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What Do I Say? 
Structure Your Presentation For Impact 

 

“You nailed the interview. How did you feel? Pretty 
good I bet. But why? What did you do?”  Linda’s  
opening was very impactful. She was my client, and I  
was proud of her. 

 
Two weeks earlier, Linda, the senior HR VP for a global 
retail company, had asked me to help her prepare for 
her presentation today, to approximately 1,200 
university students, on how to prepare for a job 
interview. When we met, she brought along her first 
draft. It had most of what was needed, but the 

Start at the End 

To begin, start at the end. Take a sheet of paper and 
imagine a pyramid that represents everything you could 
say on your subject. Then, at the top of the pyramid, 
write down your conclusion - the one thing, above all 
others, that you want the audience to do, or to think, 
the moment you have finished speaking. 

 
 

The Presentation Pyramid 

structure left little to be desired. 
 

Linda had always been told, that for a presentation to  
be good you needed to; “Tell 'em what you're going to 
tell 'em. Tell 'em. Tell 'em what you told 'em." Sound 
familiar? It’s a formula often credited to Paul White, the 
first news director at CBS (circa. 1930) and it’s still 
taught in most public speaking courses. Well intended? 
Yes. Impactful? No, not some 80 years later. 

 
Your job as a speaker is to make your audience think. To 
do that, you need to provoke thought at the get-go and 
to keep the audience engaged until the very end. But, if 
tell-tell-tell doesn’t work, what does? 

 

 
 
 

By writing the conclusion down first, you focus yourself 
on the theme of your talk. For example, you might be a 
brand manager who wants senior leadership to support 
your proposal to cancel a non-performing  program.  
The conclusion is simply, to get their support. 
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Next, try re-writing your conclusion as a headline. 
Something you can say that will make the audience 
sit up, listen and want to hear more. For our brand 
manager, it might be as simple as saying, “I have an 
idea that will save our company $1 million.” A line 
sure to get any VP’s attention. Especially if her 
company has announced an austerity program, or 
simply wants to get waste out of the company. 

 
Sometimes, the best headlines are the ones that 
paint a picture of what utopia would be and how 
you can provide the pathway to it. 

 
For example, the Managing Director of a healthcare 
equity fund who wants to attract new investors and 
retain existing ones may start off his presentation 
with, “The healthcare industry represents 17% of 
GDP and will only grow as our population ages. Our 
firm has consistently outpaced all others, providing 
our investors with 12% return on investment in each 
of the past 5 years. Do what makes sense. Invest 
with us.” 

 
Answer the Questions that Matter 

Third, organize the most important points in your 
presentation. A great way to do this is to ask 
yourself the following questions: why, what, who, 
when, where and how. We call them the ‘W5H’ 
questions. 

 
You may not have to include the answers to all of 
these questions in your presentation, but it’s a great 
discipline to go through because they are precisely 
the questions your audience will be asking as you 
move through your talk. 

 
When I was the Regional Director for an automotive 
manufacturer and my sales were down 10% for the 
month, my manager’s questioning would go 
something like, “Why? What product lines? 

Where are sales down, localized in the cities or in the 
outlying areas, who’s responsible?” And, of course, 
“How do you intend to fix the problem?” 

 

He didn’t want me to give him a terrific amount of 
background; he just wanted to know what he 
needed to know. 

So, at the very top of the pyramid, is your conclusion, 
characterized as a headline. The next row down 
contains the really vital points that led you to the 
conclusion (answers to the W5H questions). 

 
Proper Evidence 

Once you have delivered your conclusion, and 
detailed the main points that support it, you then 
present just the evidence that led you to the main 
points. This approach keeps you from throwing out 
all kinds of detail and, in essence, asking your 
audience to sort it out. You may have made some 
very good points, but your audience won’t recognize, 
let alone understand them. 

 
Executed correctly, the audience thinks you can read 
their mind, when in fact; their questions (verbally or 
otherwise) are falling inside your pyramid, where 
you want them. 

 
Some reading this paper might say, “But doesn’t my 
audience want to know that I am thorough? The 
answer is fairly obvious…if you weren’t thorough in 
your work, you wouldn’t have that job. 

 

Tell your audience just what they need to know. If,  
at the end of your presentation, your audience has 
questions about any detail, they’ll ask about specific 
details. They’re not likely to ask about all of the 
detail. 

 

Too often, speakers start near the bottom of the 
pyramid, anxious to get all of the detail presented. 
All the time they are meandering upwards through 
the pyramid, the audience has no idea where they 
are going. 
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I have a good friend, who works as a senior leader at 
a social networking firm. He invited me to attend a 
conference where he was presenting the virtues of 
his company to close to 150 attendees. Regrettably, 
he didn’t ask me to help him structure his talk. 

 

He led off with a nice joke, which had nothing to do 
with his presentation and then started to give 
‘backgrounder’ information. 

 
Moving upwards through the pyramid in this way 
often leads your audience to ask questions that are 
off-topic, or outside of your content pyramid. These 
irrelevant questions can be frustrating to you as a 
speaker and to your audience. 

 
Five minutes in, one lady in the audience asked him 
a question, which he dutifully answered. Then came 
another question, and a third. 

Questions are terrific if they fall within your 
pyramid. These did not, because my friend didn’t 
use one. Ten minutes later, attendees  began 
walking out, not because he wasn’t charming, he 
was. Instead, they walked out because they had no 
idea where he was headed. 

 
I’m sure people don’t walk out on your 
presentations, but do their minds turn off because 
you haven’t structured your presentation for 
impact? 

 
 

The Close 

Finally, comes the close to your presentation, which 
you can simply state a ‘call to action,’ or a simple 
summary and a restatement of your conclusion. 

Sound pretty straight-forward? Well, it is. However, 
what do you do when you’ve got two or more major 
topics to cover in one presentation? 

Multiple Topics 

Happily, the same principles apply. Try to identify 
the over-arching conclusion, even just a point of 
focus, such as a Director of HR needing to inform the 
marketing staff, how the new benefits program, and 
the HR organizational structure can best assist them. 
It could be as simple as, “Folks, knowing your way 
around our new benefits program, and who to 
contact when you need assistance, for any HR 
question, will make your life easier.” Then, flesh out 
a pyramid for each topic, one for the benefits 
program and another for the HR organizational 
structure. 

 

 
 

Added Advantage 

Has this ever happened to you? Four of you have 
been asked to speak at a meeting. Each of you has 
been given 15 minutes to give your presentation. 
You’re fourth on the roster. 

 
The first speaker takes 15 minutes, but the second 
and third take 20 minutes apiece, leaving you only 5 
minutes. If you haven’t used the pyramid to 
structure your presentation, chances are, in the heat 
of the moment, you won’t know what to do. 
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If you have used the pyramid, you have no problem 
cutting your presentation down, because your 
beginning immediately lets the audience know what 
you’re going to prove to them, and you then provide 
the proof points…all in the first 5 minutes. No 
ambiguity, no confusion. 

 
 

 
 

Back to Linda 

In case you were wondering, Linda’s presentation 
was a success from the beginning, through the 
middle to the end. How do I know? Immediately 
after finishing her presentation, 10 to 12 from the 
audience came up to talk to her. Not to tell her that 
she did a good job. Instead, they all told her what 
her words meant to them, and how they were going 
to be able to move forward in their job search, with 
confidence. 

 
Linda simply followed the pyramid in textbook 
fashion. As I was leaving the conference hall she 
caught my eye, winked and nodded thanks. I 
couldn’t have asked for more. 

 
 

Conclusion 

It’s not just how you say something; it’s also, very 
much, about what you say. 

Key Points to Remember 

1. Engage your audience at the start of your 
presentation by stating your conclusion. Let 
them know what you expect from them up 
front. 

 

2. Then, list the vital points that support your 
conclusion. Do this by leveraging the W5H 
questions – ask; why, what, who, when, where 
and how. 

 

3. Follow that up with only the evidence that 
supports your vital points. Don’t add anything 
peripheral, it just dilutes your message. 

 
4. Close with a call to action, evocative question or 

a brief summary. 
 
 

Next In The Series 

Next in our continuing series, learn: 
 

• How to develop and use notes properly so  
that you deliver a more coherent message, 
safeguarding against needless rambling or the 
nightmare of ‘losing your place.’ 

• Four guiding principles that will forever 
transform your use of visuals. 

• What ‘Active listening’ truly means and how it 
can turn your personal communications on its 
head. 

 
 

Previously 

Please contact Black Isle for our first two white 
papers; 

1. ‘Is Anybody Listening?’ to learn why success in 
speaking means that your audience remembers 
you and your message. 

2. “Speak Like Obama” to learn about the 
dynamics of proper pace and eye contact. 
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About Barry Kuntz 

As a senior executive with General Motors of 
Canada, Barry was faced with making hundreds of 
presentations upwards, downwards and to his  
peers. In 1992 he took a speaking program with 
Black Isle, a global consultancy with offices in 
Toronto, Hong Kong and London. 

 
He liked the program so much that he joined Black 
Isle as its Managing Director and has embarked on a 
journey that has been uplifting, inspiring and 
rewarding. 

About Black Isle 

For over 20 years, Black Isle has been recognized for 
teaching leaders how to stand out whenever they 
speak. It has a distinctive and radical approach to 
communications training that gives leaders both the 
skills and confidence to approach the most daunting 
presentations with the knowledge that their 
message will be understood, remembered and acted 
upon. 
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