
The Heart of Every Presentation
His students still remember Ron Rebholz.

At first, few were excited to hear from Ron. He was going to talk for three months about 
Shakespeare. What little Shakespeare the college students already had read in high 
school seemed to have been written in another tongue.

They could roughly decipher the lines in Romeo and Juliet, "Sin from my lips, oh 
trespass, sweetly urged! Give me my sin again!" for example. It had to do with kissing, 
and possibly more. Otherwise, the Bard's words baffled them.

So few were excited on that sunny fall day many years ago when Mr. Rebholz took the 
stage and they prepared to satisfy the school's requirement that they take a literature 
class.

Within minutes, all that changed. They were excited -- no, enthralled -- because Rebholz 
was. At the very least, each of them could tell -- because this man obviously felt it 
deeply -- that Shakespeare really mattered. The students sensed that if they could hold 
out, read carefully, and look past the quaintness of Shakespeare's language to the 
enduring truths it conveyed, their lives might be changed.

Where would they feel that change? Where it matters most: in their spirits.

No presentation that you give -- whether it's about Hamlet or the need for better traffic 
signals at the corner of First and Main -- will succeed solely on its merits. You often 
think you have made your material interesting and spoken well. But only when you feel, 
and feel the difference that acting on our words will make, do others respond.

Their heads go nowhere until your heart leads them there.

You learn this if you speak often. In your first presentations, you make sure every 
argument is airtight, every fact well-presented, all your logic irrefutable. Then you close, 
walk from the podium -- and realize nothing has changed.

Another phenomenon illustrates this point. It's the experience of many people who 
speak often over many years. Eventually, someone approaches them after a speech and, 
in the course of conversation, says, "You are an excellent motivational speaker."

Many speakers feel wounded when they hear that. All that work and study, they 



decide, and I'm just one of those hand-wavers you see on television, bouncing across a 
stage like a high school cheerleader? Not long after that, however, they realize what an 
effective presentation actually communicates.

They realize a great presentation must be motivational.

Regardless of what any effective presentation says, what it conveys is that its subject 
matters. It matters to you to retain my services, read this article I read, consider voting 
for my candidate. And where does it matter?

In the heart and soul. Great presentations are not intellectual; they are spiritual. You 
must reach the heart and soul.

Effective financial planners do not sell you on quadrupling your money in 25 years; 
they sell you the feeling you will experience when you do.

College football recruiters do not sell young men nine wins, two losses, and the chance 
to play in televised bowl games. They sell the feeling of being among people you like, of 
hearing the echoes in your helmet from the cheers of 80,000 fans, and all the other 
sensations summarized in a feeling every football player knows: the sensation that one 
observer called "the thrill of the grass."

(Please know: No one can adequately explain this feeling, but few feelings equal it.)

Every great presentation motivates. 

Sesquipedalianism: A Rumination
How do you look like an expert in your field?

It appears that DecisionQuest answered that question correctly, years ago.

A leading legal consulting firm, DecisionQuest conducted an exhaustive research 
project, seeking to answer a question to which most lawyers believed they already knew 
the answer: How does a juror decide which expert to believe? Which expert is perceived 
as "more expert"?

The answer matters to every service business, because "apparent expertise" affects 
your success in attracting and retaining clients. So you must ask, How can you appear 
more expert than your competitors?



Attorneys assumed they knew the answer; most had built their entire careers on it. It's 
credentials: get admitted to the "best" school, make law review, land a clerkship with a 
federal judge, and then watch the world beat a path to your credentials.

After a few years in practice, however, many attorneys begin to wonder. Was my 
assumption right? And if it was, where are all the clients?

DecisionQuest found the answer.

When their researchers asked jurors which of two experts appeared to be the more 
expert, jurors did not choose the witness with the superior credentials. Credentials had 
no net effect. But if not credentials, what did suggest expertise?

Clarity. Jurors consistently said that the clearer expert appeared more authoritative. 
Clarity is expertise.

Two recent events raised this "clarity is expertise" issue for me again. The first came as 
I was inspecting a web site. This firm does work similar to mine, but apparently with far 
more sophistication. They offer "seamless integration" of "implementable repeatable 
methodologies" designed to promote "enterprise revenue acceleration." Whew! You 
can almost feel the breeze from the dollar bills rushing in!

Fortunately, I walked into the living room and noticed the March issue of The Atlantic. 
It seemed to be beckoning to be read, so I obliged. I skimmed quickly to page 50, where 
a headline stopped me: "Strunk and White's Revenge," it read. A passionate fan of that 
pair's classic book The Elements of Style, I had to read on -- and there I found it, and 
perhaps the reason the magazine was calling me then: reassurance.

The story reported that Stanford researchers asked 71 undergraduates to evaluate 
different writing samples. The researchers had systematically altered the language in 
these samples to create "moderately complex" and "highly complex" versions of each, 
creating the most complex version by replacing every noun, verb and adjective with the 
longest possible synonym.

Did the more complex versions sound more sophisticated to the students? Not at all. As 
the complexity of the sample increased, the students' estimations of the author's 
intelligence declined.

Clarity is expertise. And simplicity -- expressing yourself in the fewest possible words 



and syllables -- is a key to clarity.

If you welcome their findings, by the way, you probably will love the title to their paper 
summarizing their research: "Consequences of Erudite Vernacular Utilized Irrespective 
of Necessity: Problems with Using Long Words Needlessly."

Keep it simple, keep it short.

(A related note on the The Atlantic's title. For years it called itself The Atlantic 
Monthly. Six syllables -- two syllables too many to imprint well. And to make their new 
name appear even shorter, the word "The" is so small that a reader tends to notice only 
the word "Atlantic.") 

How Do Brands Work?
For years, advocates of branding have battled the Empiricists, the group that insists 
that unless they can explain something, it doesn't exist.

I can discuss the The Empiricists with affection. I was one until the mid-1980s. Brands 
could not matter, I thought, because they are too intangible, amorphous, and illogical.

Then came a series of conversion events.

The first was the Pepsi Challenge. These commercials demonstrated that people 
preferred Pepsi to Coke -- by a significant margin. The problem for Pepsi, however, was 
that this preference did not matter. People still bought Coke.

Then Coke decided that Pepsi was right: Pepsi did taste better. What if we make Coke 
taste better? Wouldn't we increase our market share?

The result, of course, was a fiasco: New Coke. Taste testers loved it. But in real life, 
people did not just prefer Old Coke. They demanded it.

The story doesn't end there. Recently, Read Montague, the Director of the Human 
Neuroimaging Lab at Baylor College of Medicine, decided to repeat the Pepsi Challenge 
-- with a twist.

Montague performed the challenge while scanning the brain activity of the tasters. 



Once again, more tasters preferred Pepsi. Their ventral putamens, one of the brain's 
reward centers, especially loved Pepsi; they responded five times stronger than the 
ventral putamens of Coke lovers.

Then Montague added another twist.

He told the subjects which brands they were tasting. Now, the subjects overwhelmingly 
preferred Coke. And their brains acted differently, too. Their medial prefrontal cortexes, 
the portion of our brains strongly involved in our sense of self, fired at intense rates. 
Coke, it appears, strongly links to our sense of self. Not Coke the taste, but Coke the 
very idea: Coke the brand.

This discovery did not surprise people who had been involved in the testing of hair 
restoration products. In controlled tests, 40 percent of Group A reported that Extra 
Strength Rogaine had produced "significant hair gain" for them. Group B had even 
better luck; 60 percent reported hair gain. But Group A had not been given a hair 
restoration product. They were a control group! They 'd been handed a vial of oil and 
water. Yet they saw hair! The brand name attached to their vial convinced them that it 
would grow hair, and so it did -- even though it didn't.

Even before the Pepsi Challenge, there was an earlier commercial that should have 
quieted the Empiricists. Those classic spots for Folgers freeze-dried coffee took 
television viewers to famous American restaurants, where an on-screen announcer said 
that we were in the famous San Francisco restaurant the Blue Fox, and that the diners 
had just finished their coffee.

"And what they don't know," the announcer told us, "is that the coffee they've been 
drinking. . .is Folgers Crystals." The announcer then asked the diner what she thought 
of her coffee.

"Fabulous," she said, as did the men and women in other famous restaurants across the 
country. Freeze-dried coffee is fabulous? Not now, not then, not ever..

But the coffee tasted fabulous, of course, because it was from the Blue Fox. The Blue 
Fox must serve great coffee. And so it was -- even though it wasn't.

Even the Empiricists must realize this now: Brands do not just attract people. They 
change how they think -- and feel.

How is your brand doing? 



Understanding 
processing power
Several prospective clients appeared at our doors last year carrying massive 
albatrosses: their companies' names.

We reacted much as we had to a recent Star Tribune article noting that St. Paul had 
retained a firm to create a brand for the city. Among that firm's proud accomplishments 
was its theme "Where culture and creativity come together" for Lansing, Michigan -- 
not a likely destination for any traveler craving a day in museums and a night at the 
symphony.

In each case, the creators of these names and themes succumbed to the DeNiro Error, 
an error with which every modern moviegoer is painfully familiar -- illustrated vividly in 
DeNiro's nearly excellent directorial debut in The Good Shepherd.

Leaving the theater after that movie, my wife Christine phoned our son Brooks. He 
naturally asked "How was the movie?" "Well," she replied, "complex."

A couple walking immediately behind her said in unison, "That's it -- that's the perfect 
word!" -- just before a woman in front of us turned around to say the same thing, and 
just minutes after our bright 12-year-old son Cole turned to me as the theater lights 
came up and said, "I think I got about a third of it."

Robert DeNiro, like so many communicators, knew what he wanted to say. But like 
virtually all communicators today, he assumed too much of his audience. Like the 
company executives who burden their enterprises with five-syllable names and city 
leaders who choose thirteen-syllable slogans, DeNiro misunderstands processing 
power -- specifically, the modern brain's ability to absorb and remember complex 
information.

This error reflects our failure to realize that while information continues -- we live not in 
the Age of Information, but the Era of Overinformation -- our brains have not evolved 
beyond those of our ancestors in the Fertile Crescent, whose lives were comparatively 
information-free: no newspapers, books, television or radio.

In an age of overinformation, only the simple survive.

It's worth noting one vivid example: the most famous and memorable formula in the 



history of science has just five symbols: E=MC?. And it's also revealing that for 
decades, few people knew about, understood, or made the considerable effort needed to 
understand "gravitationally completely collapsed objects." That all that changed, 
however, when one astronomer devised a vivid shorthand for those objects: he dubbed 
them "black holes."

We can process only so much information. Give us too much and we divert our 
attention to things we can understand.

Are your communications attracting people -- or unwittingly diverting them?

Are you "Just Do It?" -- or "Where Culture and Creativity Come Together?"

Are you Intelligent Search Incorporated -- or Google?

Are you The Godfather -- or The Good Shepherd?

Are prospects shaking your hands -- or their heads?

Get simpler.



The Decline and Rise 
of the Word
Venturing through a well-regarded clinic yesterday, I paused to consider its apparent 
values statement.

I made it a point to recall the six attributes it mentioned.

I remember Joy, Stewardship, Learning, and...it might have been Excellence, maybe Care, 
and...

"Stewardship" I remember because it's that slight anomaly, the "new cliche." Cliches 
almost always are old, but sometimes a word catches on and becomes a cliche while the 
word is still in its infancy -- and that's the case with stewardship.

To test it, ask yourself, how inspired are you by the thought of being a steward? Are 
you sure you know what a steward is? Do you sometimes wonder if it's like a shepherd, 
but involves more indoor work?

Joy? That's not too bad in a company, especially one that deals with life and death -- 
which means they suffer many unjoyous moments, too.

Learning? I have to like that because we encouraged a client to use that in its values 
statement, not least of all because in its industry -- automobiles -- learning is 
indispensable but often overlooked.

The other three -- three of the six I made it a point to remember?

I forget.

This happens because communicators still fail to realize that what they say is not what 
gets heard -- not least of all because unless you say something in a way that resonates, 
it slips off us like mercury on Teflon.

Microsoft refuses to believe this. It has decided to amaze the world with its new Vista 



operating system, a system so good and so new that the only word that captures its 
magic is....Wow.

Now Wow will work, if Vista truly is Wow. But it isn't. Reviewers see it as a virtual clone 
of what Apple introduced years ago. Gadgets copies Mac's Widgets right down to the 
last five letters of its name. Translucent windows, live thumbnails, search boxes in every 
Explorer window -- right off Apple's OS X Tiger. Speech recognition? That's almost 11 
years old.

What will be the consequence? The next time Microsoft touts something as "pretty 
neat," many prospects will ignore them. Their wordsmiths are going to need to work 
every weekend to try to overcome this, and followers of computer marketing will be 
overcome by deja vu, reminded of how desperately IBM had to work -- almost a decade 
-- to overcome the backlash against the undelivered promises of it hyperbolic Charlie 
campaign.

As marketers destroy the meaning of words like "unique" (no wonder people today feel 
compelled to say "most unique," which one day soon will be replaced by "truly the 
most unique"), and as people seem less skilled at using them, it not only becomes 
necessary, but profitable, to find words that stop us and stay with us for days.

"Wow" won't work. "Insanely great," Apple's mantra for several years, does. It's odd, 
yet credible to virtually every Apple user.

"The tightest ship in the shipping business" works. It's uncommon, and wonderfully 
rhythmic. "A commitment to excellence" doesn't work; it's so shopworn you want to 
throw it in the wash.

"Finger-licking good" works. It's uncommon, and sensory. You can see and feel 
yourself licking that chicken smell off your fingers.

"A 50-year tradition" -- and any variation on it? No. It's common, and meaningless, and 
it's not about helping me, it's just touting the company's survival.

"The ultimate driving machine" worked because no one had ever called cars "driving 
machines." The expression was new, and therefore uncommon. "The ultimate 
automobile" never would have worked -- even for Lamborghini. "Ultimate automobile" 
is old and ordinary; it sounds like someone decided at the last minute they needed a 
slogan, and slapped that on as the ad was heading out the agency's door.



"Chicken Soup" books sell like hotcakes; "Inspiration for" books sell about 10,000 
copies, tops. Chicken Soup is sensory; you can see it and taste it. Inspiration? What 
does it look like?

A Guide to Modern Marketing might sell 10,000 copies tops, too. The same book called 
Selling the Invisible sold enough to help fund two American wars.

What's in words that work?

Simplicity: Clear, clean, quick -- our minds haven't the time for more.

Freshness: Our eyes are are drawn to things they've never seen.

Believability: Which is why "we're the best" claims never work, but "we're number two" 
worked magic.

Sensoriness: Ideally, we can see what you're saying -- "Kiwi" works but "fruit" doesn't. 
And beyond sight, appealing to taste (Red Pepper), touch (Black Velvet), or a 
distinctive sound (the always-funny "Ew" in Google and Yahoo!). "Laughter," which 
you can see and hear works. Happiness, which is harder to see and impossible to hear, 
doesn't.

Do your words work?

According to customers today, only 15% of companies communicate clearly. Never 
mind "well," never mind "memorably" -- "clearly." Everyone can communicate better -- 
and without question, the rewards are huge.

Find the words that work.

Why Good is Best 
And Best is Bad
Every husband and wife knows this: human beings are not rational.

Knowing this is critical to being a good marketer, but only if you understand a related 
point:

Humans are irrational -- but in ways you can predict.



Consider, as evidence, the good/better/best/paradox:

Three miles south of downtown Minneapolis, turn right on Lake Street, and drive almost 
nine-tenths of mile, and look right to see a famous site: the restaurant that once served 
the best breakfast in the world.

Until January of this year, the Calhoun Grill promised you just such a meal, on a banner 
in front of the restaurant the width and height of semi-truck. Driving up to the Grill, you 
expected to see lines of people standing in the cold outside.

But there never were lines outside -- or inside -- until lunch. Starting around noon, 
however, you had to give your name to the greeter...and wait.

Why didn't people want the World's Best Breakfast, but craved a lunch the restaurant 
owners did not even advertise?

Decades ago, advertising legend David Ogilvy observed that marketers spend too much 
time trying to prove they are the superior choice. "You can accomplish far more," 
Ogilvy observed, "simply by convincing people that you are positively good."

Ogilvy never explained his comment or offered proof, and many people reading it 
paused, furrowed their brows and moved on. But Ogilvy was right. People want 
positively good. Telling them you're better than your competitors actually repels them -- 
partly because you claim is immodest, but also because it reminds them they have a 
choice.

What do we do when we have several choices? We become paralyzed. Choices make us 
worry about making a bad choice. As every good clothing salesperson knows, show a 
man a nice pair of black shoes and he will buy them. Show him four nice pairs, however, 
and there's a good chance he will leave empty-handed.

Researchers at Stanford discovered this too. If they offered grocery store buyers the 
choice of one or two strawberry jams, the buyers picked one. Given multiple choices, 
however, they chose none.

Doctors behave identically. They will recommend one proven medication 72% of the 
time. If they have multiple options for that medication, however, they actually prescribe 
nothing -- nothing -- 52% of the time.



Presented with several good choices, we make no choices.

This explains why "best breakfasts" and other claims of superiority backfire. "Best" 
means "among many," and makes you fear making the wrong choice among many. The 
more options you face, in fact, the more fearful you become -- which is why many of 
you haven't replaced your obsolete, frustrating, and provably crappy DVD player.

The inexperienced sales or marketing person asks you to compare; the effective ones 
remove any basis for comparison. They don't sell you that theirs is better; they show 
you theirs is different.

The new salesmen touts "We're the better law firm." The experienced one emphasizes, 
"We're not a law firm. We're a specialty Intellectual Property practice."

We're not investment managers, the experienced head of business development insists. 
We're a family office.

We're not a cola, Seven-Up insisted. We're the uncola.

We're not a computer, Apple stressed. We're the uncomputers, the machines for people 
who hate computers.

We're not a coffee shop, Starbucks stresses. We're "the third place," the place you 
gather when you're not at work or at home.

Tell me that you're better and you ask me to compare you to others.

Tell me you're different, and you stand alone.

Decades ago, buyers at Macy's Department Store in New York ventured into the 
storeroom and discovered enough terry cloth to dry off Manhattan. They immediately 
began considering how they might liquidate this excess: two for one, free gift with 
purchase, Special This Week Only!

But the problem with all those strategies is that each involved selling towels -- and 
towels in department stores are more plentiful than shells on beaches. With so many 
towels to choose from, a towel buyer is more likely than not to choose the wrong one.

Fortunately, a Macy's employee named Bernice Fitzgibbon knew that she couldn't sell 
"better towels." But she could sell "untowels"; a form of terry cloth so different that the 



term towel simply was not apt.

These were not towels, she told New Yorkers in these memorable ads. They were 
"blotters," the oversized towels popular in Europe that served a different purpose.

Why buy just another towel from among many when you could have a blotter?

Why indeed?

Macy's blotters flew out the downtown store as if they had heard someone shout 
"Fire!"

So as a great breakfast suggests and a blotter proves, better isn't good, and best isn't 
better -- as irrational as that seems. Only different is better -- and it's much, much better.

Talking to The New Brain
In this age of faster, faster, faster, how do you explain baseball, and all those spectators 
watching -- for two-and-a-half hours?

Perhaps even more surprising, how do you explain 300 people listening to a speaker on 
a stage for two hours, without averting their eyes?

Now explore that further, and study the faces of those people. They look completely 
engaged and utterly content.

Why?

Because people so rarely experience these moments of single focus on a simple thing, 
and that feeling -- our zen-like moment of connection to one thing -- delights them.

Consider our constant alternative: enduring the siege of words and images. Watch CNN 
financial news, for example. A dark-suited anchor person is talking -- fairly quickly. 
Meanwhile, words like "Dow drops on IBM earnings report" race across the bottom of 
the screen. At the top of your screen, abbreviations and numbers race by, too, showing 
the up-to-that-second prices of the most active stocks. You spot the time in the upper 
right hand corner, the temperature in the left, and sometimes a list of upcoming stories 
on the right -- viewing as multitasking.



Meanwhile, you're scanning your local newspaper and checking your voice mails, while 
Norah Jones sings in the background and your daughter croons in the foreground, 
"Can you play with me now?"

After you're done, go check golf on the CBS website. On just the portion of that site 
that fits your screen, there are 59 different links you can hit. If you want to check the 
scores for the Masters, you notice there are at least two links to "scoreboard" -- is one 
scoreboard perhaps more detailed than the other? Maybe there's some good 
information on one of those links. But how can you know, or even know you've noticed 
all the links that might interest you?

Welcome to the Age of Way Too Much.

And what is the almost inevitable result of too much information screaming for our 
attention?

But of course. When did you first hear of attention deficit disorder -- and why was it not 
more than 15 years ago? Was there no ADD in 1980? Or was it just not an epidemic yet?

What caused the epidemic? Did our species suddenly start selecting for a gene that 
predisposes humans to deficient attention? Or did the world change, and the cascades 
of images and words so overwhelm so many that ADD became not just a diagnosis, but 
a description of our culture?

In a world of people who cannot concentrate, how do you get and keep their attention?

Ask baseball, and then ask the speaker. They have three critical things in common.

The first is pace; rather than the adagio pace of modern life, baseball and the speaker 
move more at the rhythm of a lullaby. As the term implies, each "lulls" you into 
attention.

The game and the speaker are simple. The pitcher throws, the batter swings; just follow 
the ball and you can follow the game. The speaker reduces his images to one (himself) 
and no more than one additional one -- a phone, an orange, a chair used as a prop. You 
don't need to work to focus your attention; it's clear where to put it. You are blissfully, 
delightfully undistracted.

The game and the speaker manage to compel the attention of their audiences, and the 



audience's reaction isn't "Can you speed this up?" Unsaid, their words, expressed from 
the content that their faces and entire bodies convey, are "Thanks!"

And finally, each is a story. Baseball, in fact, is a collection of them. Can Jaret return 
from that painful surgery? Can the Cardinals overcome the death of their young relief 
pitcher? Can Dave endure whatever has thrown him into his 0-for-21 slump? Will the 
new kid from up north finally achieve his dreams, and ours for him?

The skilled speaker does not speak, but weave -- a collection of stories whose context 
makes us understand. The ordinary speaker describes or explains, but the spellbinder 
demonstrates, with stories -- and we sit, riveted, as human beings always have in the 
presence of stories, well-told.

Slow it down, make it simple, weave a story. All of that will help you cut through the 
clutter, so much of which is of our own making. 

A Revolution of Rising Expectations
Item
Eighty percent of companies surveyed by Bain & Company said they deliver a 
"superior experience" to their customers.

Did the customers agree? Not at all. They said that only eight percent of companies 
delivered a superior experience.

Item
Customer expectations increased over five percent in the first three months of 2005 
alone, according to a survey by Brand Keys, a New York research firm--and there is 
considerable evidence that this phenomenon is worldwide.   At the same time, services 
failed to keep pace. While expectations of mobile phones and long distance providers 
increased ten and eight percent respectively, the ability of companies in those 
industries to meet those needs fell 18 and 22 percent. 

Implications
The Lake Wobegon Effect remains real. Humans are prone to Overconfidence Bias: we 
consistently think we are better than we are. That assumption, and the complacency it 
encourages, explains why companies everywhere are failing to satisfy people's growing 



demands.

If you're doing what you did last year, you're doing worse. Satisfaction is the gap 
between your performance and people's expectations of it, and expectations across all 
industries have risen. That means that unless you have done something to improve, 
your clients feel less satisfied today than they felt a year ago.

You cannot copy the best services in your industry. As an industry declines, you might 
assume that customers would adjust their expectations downward. Airline customers, 
for example, presumably would adjust to the airlines' decades of problems by simply 
expecting less. But they haven't; airlines' abilities to meet customer expectations fell 
over 21 percent.

What does this mean? Customers do not measure companies like yours against your 
competitors. They measure you against the best providers: Jet Blue, Starbucks, Federal 
Express and Four Seasons Hotels. If a coffee shop staffed by kids overcharging us for 
coffee can deliver a superior experience, customers have decided, why can't everyone?

Two recommendations
Do anything. The problem with so many service initiatives is that they are months in 
the planning, discussion and refinement. By the end of this ordeal, the zealots are 
exhausted. If the company actually gets past this to the stage of executing, they commit 
the next mistake: they prescribe too much. Handed the long list of changes, and 
calculating the time they have simply to get through their to-do's each day, employees 
put off until tomorrow. Don't make the task impossible. Suggest just one or two changes 
at a time.

Involve the Alphas. If your top executives aren't involved and cheerleading your service 
improvement initiative, most employees will decide that the initiative doesn't matter. 
Involve the top immediately; don't even move to execution until you have.


