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The Psychology of Winning 
Presentations 

 

A key time for any expert who wants to be a highly trusted influencer is when we get the 

opportunity to present our solution, service or project proposal. 

 

Finally the opportunity to pitch our idea, project or business has arrived and here is where we can 

fail disastrously or emerge victorious from the time and effort we have invested in initiating, 

nurturing and deepening our relationship with the prospect, client or key company stakeholder. 

 

Even if the audience is existing clients or colleagues – perhaps key business stakeholders - how we 

are seen to present is a key competency of being an influencer. 

 

In this section I want to highlight some key factors that heighten the power of a presentation and 

most importantly, the amount of ‘take home’ that audiences get from our presentations. 

 

The quality and number of these ‘take homes’ will ensure that our presentation is both memorable – 

and successful. 

 

The WHW Structure: 
 

Given the limited attention spans of modern audiences, the structure of a presentation is even more 

critical than ever. Yet in many cases it is the one area where presentations can go badly wrong - right 

from the start. 

 

As I’ve said we live in a world where the attention span of an audience has become significantly 

distracted and limited for things that do not grab their interest from the start. 

 

Now whether we blame YouTube, online gaming, smart phones or the ease of ‘channel surfing’ one 

thing is certain – the attention span of the modern audience has become significantly more 

distracted. 

 

Today an audience’s attention is won or lost in the first few minutes of the presentation – so we 

need to capture their attention right from the very start. 

 

So if that is the case why do people persist in using traditional presentation structures? 
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Why is it that I still see presentations that start with the old traditional approach of Who ...we are 

(lots 

of information about our company, our team or ourselves that nobody cares about anymore). ... How 

...we are so great at what we do.....and What (finally!) ... we can do for you. It’s all ‘me’ centric – 

not 

audience-centric. 

 

The result of this traditional presentation structure (especially with Red Warrior decision-makers) is 

immediate loss of attention. 

Using this traditional structure the audience has already tuned-out so that by the time you get to the 

value proposition the decision-makers are no longer engaged. 

 

This traditional presentation structure needs to be inverted, turned on it’s head and away from the 

traditional Who, How and What to What, How and Who/Why instead. 

 

We should start our presentation by leading with the What we can do for you. Here is where we 

clearly state right from the start the value benefits we bring to the audience. 

 

State clearly and distinctly for the audience what specifically we can do for them, what they will 

have when they work with or support us – and use our ‘Points of Compelling Relevance’ – so that 

the language is simple, concise, meaningful and present-tense. 

 

In addition, if we have done our research correctly, we can place each PCR against a specific client or 

stakeholder value that we have identified and sequenced in earlier meetings using our questioning 

skills. 

 

Think what a powerful impact that can make. 
 

Now we’ve just switched on the audience to the value and benefits in clear simple language that 

they will get from using our services or products or supporting our projects (and we have aligned 

those benefits with their key decision-making values) - right from the very first words that we use in 

the presentation. 

 

Now the question in the audience’s mind is How can we deliver this? They are interested, engaged 

and seeking answers. They want to know. 

 

Now, instead of their attention having been lost they are actively listening, filling in the blanks, 

searching for ways in which their issues can be resolved. They are with us on the journey. 

 

Finally the audience will ask Who We Are or Why they should work with us and here is where we 
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establish our credibility, experience and resources. This is the final piece of the journey that the 

audience has willingly taken with us - and where they are now convinced of the value of our 

proposal. 

 

So we should move from the traditional structure of Why, How and What to the more effective and 

logical structure of What, How and Who/Why and see the impact of our presentations soar. 

 

I also urge experts to stop thinking about presentations in the traditional formal manner. People 

want to be connected, involved and engaged so think about how we structure a dialogue with the 

audience and not just a monologue. 

 

Professional influencers focus on having a conversation with the audience, not a formal 

presentation. 

Here’s some of the ways that they do that. 

 

They Use Stories 
 

Remember as a child the power of the phrase ‘Once Upon a Time’...? 

 

It instantly prepared us for story time - for adventures and magic and tales of far away places and 

mythical lands – dropping us into a powerfully suggestible trance. 

 

Stories are how humanity has shared information and experience from the very first days. Notice the 

longevity of mythological stories and how even today we perk up when someone has news or a bit 

of gossip. It’s how we forge tribes. 

 

Stories in presentations are very powerful and we should craft stories that can serve as metaphors 

or platforms for our key business points. 

 

Some reasons for why stories are powerful business presentation tools are as follows: 

1. There is little resistance to stories – people do not see themselves as being ‘pitched at’ or ‘sold to’ 

when stories are used to illustrate points, so their normal resistance and scepticism is lowered. 

 

2. The audience associates with the characters in a story – taking the position and the viewpoint of 

the key person and living their experiences in the story. This can be a powerful suggestive tool 

encouraging people to take the same decisions or actions as the story’s centralcharacter. 

 

3. Stories don’t have to be true – they just have to be plausible. Stories do not have to be dry case 

studies and they can be powerful means of suggesting things to an audience. 

 

4. Also, because they are stories, we can use them to position ideas in the mind of an audience 
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without the necessity for exact logical proof. Simply being plausible, that something is possible, is 

often enough to get the message across and effect change in the mind of the audience. 

5. Developing stories – either real case studies but converted into genuine stories rather than cold 

facts or stories that are simply made up to highlight a key point, allows us to powerfully influence 

any audience. We can turn any ‘cold’ case study into a ‘warm’ story by simply given names to the 

roles. 

 

They Develop Self-Confidence: 
 

Presenting to a live audience for some people is a greater fear than death itself. People will literally 

do anything to get out of having to make a presentation to a group. 

 

I have personally seen how this fear can paralyse and render incapable otherwise intelligent and 

articulate people. Managing one’s confidence is therefore important if one wishes to appear fluent, 

competent and professional. 

 

First, let me just say that it’s OK to be nervous. 

 

In fact it’s a good thing because it means that we genuinely care about the presentation and our 

message. 

 

Someone once said “it’s perfectly fine to have butterflies in the stomach – as long as they are all 

flying 

in formation!”. Personally, I always get nervous before a speech but it helps keep me sharp. 

 

In fact, I’d be worried if I wasn’t nervous because it could mean that I am not concerned enough  

about how the presentation might go and that’s just not acceptable for me. So nerves can actually 

help a presenter and sharpen their focus and delivery. 

 

Too many nerves are not good however and so we need to learn to manage our state prior to any 

presentation. So here are a few pointers that may help: 

1. Live Rehearsal – helps fluency and (very importantly) timing. (By the way please finish a 

presentation by when you say you will. Two minutes before time and they love us, two minutes after 

the time and they are looking for a way out). 

 

Repetition is internalisation, the more often we do it in rehearsal the more likely it is to be successful 

in real life. As they say in martial arts - the more you sweat in training, the less you bleed in battle. 

 

2. Mental Rehearsal - running a successful outcome to the presentation over and over in our 

mind is a powerful means of managing personal state and is used extensively by professional 

athletes. 
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From psychology we know that the mind cannot tell the difference between a real and imagined 

memory so the more often we rehearse things in our mind the more the mind believes that this is 

something that we do every day – therefore what are we nervous for? 

 

Picture the audience being interested, engaged and giving us a powerfully positive reception to our 

presentation. This helps reduce the fear of the event because the mind assumes that this is a 

familiar thing for us and not something being done for the first time. 

 

3. Put something relevant about ourselves into the opening of a presentation. 

 

At the very start of the presentation, where it is appropriate, we should take the opportunity to 

introduce ourselves with something that connects us with the audience. 

 

There are two benefits to this: 

 

a. It allows us to talk about the one thing that no-one can question us on - ourselves. 

We are the absolute expert on ourselves and this can help us start to relax into the presentation as 

we talk about a subject we are completely knowledgeable on. 

 

b. It allows us to start to build a relationship with the audience by sharing something in our 

introduction that connects with them. 

 

4. Finally, remember your authority as an expert. 

 

We are in the room with the audience’s expectation that we are an expert in the subject of our 

presentation. If we have rehearsed and prepared then there is no reason why we cannot deliver on 

that expectation every time. 

When it comes to confidence in a presentation the difference between fear and fluency - is passion 

and practice. 

 

Influencers Engage the Audience 

 

Managing an audience is critical to a successful presentation. So let’s look at a few pointers that can 

help with this area. 

 

The Light House: 

 

Keeping an audience’s attention involves maintaining good eye contact. That means that we need to 

‘sweep’ the audience with our eyes on a regular basis – just like a lighthouse. 
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This can ensure that the audience sees that we are engaged, that we continue to assess audience 

reaction to our points and it helps keep the audience itself on their toes and awake! 

 

This is particularly important when we are using a slide presentation or a flipchart. 

 

There can be a tendency to read the screen or turn away from the audience and that can be 

disastrous 

– because breaking eye contact with an audience can cause us to lose their attention. 

 

To minimise this happening, we should have a copy of the presentation in front of us, where we can 

glance at it without having to turn away from the audience. Sometimes it’s possible to have another 

screen positioned in front of us that matches what is being shown on the main screen. 

 

Influencers Use Questions: 

 

We have already looked in great detail in a previous chapter at the power of questions and 

suggestions and the advanced questioning skills that we can bring to bear on a prospect or client, as 

a means of managing a meeting. 

 

But questions can also be used in presentations to ensure that the audience is fully engaged in the 

presentation. 

 

After all, as I said at the start of this chapter, where does it say that all presentations should be 

about us having a monologue (one-way communication) with the audience when a dialogue (two-

way communication) is so much more powerful and engaging? 

 

The challenge can sometimes be in competently handling questions from the audience however and 

so here are a couple of ideas about how handle them professionally and fluently. 

1. The Car Park: 

 

Sometimes time constraints on a presentation can reduce the time to adequately deal with 

questions. So one way to ensure that we have the time to complete our presentation and deal with 

questions is to use what’s termed the Car Park. 

 

Agree with the audience from the start - to ensure that we finish on time – that we will not answer 

questions during the presentation. However we will happily take questions from the floor as they 

arise and note them on a flipchart. 

 

Once we have delivered the presentation then the last thing that we do is then turn to the flipchart 

where we have written down the audiences questions. 
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As we move down the list of questions, answering each one of them in turn, we may then find that a 

number of the questions have already been dealt with during the presentation. 

 

Other questions will not have been dealt with and so we use the opportunity now to answer those 

questions. 

 

As we answer each question we use a marker to place a big ‘tick’ or ‘correct’ sign beside each 

answered question. 

 

By leaving this on display, when we bring the session to an end the audience (as they depart) can see 

that every question has been answered and every question is ‘correct’ and has been resolved. 

 

This can be a powerful visual anchor for an audience to have at the end of any presentation. 

 

2. Handling Difficult Questions 

 

When faced with difficult questions from the audience how we handle them will be a clear indicator 

as to our professionalism as an influencer. 

 

Firstly if we do not know the answer to the question then say so but we can then use it as an 

opportunity to compliment then questioner. 

 

We might say something like: “ ... that is an excellent question. To be honest I had not considered it 

but 

if you give me a little time I’ll come back to you with the relevant answer”. 

 

Then make sure that we do (with supporting documentation) and ensure that the rest of the 

audience knows that we have. Copy them for example on the email that responds to the question. 

 

Secondly, a question can sometimes be asked because the questioner wishes to assert their 

dominance to the group or their knowledge or to get attention or simply to throw us off balance. 

 

In such a case we can throw a difficult question back at someone. “Interesting question. You seem to 

have given this some thought – what are your ideas?” 

 

Alternatively if the person has been consistently interrupting a presentation to score points then we 

might ask them a difficult question and before they have time to respond say “and while X are 

considering that let us move on with the presentation and we can then come back..”. 

 

A variation on that is to ask the rest of the audience to comment with “that is an interesting 

perspective. May I ask what the rest of the audience think?” 
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I’ve seen this question used to powerful effect on an audience. When asked, the audience itself 

engaged the questioner and made their opinion felt as to what they thought about the constant 

interruption. 

 

It is very important that we as the presenter do not engage in argument with any member of the 

audience. Doing so can only lose us key credibility and rapport with an audience. 

 

While we cannot cover every aspect of the psychology of presentations – or keynote and conference 

speaking - these simple pointers can help add a professional, confident and effective edge to any 

presentation we make and ensure that our presentations are more memorable, engaging and 

successful. 
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The High Trust Advisor (Leadership and 

Sales) Team Coaching Program 

How to Win Clients and Lead Teams in the Age of AI 
 

In an increasingly flat-lined, matrix managed and artificial intelligence world it’s not enough anymore 

to rely on being a technically expert professional to succeed as a leader or a sales professional, we 

must also become compelling influencers and communicators. 

 

It’s no longer enough to continue to lead or develop business with reflexive masculine values of 

competition, command and control we must now also invoke powerful reflective feminine values of 

collaboration, synergy and empathy. 

 

In the future AI (artificial intelligence) will provide the expertise, the knowledge and the processes to 

get the job done - but the ability of skilled human influencers to provide empathy, engagement and 

care to lead, to advise and to inspire will become a much sought after skillset. 

 

Find out how Sean’s customised individual and team coaching programs can help your leaders or 

management and sales team become more powerful influencers of their colleagues and clients. 

 

Help them master the arts of networking, messaging, presenting and speaking, meeting 

management, coaching and mentoring, time management and building highly trusted relationships 

with their key stakeholders and team members. Email for coaching program details here; 

Sean@SeanWeafer.com 

mailto:sean@seanweafer.com
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The Author 
 

Sean Weafer is an international leadership and sales communication coach and professional speaker 

who works with medium to large corporate firms, business owners and associations to transform 

their leaders, executives and sales teams into Highly Trusted Advisors able to win clients and lead 

teams in the Age of AI. 

 

He is the creator the G2S coaching system, is a 

Marshall Goldsmith certified leadership coach, 

CPD-certified coach and coach trainer and is a 

qualified psychotherapist. He is the author of 

three books; ‘The Business Coaching Revolution’ 

(2001) ‘The High Trust Advisor’ (2013) and 

‘Invoking the Feminine: Strength, Love and 

Wisdom’ (2019) and several e-books on 

management and sales communications. 

 

You can see some of his speaking presentations, master classes and tips at 

https://www.youtube.com/user/SeanWeafer/videos 

He can be emailed at sean@seanweafer.com or connect with him on LinkedIn in at 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/seanweafer/ 
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