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Deepthi Prakash, Chief Operating Officer, 
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‘A book every senior exec should buy and distribute around the business development team. It covers all scenarios and shares winning applicable tips that make the pitch a lot more insightful, structured and successful. Super smart.’
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FOREWORD



Pitching is easy, isn’t it?


‘Sierra Echo niner-seven-six Charlie Foxtrot, you are cleared to land at Helsingborg.’ We could hear the chatter between our pilot and the control tower over the headsets we’d been given on our twenty-minute chopper ride across the Sound between Denmark and Sweden. Three days before we’d been invited to come and meet the owners of the nicotine-replacement therapy chewing gum Nicorette. The meeting was scheduled for one hour, just after lunch and there were three of us from our company in London – Michael, the irascible head of our international division; a strategist called Mark; and David, the co-author of this book. The management team greeted us hospitably and we took them through our fifteen-minute presentation – all verbal, no slides – which outlined our observations and thoughts on how to launch the gum in the UK. We could see that they were intrigued by the insights we’d generated from research groups over the intervening seventy-two hours and that they had fallen in love with our strategist (he was brilliant that day). After our presentation, they put their heads together and quietly consulted each other for a minute. Then they looked up at us across the table and said: ‘We like what you have told us. We would like to proceed with you. Can we talk terms?’ David and Mark discreetly left the room – this was a commercial conversation and only one person on our team could make that call: Michael.


Ten minutes later, Michael emerged, looking stunned. Silently, we walked to the helipad and got in. As the rotors began spinning and we slid the headsets over our ears, Michael mouthed, ‘A quarter of a million pounds!’ As we rose into the air, and as Helsingborg disappeared into the distance, the three of us dissolved into laughter and smiles. ‘This pitching lark’s easy, isn’t it?’ Mark beamed. ‘I don’t know why you make all that fuss over it, David.’


If you’re lucky, you’ll get one experience like this in a lifetime of pitching. When it happens, it’s unforgettable. The rest of the time, you make your own luck. Here’s how.










PART I



PRE-PITCH


‘Victory loves preparation’


SENECA










CHAPTER 1



What is a pitch?


We pitch all the time – our ideas, vision, skills, products and services. We pitch for money, support, time, partnership and attention. We pitch to venture capitalists, private equity, clients, would-be-clients, partners and colleagues. Even to friends and family. Pitching is a vital business and life skill and full of drama – as the TV programmes The Apprentice and Dragons’ Den can testify.


This book is not about being the Pied Piper of Hamelin where you put people under a spell and they all follow you as though in a trance. A pitch brings people around to your way of seeing the world, gets people to support that view and accompany you on the journey to where you are trying to get to. But it also needs to take into consideration what they want, where they are going.


We believe in cooperation. In our human desire to progress and find a way to do something together – to be part of something, to have a sense of belonging. The other party has to feel free that it is their decision. You have to know who you’re talking to, what they need, what you need, and where you overlap. Because persuasion isn’t about getting what you want at any cost. It’s about getting what you want in a way that leaves both of you better off.


Here’s an example of what we mean. When the film director Richard Attenborough didn’t like the way an actor was delivering a scene and wanted them to play it differently, he would talk them through how he envisioned the scene and ask them to try it that way. But after he expressed his preference, he always said, ‘Of course, it’s entirely up to you!’ He gave them a choice. And by giving them a choice he allowed them to feel agency in the decision – enough agency not to feel coerced. And, every time, the actor tried it. Every time, it was better. Attenborough always got his own way. But the actors felt they’d made the decision.


The stakes are often very high: ‘Will you marry me?’ ‘Will you be my partner?’ ‘Will you give me the job?’ ‘Will you join my team?’ ‘Will you give me your business?’ ‘Will you invest in my enterprise?’ Pitching and persuasion are what make our worlds go round. So you need to be good at it when it matters.


This little playbook of persuasion will help you to pitch with structure and confidence. Whether you are chasing a big business deal, securing investment, winning votes or simply persuading your family to go on a holiday adventure, this book will help you win.


You will save time and money, and avoid frustration, by learning a smarter way to pitch. Each section tells you what to do and how to do it, with practical checklists to keep you on track. It will help you not only win but also ‘live happily ever after’.










CHAPTER 2



Planning the basics


First, don’t get the basics wrong. Any pitch will fail if you do. We have seen it time and time again.


If you stick to several basic principles and don’t deviate from them, then you have a much greater chance of winning.


But everywhere we go, we see people pitching wrong; people professing they want to win and then doing everything they can to prevent that. They waste time, start late and get sidetracked. They do things last minute and fail to rehearse. Then they wonder why they lose. Without good methods and practical tools, pitching gets chaotic and victory becomes far too random.


Everyone wants to nail the big idea. They rush to the solution as it’s the interesting bit. But very few think about the basics.


We win a pitch because we make an impression. When we lose, it is seldom because of a grand critical error. Even the best pitches die by banal blunders, by small, stupid mistakes. You’ll never get everyone to love the same thing, but what turns people off is almost universal. Disappointment often follows a familiar script.


So, before you dive into the interesting stuff, take a moment to make sure you are not screwing up on the simple stuff. Don’t give your client an easy reason to say no.


1. Show your enthusiasm from the very beginning – demonstrate it, don’t just say it


You’ve been invited to pitch, asked for a proposal or just given a chance to talk – so act like it matters. Thank them right away. Show you’re excited and that you know this is important, both to you and for them. Show that you’re eager, because enthusiasm makes a good impression and sets the tone for real partnership.


For example, when we turn up to a first meeting with a new business prospect, we always open our notebook so the client can see our preparatory notes for the meeting. That way, they know that we have thought about this meeting, prepared questions to ask and specific information we think they might want to know. And we write down what they tell us – not just so we remember what they say, but to signal to them that what they are saying is valuable.


Clients love to talk. Let them talk and be visibly fascinated.


Here’s another illustration of the need to exhibit enthusiasm rather than merely say it. We were pitching for the global business of UPS, the logistics giant. One of UPS’s board members had a sit-down for thirty minutes with our CEO. We asked for a debrief of the conversation and heard that the UPS executive had said to our CEO, ‘It’s such a shame you cannot find time in your diary for a visit to WorldPort.’


WorldPort was the throbbing heart of UPS’s parcel distribution network, more advanced than any competitor’s logistics operation. It was the company’s pride and joy.


Our CEO hadn’t thought any more about the comment but we immediately instructed him to find the time and get to WorldPort as soon as possible. Why? Because, reading between the lines of what the board executive had said was a coded message: ‘You’ve lost the pitch’.


She meant: ‘If you don’t go to see WorldPort, you won’t understand our business and so won’t be able to help us – however clever you are.’


Our CEO found the time and we won. Clients love their product. You should love it too, and show you love it. Let your actions show your enthusiasm, not just your words.



2. Meet the client



There is an old saying: familiarity breeds contempt. Not in pitching. In pitching it’s the opposite: familiarity breeds favourability. Fit in as many meetings as possible. You are not pitching in a vacuum. Pitching involves personalities and for chemistry to occur between personalities, for them to get on the same wavelength, they need to spend time together. So get in front of the clients, see how they react, and find out their attitudes, strategies, beliefs, hopes, fears and prejudices. Even pre-sell your solution before the big presentation.


It seems obvious, yet again and again we see people plunging into the brief and brainstorming solutions instead of scheduling meetings with clients. If they won’t meet with you, then you’re probably wasting your time – they don’t care about finding the best solution. Either your competitor has an inside track and is meeting them covertly or you are in a lottery where it’s anyone’s guess what the right answer is. Pull out. No one has the time and money to waste on a lottery.


We’ve seen companies walk away from pitches because the client wouldn’t meet with them. More often than not, the client calls back and agrees to have the meeting. (Suddenly they agree to the pitch on your terms.) Remember: clients are people, too. Sometimes they can be difficult. It’s okay to push back and ask them what’s more important: the process or getting the best result.


3. Dobble- and triple-checke everything


See what we did there? If you didn’t notice the typos in the sub-heading above (and not everyone will), you need to run your written output past someone else who does spot that sort of detail.


We’ve seen management summaries from CEOs to prospective clients which contain multiple spelling mistakes. Do you think the full submission gets read if the letter hasn’t even been spell-checked? No. Please – it’s not difficult. Nowadays, there are so many tools to help you make sure your text is at least grammatically correct.


Check people’s names and brand names multiple times. This is basic good manners. No one questions showing up in a clean shirt and knowing how to behave at the dinner table. It is the same with spelling, names, titles, pronouns, dietary requirements etc. Getting these little things wrong breaks the relationship before you even start.


4. Appearance


It’s understood that in most business environments, dress standards are usually informal. But that doesn’t excuse a careless approach to how you present yourself. Aim to be appropriately presented. (As a rule of thumb, be the smartest person you’ll meet today.) We’ve been in situations where we had to run to the nearest shop for a clean shirt or hunt down an iron to make sure the team looked presentable. Think through your outfit carefully if you’re on camera. Far too many people don’t consider their lighting, their background, what others on their team are wearing, their distance from the camera or their sound level. And many people forget they are on camera. So when they’re not talking, they lapse into low-energy mode: their facial expression drops and they look tired, or they work off two screens and fail to make eye contact, or they eat during the meeting so the other participants can only see the top of their head as they tuck in.


You’re putting on a show: you need to be at your best. You’re ‘on TV’ so be self-aware.


You also need to clarify the client’s rules and expectations about the pitch delivery early on. Sometimes clients mention the date of the presentation, but do not tell you the specifics or the format. How much time will you get? What room and with what technology? Will it be in real life or online or hybrid? Will technical support be available? Can you get into the room early? Know what you’re aiming at and what to expect.


5. Arrive early


Not on time or just in time. It’s a tiny detail, but it saves you in so many situations. It’s always a good mindset for important meetings and pitches to plan for what could go wrong. Because the truth is, what can go wrong will go wrong. Trains get delayed. Airlines lose your baggage. Someone might spill coffee on you, and you will need to change at the last minute.


If nothing goes wrong, those extra ten minutes are still important. They allow you to settle in, get a feel for the space and get into a calm state of mind. Even in your own office, things might be slightly different on a big day – new people, different setup. You will have time to notice and rearrange it for the better. Those extra few minutes will always give you an advantage.


Live by the adage: five minutes early is ten minutes late.


6. Bring in an outsider


Outsiders prevent groupthink and speak truth to power. We always recommend the involvement of an outsider. It doesn’t have to be an expensive consultant who specialises in pitching. Often, it’s enough to ask colleagues from another department, a friendly client, a good acquaintance or even a family member to cast fresh eyes over the pitch.


We’re all creatures of habit. Just as we get dressed the same way in the morning, take the same route to work and grab coffee from the same café, we follow many habits at work too. We get so used to our routines that we often become blind to other ways of doing things. A fresh set of eyes from someone who isn’t stuck in your routine can bring very useful improvements:


• at the outset when they can give a fresh perspective on the task


• as an expert to share relevant experience and speed things up


• as a proofreader or ghostwriter for important documentation


• to ask hard – or simple – questions the team might not think of


• to act as devil’s advocate and challenge thinking


• to rehearse the presentation, sharpen what’s being said and tell you when you’re using terminology that others won’t understand


We advised one of the largest accounting firms on their pitch for a special government commission. Being accountants, their pitch was full of technical jargon, complicated financial formulae and multiple three-letter acronyms. We pointed out that the panel adjudicating the pitch was made up of some accountants, but mainly of trade union representatives, a life peer with no track record in business and an HR specialist – people who wouldn’t understand 90 per cent of what was being presented. This meant our client would fail to connect with them and lose their votes. We rewrote the pitch in plain language and focused on the things that would be important to these people.


Another thing that you may discuss with an outsider is the bigger picture of what’s happening in the organisation or the industry. We are sure you know a lot about it yourself but it’s always good to have a different perspective. For instance, how the time of the year, industry events or political situation may affect your client’s state of mind. Sometimes pitching in December feels entirely different from pitching in January or in August.


7. Emotions


Your emotions are a huge asset – one of the most crucial business resources there is. And even though business books talk about them all the time, we still tend to put ‘emotions’ somewhere under the title of wellbeing. We tick that box and feel good, thinking, ‘We care about the mental and emotional health of our people.’ Yet, it’s your emotions that truly convince others. It’s the level of your own belief that inspires people. People buy conviction.


Emotions drive you and your team towards victory. Ask any Olympic champion how important a winning mindset is to actually winning. Talk to actors, musicians or anyone who steps on stage. Do they just show up at the right place and time, or do they prepare themselves emotionally before they go out there?


Emotions may also lead to making mistakes. When people feel distracted, scared to speak out, defensive or down, this shows up in their behaviour and affects their decision making.


So check in with your own and your team’s emotions regularly.


8. Be organised


The big thing is to start now. Far too many people sit on the pitch assignment and let hours, days and weeks go by before they give it the attention it needs. Things start shifting or don’t go as planned, other priorities assert themselves and we end up working on the presentation the night before the final pitch meeting. Sound familiar?


Plan your pitch preparation right from the start and all the way to the end – and even beyond the end, to post-presentation follow-up. Even if it’s just you involved (it’s even easier then), block out dates and times in your calendar for each stage of preparation – for internal team meetings as well as interactions with the clients. You have very limited time. You must use every minute to your advantage. Yes, you’ve got urgent emails from other clients; colleagues are demanding your attention; you are needed in ten places at once. You cannot let these things get in the way. A pitch is a very unforgiving mistress.


Organise diaries. Send out meeting invitations, decide in advance which ones will be online and which in person, and where they’ll take place. Set aside time for planning, gathering materials, developing and prepping, discussions, and at least three practice runs. If it’s a written tender, swap rehearsals for final read-throughs. You can always cancel if you do not need one meeting or another, but get it in everyone’s schedule first.


9. Discipline


Be honest with yourself. Can you plan every step and also follow through without delay? Can you stick to deadlines and show up on time for meetings? If you know this isn’t your strong suit, find someone who’s better at it to help keep you on track.


It’s like agreeing to go for a morning run with a friend. You know that when it’s freezing and raining outside, you’ll hit the snooze button on your alarm, roll over and go back to sleep. But then, five minutes later, your phone rings: ‘Where are you? I’m standing outside your door getting soaked!’ You get up immediately. (Of course, you need to pick the right friend for that job.)


Good discipline, being systematic and being methodical will make pitching so much more enjoyable and effective. When your system kicks in and the pitch process runs on rails, everything is easier. And the more you pitch, the easier it gets.






CHECKLIST



□ Enthusiastic ‘thank you’ email, letter, phone call.


□ Run spelling, grammar and punctuation checks.


□ Make sure you have spare clothes, stationery, computer cables etc.


□ Assume that whatever can go wrong will go wrong.


□ Block in your meetings (particularly those with clients) to arrive fifteen minutes early. Allow for bad traffic, train delays and other unforeseen circumstances.


□ Bring in an outsider to notice your bad habits, sense check, ask questions, challenge.


□ Assess your emotional resources.


□ Monitor your level of ‘winning’ positive emotions.


□ Plan activities to boost your positive emotions and energy levels and those of your team – especially just prior to meeting the client.
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