-
elists, thinking expertise and knowledge alone can carry

them. Very often, they crash and burn.

This checklist will help you stay on point while in the chair:

] Did | prepare my points in advance?

Prepare two or three points that showcase your exper-
tise, connect to the mission of the event, and provide
practical advice for the audience. If you want help
fine-tuning them, reach out to the panel’s moderator,

with whom you should be in contact anyway.
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[] Do | have supporting data in my head?

Keep data, case studies, and specific examples in
mind—and in your notes—and be prepared to raise

them and connect them explicitly to your points.

(] Am I ready to jump in?

When you want to comment on another panelist’s
point, use connectors like “Building on Sarah’s

ki

point . . .” or “I'd like to go back to something Jacob

said ...

[] Did I bring a strategic story?

As in a speech, a relevant personal story—the more
personal, the better—can go a long way toward illus-

trating your point and improving its resonance.

(1 Am | conveying my points or amplifying theirs?

If the conversation takes a wrong turn, don’t follow
it down that rabbit hole. Steer it back to your points

with a transition like:

“That’s an important issue, but let’s remember the key

point: [point].”
“I hear you. But my point of view is that [point].”

“There’s been a lot of conversation about this, but

here’s the thing: [point].”
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[] Am I speaking in complete sentences?

Answering in complete sentences makes your point
and its context clearer, which is especially important
for those who missed hearing the question. It also
helps you frame your idea as a substantial point.

Here’s an example:

Q; “Bob, do you think social media has enhanced our

democracy?”

Bob’s “meh” response: “Sure it has. Look at all the
social conversations inspired by the past election. In
fact, where I work, we designed an awesome social

media platform.”

Bob’s better response: “Yes, I absolutely believe
social media has the power to enhance our democ-
racy. Look at all the social conversations inspired by
the past election. In fact, at Green Poodle Digital, we
designed a highly interactive forum to encourage the

exchange of meaningful ideas.”

[] Am | aware of myself?

Remember, the audience is always watching you (and
cameras might be too). As long as you’re in that seat,
look interested, nod at others’ good points, and don’t
do anything that would embarrass your mother if she

were in the audience.

Speaking of your mom, some of her other rules also
apply here: Speak up, sit up straight, don’t talk when

others are talking, and don’t touch your face.
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Making Points
When Thanking
Others

| helieve that the dance came from the people,
and ... should always be delivered back to the people.
—Alvin Ailey

WC tend not to think too hard about giving credit and
appreciation, especially in the workplace. But publicly

praising a colleague or group benefits both them and you.

(When thanking groups, make sure to use gender-neu-

tral references like “you all” and “everyone” versus “you
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guys” so the respect you feel is reflected in the respect you

convey.)

Public appreciation can boost team morale and inspire
more exemplary work. It also demonstrates that you’re a
team player who cares about supporting your coworkers.
That’s a win-win, whether the expression comes in a speech,
during a meeting, in an email or chat group, or via a work-

place social media platform.

But while you have more than 170,000 English words to
choose from to create a nifty compliment, not all word

combinations and phrases have the same impact.

The two words most often relied on—"“thank you”—actually
convey little meaningful appreciation to the recipient. All
that says is, “You did something I noticed.” It registers as

polite but not substantially praising.

The four categories below can help you better understand
how to say thanks in a way that delivers the impact you

want. (You can thank me later.)

Powerful: Stories

A story is a short but detailed narrative that illustrates the

behavior you’re praising:

“When we lost power at Thursday’s meeting, we
feared we'd have to cancel because Kelly relied on
PowerPoint. But she brought paper copies of her

presentation, which enabled us to follow along. That
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demonstrates Kelly’s ability to anticipate and prepare

for sudden challenges, something all good speakers
should have.”

Sharing a relevant and detailed story conveys an authentic
understanding of your subject’s effort and impact, which is

more meaningful to them—and reflects well on you.

Meaningful: Examples

An example briefly shares an instance of laudable behavior:

“For example, last week Kelly brought paper copies
of her PowerPoint presentation in case we had tech

issues, which we did.”

An example justifies your praise and, as a result, reinforces
it. But in its brevity, an example doesn’t project the same
level of insight and appreciation as a story. An example
provides evidence. A story conveys understanding. Stories

are also more riveting than examples.

Satisfactory: Generic Statements

In the context of appreciation, a generic statement is a
basic declaration that explains but does not illustrate or

substantiate:

“Kelly’s work ethic demonstrates a dedicated commit-

ment to strong preparation.”

A generic statement relies on broad words that can easily

apply to other people and scenarios. Even if you choose

MAKING POINTS WHEN THANKING OTHERS

119



120

your words carefully, no generic statement can hold a can-

dle to the impact of using specific examples and stories.

Least Powerful: Adjectives

An adjective is a word that describes a person or act:
“Kelly is very resourceful.”

The least potent form of compliment, adjectives merely
indicate someone has done something relatively positive.
The descriptor is so brief and shallow that it holds limited

lasting value.

Choosing the most powerful form of appreciation takes
more time and effort, but the amount of work you put into
your compliment correlates directly to the impact it will

have.
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| Get By
with a Little
Help from Al

| believe everyone should have a broad picture of how the
universe operates and our place in it It is a hasic human
desire. And it also puts our worries in perspective.
— Stephen Hawking

G enerative Al—the kind of artificial intelligence that
creates text and images from prompts—has been
applauded, criticized, glorified, and demonized, and each

of those viewpoints may be valid depending on how you
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use it. I consider GenAl a helpful tool if you use it to sup-
port you, not script you; to help you improve your point,

not make it for you.

What text-focused GenAl tools like ChatGPT, Copilot
(Microsoft), Gemini (Google), Claude, and Perplexity do
best is suggest ideas, such as a list of interview questions, a

biography, an outline, a quote, an example, or a rewrite.

But if you let these tools script you without giving the
output a thorough review, you’re sabotaging some of your
greatest strengths as a communicator: your unique voice,
your expert perspective, and your authenticity (not to men-

tion, potentially, your accuracy).

My colleague Allison Shapira, a longtime speaker and
writer in the field of leadership communications, has spent
several years researching ways people can use artificial intel-
ligence to help them become more effective communicators

without sacrificing authenticity.

She created an “Al Authenticity Loop” that threads vital
human communication roles, like identifying a challenge
or need, critical thinking and assessment, and capturing
and sustaining an authentic voice, with time-saving and
productive Al capabilities, like brainstorming, drafting,

research, feedback, and editing.

“You can use Al tools to efficiently brainstorm, develop,
fine-tune, and even practice your message,” Allison told
me, “But make sure to filter and present it through the lens

of your unique authenticity, expertise, and humanity.”

GET TO THE POINT!



Any Al expert—which by now may be one out of every
twenty-five people—will tell you: The better your prompt,
the better the product.

Keeping that in mind, here are some basic prompts for

communicators new to Al:

» “Actasa keynote speaker. Create an outline for a

time|-minute speech for [audience] that contends
p
[point].”

» “Act as a feature writer. Find a real-life human

story that illustrates [point].”

» “Act as a researcher. Find statistical evidence that

proves [point].”

» “Act as a debater. Give me logical arguments that

reinforce the argument [point].”

» “Act as a librarian. Find me famous thought lead-
ers who support the idea [point].”

» “Suggest an engaging opening hook for a speech

”

that contends [point]

I recently fed Gemini some of these prompts, using a range
of topics. The responses were lightning-fast, including com-
pelling real-life stories, specific contemporary research, con-
cise and well-curated biographies, and a variety of opening
hooks such as hypothetical scenarios, rhetorical questions,

provocative statements, and humorous anecdotes.

I GET BY WITH A LITTLE HELP FROM AI
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Just remember: Do not treat Al results as perfect or gospel.
Edit the suggestions to make sure they make sense, match

your needs, and sound like you.
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Train Your
People to
Make Points

| believe the children are our future.
Teach them well and et them lead the way.
—Whitney Houston

N o matter where they sit in a company hierarchy, everyone
can benefit from conveying real points. So, don’t keep
these ideas to yourself. Train your staff to identify and effec-

tively communicate their own points. Others will notice.



Good ways to start:

» If you supervise staff, encourage them during your
1:1 meetings to use phrases like “I recommend”
and “I suggest.” If they don’t do it naturally, ask
them, “What do you recommend? What do you
suggest?” Eventually, they’ll get the hint.

» Run group exercises in which your staff practice
expressing points as “I believe” statements. This
exercise is helpful with a group or team because,
in my experience, people learn as much by lis-
tening to others formulating points as they do by

formulating their own.

» Challenge employees to be louder, to employ
more pauses, and to find and articulate their high-

est value propositions.

» Encourage qualified members of your staff to take
speaking roles at internal meetings and confer-
ences. Real-world practice builds confidence and

strength.

» For staff members who are terrified of public
speaking, I recommend they join a local Toast-
masters club. What Toastmasters International
does best is make nervous speakers feel more com-

fortable presenting.

» Give them this book. It can’t hurt.
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Conclusion

Champion Your Points

| believe that anyone can conquer fear by doing the things
he fears to do, provided he keeps doing them.
—Eleanor Roosevelt

L et’s revisit Einstein’s quotation from the very start of this
book:

“If you can’t explain it simply, you don’t understand it well

enough.”

Einstein knew—and you know—that ideas are powerful.
But that power is merely potential until you understand

your ideas thoroughly enough to champion them as points.

The good news is that anyone can take that step, including
you. Your point can make people feel, think, and act—ulti-

mately changing the world in some way—because points,



not topics, sway minds, galvanize audiences, and make a

difference.

It’s time you gCt to yours.
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