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Present to sell
When preparing for a presentation, people often spend a great 
deal of time on the material in the presentation, and very little 
time on the presentation itself. Yet thoughtlessly dumping your 
ideas into PowerPoint slides is akin to serving fine cuisine on 
flimsy paper plates. 

Just as we need to think through our material, we must think 
through how this message will be heard, remembered, and  
acted upon.

Having a great product, or a great idea, 
means nothing — if you can’t sell it.

As a speaker, I have to immediately connect with an audience 
and earn their trust. With some industries or corporations, that 
can be hard. But you have hard presentations too: the cynical 
executive, the skittish customer, the nay-saying employee.

We sell in presentations — whether those presentations take 
place in a boardroom or a co-worker’s cubicle — which means 
that presentations form the very building blocks of our careers.

You could have the 
world’s greatest 
product, and still 
fail. Why? Because if 
you do not succeed 
in fascinating your 
customer, your product 
will fail. And if that 
happens, on some level, 
you fail too.
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8 insiDer strateGies For a  
toUGh sell (or a toUGh CrowD)

In today’s marketing environment of chaos and insecurity, 
you have to fortify your presentation to face the most hairy 
decision-making moments. Below, your guide to turning a great 
hypothetical pitch into a great sold product.

1.  Think of your cusTomers concerns  
before They do.

Here’s How:
•	  Think through every possible concern, objection, or obstacle 

to selling that idea.
•	  Decide your point of view (collectively with your team, if 

applicable) so that you can have the most constructive possible 
discussion.

•	  Spend up to ten times more time thinking through how you’ll 
present your proposal than you will spend in the meeting itself.

•	  Talk through how to frame up the rationale in a way that 
addresses the customer’s main concerns.

2.  criTicize your own proposal 
(before your cusTomer does).

Ahead of the meeting, be brutally honest with yourself and your 
team in pinpointing the weak spots in your proposal. 

Consider all aspects of your customer's needs, concerns, 
insecurities, politics, and biases that you’ll have to overcome in 
order to earn their genuine consideration. 

Know in advance how you will address those if the client brings 
them up. The point isn’t to defensively fight for your work, but 
rather, to avoid being caught flat-footed by a tough question.

A "tough sell" is 
any presentation in 
which the success or 
failure will depend 
on your ability to 
make a presentation 
that persuades your 
audience.
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3.  consider sTarTing The meeTing by immediaTely 
addressing your cusTomer’s concerns.

•	  My speaking coach, the venerable Nick Morgan, taught me 
a trick that has served me well in all kinds of presentation 
scenarios.

•	  First, frame up “the problem” that the audience faces (e.g., 
slashed budgets, lay offs, etc.). 

•	  Then, ask how this affects their success (e.g., increased anxiety, 
paralysis, stalled revenue). The process of brainstorming the 
effects of their “problems” is extremely productive for your 
audience, because often people don’t look at the bigger picture. 

•	  Help them understand the "cause and effect" nature of the 
problem. Spell out how the problem is caused, how it makes 
them feel, and how it can be resolved with your solutions.

•	  Address the issues one-by-one in the idea or message you present.

4. use sToryTelling.
Stories are incredibly effective. Here is a different way to use 
them. I use storytelling to describe what the creative process was 
like, to humanize and bring the client inside the journey. For 
example: “When we first began this process, we looked at ideas 
in the area of X and Y, but soon realized that wouldn’t be smart 
for reasons A and B … then we hit upon this idea, and everyone 
was inspired by it.” Properly done, this type of storytelling brings 
the audience into your thinking, so that your idea seems like the 
most perfect, rational, brilliant execution of their needs.

5.  be able To arTiculaTe every elemenT of your 
recommendaTions.

Don’t send your ideas out alone and defenseless into the meeting. 
Be able to clearly explain every element of your work, why you did 
things the way you did, and the reasoning for it. Odds are that 
you didn’t develop your recommendations by randomly shooting 
darts at a spreadsheet; make sure the client knows that too.

What is the problem 
for which YOU are 
the solution? Don’t 
leave the meeting 
without proving why 
you are the solution 
to your audience’s 
problem. 
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6.  have “plan b” ready if your original plan 
isn’T approved.

Decide in advance what elements of the work you can compromise, 
and what you can't, so that you can adjust your focus.

7.  remember ThaT no presenTaTion is more 
imporTanT Than The relaTionship.

When you’re passionate about what you’re working on, your 
PAssIoN can be a fantastic selling tool because it shows you 
believe in the work. However, there is no single idea that’s good 
enough to trash the overall relationship over. The reality is that 
there are more good ideas than there are good customers. Your 
job is to prove why your idea is the best.

8.  if The presenTaTion sTarTs sucking wind, 
don’T waiT To find ouT whaT’s going wrong.

Instead of nervously trying to just make it out of the meeting 
alive … take a breath, stop, and address the issue. Acknowledge 
the situation with a little diplomatic honesty: “I could be wrong, 
but by those veins throbbing in your temples, I’m sensing that 
this isn’t working for you.” Only once they express their concerns 
can you then redirect attention to solving them.
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how to sell an innoVatiVe  
(or riskY) ProPosal

If you want your company to have passionately devoted 
customers, partners, and employees, then you need to inspire 
strong emotions. Once you inspire strong emotions, you can 
convince people to love your brand. But that involves risk, 
because inspiring strong emotions in people can just as easily 
cause them to hate your brand as it can inspire them to love 
your brand.

In a stagnant or competitive environment, innovative ideas 
are the best path to growth. When the usual sales channels 
are clogged, you must create a new one. Yet because these new 
paths are unfamiliar, and untraditional, they can be perceived 
as being too “risky.” 

This perceived risk is a good thing. Embrace those who love your 
brand. Accept that there will be those who hate your brand. 
But never let people gather in the middle of the road because 
those people don't care either way, and that's where things can 
go beyond risky to dangerous.

Many of us are afraid of risk. On the surface, fear of risk makes 
sense. American Heritage Dictionary defines risk as “The 
possibility of suffering harm or loss; danger.” And when you 
describe it like that, it makes perfect sense to be risk-adverse.

how can you overcome This perceived risk?

The more competitive 
your environment, the 
greater the need to 
embrace innovative 
paths to success.
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Not taking a risk is risky. And if you take a risk, well, that’s 
risky too. (Toto, we’re not in Kansas anymore.)

The landscape is changing so quickly that we must literally invent 
as we go. There are no off-the-rack solutions anymore. Today, 
the opposite of risk isn’t security.

Business isn’t a coin with risk on one  
side and security on the other; it’s a  
two-headed coin with risk on both sides. 

The problem is that in business, risk doesn’t work like that. 

The opposite of risk is getting run over  
by a Mack truck filled with a shipment 
of status quo while you dawdle in the 
middle of the road.
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Below, a few strategies to help your biggest, baddest ideas succeed.

1.  painT a very clear picTure in your  
audience’s mind.

If your goal is to land a major account with long-term relationship, 
how can you help everyone else visualize that specific goal? For 
instance, instead of promising an improvement in growth or 
profits, can you spell it out more explicitly? Can you create a 
clear image of what the future could look like a year from now? 
What does the company look like? What does the staffing and 
customer list look like? How about showing what your sales 
figures might look like in the year 2020?

2. build The mosT raTional possible argumenT.
The biggest mistake I see is selling an untraditional idea with 
intangible evidence and ephemeral claims. Abstractions like 

“word-of-mouth” aren’t enough by themselves. By removing 
as many variables as possible, and eliminating unknowns, 
you demonstrate control. Surround your idea with as much 
information as possible, including timelines, anticipated costs, 
potential partners. Hypothetical is okay at this stage, but be as 
specific as possible. “But look how cool it is” isn’t a strategy.

3.  show how you’ve succeeded in a parallel 
siTuaTion.

Substantiate your ideas with case studies. Build evidence and 
create parallels. Ideally this validation will come from your own 
experience, or your business.

By demonstrating 
how you have 
succeeded in similar 
situations, you lower 
the perceived risk 
of working with you. 
In doing so, you're 
increasing use of 
the familiarity and 
stability — the 
TrUsT trigger. 

The more clearly 
your audience can 
visualize their 
success through you 
and your product, 
the more likely they 
are to purchase from 
you, and the greater 
your chances of 
success during your 
presentation
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4.  pinpoinT risks ThaT parallel your cusTomer’s 
behavior.

Demonstrate how bigger trends (such as the aging of the 
population, or the rise of tech expenses, or increased risk in 
urban areas) substantiate your point. Then, demonstrate how 
your proposal tracks alongside these bigger trends.

5. help your audience “sell up.”
Often, the person you’re presenting to will have to get buy-in 
from someone else in the decision-making process. Help them 
do this by giving them the tools to sell it in. When assembling 
a presentation, make sure that it can stand on its own, without 
you, so that the person you’re selling to has the tools to defend it 
to other decision-makers.

Identify every single 
way that you can 
control the success 
or failure of your 
presentation. Plan 
ahead, so you can be 
in control of these 
points. Then, help your 
client or customer use 
these same points 
when “selling up” in 
her own organization.

boTTom line: The higher The risk, The more  
evidence you’ll need To sell iT, and The greaTer  
The payoff musT be To jusTify iT.
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