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Introduction
How do you prepare for a critical pitch to win business against tough 
competitors.

Chapter

For more effective pitches you need to make your presentations relevant and 
memorable. Show what value you can bring to your client to help them achieve their 
goals. Garr Reynolds has a ten point checklist to make your pitch a well-told story 
to win the business. It starts by turning off your technology, so you can focus on the 
job at hand. Moving to technology only when you are ready to create your 
presentation – if that is the method you choose to use.

©Bennelong Publishing 2017

1. Put the audience first – tell their story

2. Use a structure – Beginning (ideal), middle (reality & gap) and end (solution)

3. Have a theme, a message for the presentation

4. Eliminate anything not essential for that message

5. Hook them early 

6. Show a clear conflict (or gap) in your story

7. Demonstrate a clear change from your solution

8. Show and do the unexpected

9. Make your audience feel – harness their emotions

10.Be authentic – be vulnerable

10 point checklist for great pitch

Too often, sales reps simply 
regurgitate their presentations and 
expect to land the sale. It doesn’t 
word.

Harvey Mackay

Persuasive Pitching
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Chapter

Make them Curious
Whether you want to win an Oscar like Andrew Stanton or like Robert 
Cialdini  want to persuade people, you need to get people’s attention 
and hold their attention. One of the most effective ways to get 
attention and to hold attention is: make them curious.

©Bennelong Publishing 2017

Imagine you are on an evaluation committee and scheduled for today you have three 
two-hour presentations with only 30 minutes between them. What would you be 
thinking? Well, we expect that many of you would be thinking: Most pitches are 
boring. How will I survive? 

Make me care.

Andrew Stanton, author Toy Story and Finding Nemo

We know the opening of a pitch is critical to the audience. So which do you prefer:

1. Today we are going to talk about the following topics… and before I start let me tell
you about everyone in the team

OR

2. In financial services, some organisations like yours are growing profits at 18% a
year, others are growing profits at 3% a year. What five things are the winners doing
differently?

Which would grab your attention? Which would make you curious? 

How will you open your pitch?

Persuasive Pitching
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The one that would make me curious is the second one. To involve them in the first 
60 seconds, we could ask the audience for their answers and write them on a 
whiteboard. To keep them curious, we would not give them the answer immediately. 
We could just reveal one answer as our first topic, with words like: “One thing 
winners are doing differently is buying smarter…” 

©Bennelong Publishing 2017

How do you keep meeting attendees engaged for the eighth 
hour of the day or the fourth day of the conference? We can 
engage people’s curiosity, over a long period of time, by 
systematically opening gaps in their knowledge – making 
them aware that they don’t know the answer to a compelling 
question – and then filling those gaps.

Chip & Dan Heath, Made to Stick

Questions are a great way to open a pitch. Persuasion 
guru, Robert Cialdini explains a little more in his 2016 
book Pre-suasion when he is discussing ‘Commanders of 
Attention’. He explains something about the Zeigarnik
effect:

• This effect – pushes us to return to unfinished 
narratives, unsolved problems, unanswered questions, 
and unachieved goals – because we want closure.

Why should we know about the Zeigarnik Effect?

Cialdini goes on to explain how he teaches persuasion by giving students a mystery, 
something unexpected that cannot be explained. Students are then involved in 
solving the mystery by examining alternative explanations. Eventually, they resolve 
the mystery. He found students pay more attention than if he just did a typical 
dump of content. And that’s what we need in a pitch: attention.

To see the technique in action, look at popular TV documentaries or reality TV. They 
use the technique by showing us part of a story and then making us wait for the 
last part of the story. For example, watch reality shows like Border Security and The 
Force. These high-rating shows get you involved by showing part of one story, then 
cutting to show part of a second story and then part of a third and part of a fourth 
story. This creates four unfinished stories so the audience is compelled to keep 
watching to see the end of these stories. 

Persuasive Pitching
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According to Jack Hart in his book Storycraft: The Complete Guide to Writing 
Narrative Nonfiction, Journalists can use a similar technique. Tell part of a story, 
then deliver some more formal content: facts or evidence about the topic. Finally, at 
the end of the article, reveal the end of the story. 

©Bennelong Publishing 2017

Storycraft

So, one way to make an audience curious is to ask a question. Another way is to 
start with a story. But not just any story. In their book, Made To Stick, brothers 
Chip and Dan Heath explain how to find memorable stories so your ideas will stick 
with the audience.

Made To Stick

Practice being curious; 
want to know things; ask 
questions.

Anders Holm
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What’s in a story to make your audience curious?
One of the ways is to find a story where something unexpected happens. So, look for 
stories with an unexpected twist. So, instead of A, then B, then C and ending at D, 
which is predictable – find a different story. Look for a story with a twist, which says 
we started at A and planned to go to B. However, we ended at S but still wanted to 
get to B. That makes us curious, well how did you do that? And that means you 
have our attention!

In your Pitch: Get their attention and keep their attention
Make them curious. Ask a question or tell a story at the opening of your pitch. Keep 
them curious by asking more questions or telling more stories. Show them that your 
pitch is not boring: make them curious, keep them curious.

I have no special talent. I am only passionately curious.

Albert Einstein

Persuasive Pitching
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When you break down barriers you gain more information about what your audience 
is interested in. What’s important to them? What are their concerns? When you have 
this extra information you can adapt your presentation to address their interests 
and concerns, making your pitch more successful.

Chapter

Involve the Audience
Involving the audience breaks down some of the barriers between 
presenters and audiences. It also provides you with some information 
on what they want to get out of the session. 

©Bennelong Publishing 2017

How can you involve them?

If you have an hour to make a pitch to our customer and you just stand in front of 
them and present for sixty minutes then you are likely to bore them and switch them 
off from your message. What you need to do is connect with them and the most 
effective way to connect with the audience is to involve them.

Start simple. Ask some questions, and them listen to what they have to say. The 
questions can be open and closed.

Open: What do you want? What do you think about…?

Closed: Is that what you are looking for? Is it a 24 month contract?

The sooner you get the audience involved, the more likely you are to connect and the 
more likely you are to win the pitch.

The sale often goes to the most 
interested party.

Steve Chandler

Persuasive Pitching
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Tell Stories
Chapter

Many people believe that people make decisions based only on logic, 
but there is plenty of research to show that emotion plays just as great 
a part.

©Bennelong Publishing 2017

So, if we plan to pitch using only logic, then it is like walking down the street with one 
hand over one of our eyes. We are not seeing the full picture. We are also likely to trip 
over something because we have a restricted view. 

Ensure that you and your clients see the full picture and use logic and emotion in your 
pitch.

One way to add emotion to your pitch is to tell stories. The TED talk below shows 
Andrew Stanton, director, screenwriter, producer and voice actor from Pixar Animation 
Studios talking about the clues to a good story.

Warning: There is a swear word used in the first minute but the message of the talk 
is too good to be missed. To avoid this word, just start the talk at 1:10. 

Make me care.

Andrew Stanton

Persuasive Pitching
– Make Them Listen & Win

https://www.ted.com/talks/andrew_stanton_the_clues_to_a_great_story
https://www.ted.com/talks/andrew_stanton_the_clues_to_a_great_story


11©Bennelong Publishing 2017

Story formula
There are many experienced people out there who can share their knowledge on what 
makes a good story. But most of them seem to agree that there are three parts.

1. Beginning – Existing situation

2. Middle - Conflict

3. End - Resolution

But to make these parts interesting you need to provide just enough information in the 
first part to make them want to hear the rest. But, don’t provide your solution too 
soon, build the risk and play on the conflict so the resolution is a form of relief.

Dave Lieber, a journalist from Texas makes a very visual representation of the three 
parts of a story.

Beginning

Middle

End

In the beginning you set the scene, then in 
the middle you hit the low point where all 
the conflict is. At the end you show the 
solution and tie up all the loose ends you 
created in the story. Guiding them time to 
the solution on the way.

Persuasive Pitching
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Chapter

How Many Slides Should 
You Include in a Pitch?

Content is key, the more information you provide the more likely that 
some of that information will be relevant to your audience. Right? 

©Bennelong Publishing 2017

You know the time, Monday 5th 10am for 60 minutes. So, how many slides should you 
prepare.

In our experience, many organisations don’t ask this question. When we have pushed for a 
number we have heard as a many as 240 slides. Take a second to think about that: 4 slides 
a minute. Almost so fast that the client would not be able to read each slide.

Some organisations are convinced the slides need to have every word that they will say. 
Let’s consider that: if every word you say is on your slides, then there is no need for you. 
Just send the slide pack and let them read your words.

In a pitch, what will persuade your client? An avalanche of PowerPoint slides, some stylish 
slides designed by an advertising agency or something else? We suggest something else –
you and your team. That’s right it’s you and your team they want to see. When they say 
they want to see you, they don’t mean see you read words off a slide.

In a pitch the client is asking two questions:

1. Do you know what you’re talking about? This is not answered by reading off slides.

2. Could they work with you and your business? Another question not answered by
reading off slides.

These questions are best answered when you interact with the client. 

How can you do this?
1. Plan for less

presenting.
2. Limit the number of

slides you use.
3. Put in the hard

work.
4. Prepare for topics

you’ve chosen not to
include.

Persuasive Pitching
– Make Them Listen & Win
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Plan for less 
presenting

Whatever time you’re given, don’t use it all 
to present. If you have 60 minutes, plan 
for a maximum of 40 minutes presenting 
and 20 minutes questions.

Limit the number 
of slides you use

How many slides in 40 minutes. We 
recommend 5 minutes for every slide – so 
that would be just 8 slides.

Put in the hard 
work

Fewer slides means more work for you. 
More work deciding what is relevant to 
include.

Prepare for topics 
not included

Have a flipchart and pen so you can draw 
and write to explain the topic.

Limit the number of slides so each slide takes about five minutes to present. You should 
have about a minute worth of words on each slide, then go on to explain the ideas, giving 
real examples of others clients or work. The client will see that you know what you are 
talking about. Doing this will allow your experience to shine through.

Limiting the number of slides will also force you to choose what is important to your client. 
If you include more information then the client needs to decide what is important. 

Human brains can only hold a maximum of seven items at once. If you limit your slides, the   
client has more chance of remembering your message. Including more information makes it   
harder for your client, which is never a good idea. Some of the latest research on 
neuroscience shows that when we make it hard for a person they are unlikely to take the 
time to change their mind. That means, if you make it hard, then the competition win!

Finishing your session with a question and answer session where you cover off any other 
topics of interest to your client that you didn’t include in your presentation improves your 
credibility because your client sees that you really know your content.

What will the client think?
No client has ever said, “please show me more slides”. In our experience, the client will 
simply say “thank you.”

They will thank you, because like us and probably you, they have sat through far too many 
presentations with far too many slides. You and your team will stand out as professionals in 
a world with far too many amateurs. 

Persuasive Pitching
– Make Them Listen & Win
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Chapter

Practice to Win
Nobody wins at anything without practice. Ask any successful sports 
person, or musician.

©Bennelong Publishing 2017

It is better for you to find any problems in your office, rather than the client finding them 
during the pitch.

For example, we were working with a CEO and his team about to 
pitch. “Let’s practice”, we say. Sitting at the boardroom table, the CEO 
said, “OK, I plan to talk for 15 minutes with some slides and make 
these points.”

“Well stand up, and let’s hear your message and see your slides.” we 
said.

35 minutes later, he finishes. “What do you think?” we ask.

“Well, it’s too long and I got tangled up on slide 5 because it’s too 
detailed.” he concedes. Our debriefing continues for 15 minutes and 
we suggest deleting some slides and amending others. We agree he 
will make the changes tonight and we will 
have another practice tomorrow. 

Practice helps you deliver a polished performance which is essential for pitching. Don’t let 
saving time by not practicing (apparent efficiency), replace effectiveness. 

Practice to make a polished, persuasive pitch.

What do we mean by practice?
If you have five speakers with five laptops, then practice everything from introducing the 
speakers to swapping laptops. If you are presenting standing up, which you generally 
should, then practice standing up.

Time everything. The sign of a professional pitch is to finish earlier than the time allowed. 
Why? Because most people run over time. If you want to stand out from the crowd, finish 
earlier.

Practice answering difficult questions. Polish your answers. 

Persuasive Pitching
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In our book Persuading for Results, we explain the two most important parts of a 
presentation are:

1. The Close

2. The Opening

These are the two parts the audience will remember and will be critical to your 
presentation. So, we strongly recommend practicing these far more often than any 
other part of your presentation. For both of these you need to be word perfect to win 
your pitch.

©Bennelong Publishing 2017

Hopefully we have persuaded you that you must practice your pitch several times. 
But, we know that occasionally you will find yourself in a situation where you 
cannot practice the whole pitch several times. 

What can you do? First practice the close five times. Next practice the opening five 
times. Then prune the number of slides ruthlessly. The more slides the bigger the 
chance of running over time. The less well-prepared you are then the more time you 
should allow to interact during the pitch – so that you can adjust your message on 
the run. Pruning the number of slides gives you more time. 

Practice some parts more than others

First aid for your pitch

If you don’t practice, you don’t deserve to win.

Andre Agassi

Persuasive Pitching
– Make Them Listen & Win
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Pitching without practice is like walking the high wire. It’s exciting, it’s spectacular 
and it’s dangerous. Why take this career risk and business risk. If the business 
opportunity is important enough to you and your organisation to win: practice.

©Bennelong Publishing 2017

It’s very easy to walk 
on a wire if you spend 
a whole lifetime 
practicing for it.

Philippe Petit

Focus on your client
Often when we meet a potential client we hear the words: tell us about yourselves. 
Do they really want to hear all about us? No. They want to know how you can help 
them and if you are credible enough for them to consider you. 

A client asked for some advice on her draft pitch:

The first five slides were about her organisation. How many people 
worldwide, how many offices, how much invested in research each 
year. Beautiful slides, but boring.

We asked her what she knew about the strategic priorities of her 
customer and what else was important to her customer. She then 
created her first two slides to summarise this information. From here 
the only slides used in her presentation were those that showed how 
her organisation was helping with the strategic priorities. 

When she arrived to make the pitch her closest competitor had just 
finished their pitch. “We are looking forward to hearing all about your 
organisation,” the chairman said.

She replied, “I am sorry to disappoint you, but I am not going to talk 
about my organisation. I am going to talk about what I think is 
important to your organisation and how we can help you achieve your 
goals.”

Persuasive Pitching
– Make Them Listen & Win
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At the end of the presentation, the chairman said that was the best presentation they 
had ever seen and asked for a copy of her slides. 

So, when a client asks to hear all about you, don’t tell them. To win the pitch talk 
only about the client and how you can help them achieve their goals. 

Make yourself memorable.

Be unforgettable. The more memorable you make yourself to client, 
the easier the sales process will be.

Timi Nadela

Persuasive Pitching
– Make Them Listen & Win
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Summary: Persuasive 
Pitching – Make Them 
Listen & Win

Involve your audience in the easiest way by asking 
them questions, both open and closed. This will help 
to breakdown barrier and provide you with useful 
information you can use during your pitch.

Chapter

Have a good opening for your pitch – grab your audiences attention. Ask them 
questions, and provide your audience with clues to the solution you can provide, so 
they reach their own conclusion.

People don’t ask for facts in 
making up their minds. They 
would rather have one good, 
soul-satisfying emotion than a 
dozen facts.

Robert Keith Leavit

Make your audience curious

©Bennelong Publishing 2017

Involve your audience.

Tell Stories
Engage your audience emotionally through stories. Show their risk, build the 
conflicts they endure and produce a solution for them through your products and 
skills.

How many slides?
Allow five minutes for each slide, and time at 
the end for a question and answer session. This 
will help your prove your experience and 
credibility.

Practice to win
Practice every part of your pitch and each persons role. Find any problems or issues 
in your office, not in front of your client.

Persuasive Pitching
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1. How many slides do you have and how long is the pitch? How many minutes per slide?
2. What have you done to make your audience curious about the content of your pitch?
3. In your opening, how will you grab their attention?
4. How will you involve the audience during your pitch? Do they have to wait until the end of 

your presentation before they get involved?
5. As well as logic in your pitch, how can you add some emotion?
6. How many stories will you tell?
7. Have you picked stories that are predictable or stories with a twist?
8. Practice: How many times have you had a complete rehearsal?
9. Are your opening and closing memorized?
10. Have you practiced your opening and closing at least 5 times?

Lack of direction, not lack of 
time, is the problem. We all 
have twenty-four hours a day.

Zig Ziglar Questions to 
Challenge You

Chapter

©Bennelong Publishing 2017
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The Problem
Markets are becoming more competitive and 
customers are more often getting more 
competitors to pitch for business. Typically, 
businesses pile up an avalanche of PowerPoint 
slides on all possible topics hoping something 
will excite the customers. You must stand out 
to win. However, with more competitors and 
less difference between you and them, how 
can you stand out?

The Solution
To pitch to win, learn the techniques you 
need. We tell you how to grab your audience’s 
attention. Discover what you need to add to 
logic in your pitch to win. We amaze you with 
just how few slides you really need. And use 
the sports person’s secret to win. 

www.gordianbusiness.com.au
gordian-business
@GordianBusiness
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