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Most of us, if we‟re honest, put having difficult conversations near the very bottom 

of our to-do list. If you‟re like me it‟s probably next to „lose weight‟ or „get fitter‟  and 

dealt with the same conviction: poorly and inconsistently.  

Like most things we put off, there is a 

very good reason for it: we dread 

upsetting people or things not going the 

way we want. Sound familiar? Well, you‟re 

in good company. 

 

I have got better at having „difficult 

conversations‟ over the last few years but 

still struggled until I came across a model 

that is being used in one organisation 

that has learnt the value of putting these 

conversations at the heart of its agenda. 

And, like most things in life, with a bit of 

structure and practice, I have actually 

started to enjoy those conversations that 

I used to find challenging.  

A difficult conversation... 

 

So, why do we find conversations so 

challenging and difficult? Well, there 

seem to be several factors that contribute 

to this. For example: high stakes, strong 

emotions and opposing views. Most 

difficult conversations have somebody 

involved who is potentially sensitive to 

the subject being dealt with and it‟s 

usually because they have something to 

lose. Strong emotion is also usually 

involved and often we believe that 

somebody could get upset or angry. And 

often very different opinions and 

perspectives are involved. Each or all of 

these factors can be present which make 

them so challenging. 

 

So, what can we do to improve things and 

prepare ourselves?      

 

The main thing is to do some planning in 

advance. By asking yourself the right 

questions you can ensure that important 

issues affecting both parties are 

considered while improving the chances 

of a successful outcome. Another by-

product of planning is that it seems to 

deal with fear. Ok, it doesn‟t get rid of it 

completely but, in my experience, it does 

get rid of the sense of dread and panic 

that often results in putting things off.    

 

The following is a list of questions with 

examples to help guide you. If you are 

able to answer them in this order it will 

put you in good shape beforehand. 

 

Question 1. – What is my intention 

(outcome)? This is the most important 

question. It means that you can hold the 

bigger picture which is often lost when 

there is a potential conflict nearby. It also 

gives a sense of purpose to the 

conversation, which is always useful.  

 

 

 

(Continued on page 2) 
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Let‟s take the example of a boss who had 

to conduct a performance conversation 

with a member of their team who is 

struggling to meet expectations at the 

beginning of their career.  

 

If you were planning the conversation from 

the boss‟s perspective, your purpose could 

be to offer maximum support for your 

direct report while also stressing the 

importance of needing to meet 

performance criteria. By having a purpose 

which is „supportive‟ you are more likely to 

sound so which will build trust with your 

direct report.     

 

Question 2 – How differently do we see 

the problem? Often both parties have very 

different views when it comes to a 

situation so it really is important to check 

this. If you can see the other person‟s view 

then you are far more likely to get a 

successful outcome.  

 

Building on the example 

above you could check in 

with your team member and 

clarify their understanding of 

what constitutes good and 

bad performance.  

 

Then you can share your 

understanding and point out 

if there is any difference. 

 

Question 3 – What is 

important to the other 

person? When there are high 

stakes and strong emotions 

involved it is very easy to 

forget this.  

 

Far too often we are consumed by our own 

interests and concerns and this can easily 

make a bad situation worse. If you are able 

to find their motives then it makes it easier 

to diffuse the situation. Finding out what 

matters to people can also help motivate 

them.  And, maybe more importantly, you 

can then find areas of alignment too.  

 

Question 4 – What is the actual ‘data’? 

And what judgments am I holding about 

this?  When we find people challenging we 

often put a load of judgments on them 

that are inaccurate.  While this is a 

perfectly human thing to do, it only makes 

the situation more challenging for both of 

you. Maybe you think your employee is 

unmotivated or lazy. Well, what‟s the data 

and is there another way of interpreting it? 

If you don‟t check this out with them you 

can often antagonise without knowing it. 

 

Question 5 – What’s my opening and 

close? Openings are really important as 

they crucially set the emotional tone for 

the conversation. How do you want to 

begin? A good way is to acknowledge the 

person for something you‟ve seen them do 

that you appreciated. You may have 

noticed the extra work that your direct 

report put into an urgent pitch. By noticing 

in this way, it makes people feel seen and 

builds trust. Closing is important too. What 

are you both agreeing to do now? What are 

the next steps? Some clarity on these 

points will ensure that a successful 

outcome is maintained.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

A good conversation…. 

 

Finally, don‟t forget that while all this 

preparation is critical – it is still important 

to find the right time and the right place to 

have the conversation. Good luck! 
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Win (or lose) the pitch off the 

pitch 

The West Coast rail line tender was for a 

15-year franchise to run the trains 

between London and Glasgow, and it was 

won with a bid of £13bn, beating the 

second placed bid of £11bn by Virgin 

Group into a cocked hat.  

 

Sir Richard Branson squealed loudly 

immediately after the bid was awarded, 

claiming it would be impossible for First 

Group to pay what it claimed it could, and 

that as a result the franchise would go 

bust and we‟d all be in the poo, and have 

to catch a bus or plane instead. We are 

scheduled to run out of trains just before 

Christmas, or pay the incumbent, Virgin 

Trains, a fat fortune to carry on beyond 

their contract end date.  

Virgin Trains will run a little longer. 

 

Despite all this white noise and smoke I 

am going to write about winning and 

losing pitches „off the pitch‟. 

 

The normal government tender process 

involves pitches less and less, instead 

preferring more and more tender 

documentation. But in the private sector, 

and in the public sector where human 

professional skills services are required, 

pitches are still the main diet for clients. 

 

Actually the debacle over this rail franchise   

only serves to highlight my subject, which 

is to offer some insights about winning (or 

losing) a pitch before it has happened, and 

to share some of the reasons why 

focussing on this underestimated area is 

important if you want to win more pitches. 

(If you don‟t, skip to the next article.) 

 

I can give one very big example of this: the 

London Olympic bid. The team here took 

every legal opportunity (bidding is tightly 

regulated now) to meet the IoC voters in 

the months, weeks and days before the 

pitch. It was a key factor in the win. 

 

„Off the pitch‟ means that area of the pitch 

process where you are not in the formal, 

and usually final, phase of winning. It‟s the 

time that is most often before the formal 

pitch, when dialogue, 

meetings, phone calls and 

emails all help to build up 

or complete a picture of 

the supplier in the mind 

of the client.  

 

By the pitch, most clients 

have either made up their 

mind who they want, or at 

least have a pretty clear 

rank order of preferences. 

 

Here are the main areas 

where you can improve 

this key phase of time: 

 

 

Pre-pitch meetings 

First, pre-pitch meetings or phone calls. It 

still staggers me how few times a 

prospective adviser or supplier will even 

ask for such a meeting. This simple act, by 

doing it, can win pitches, and the failure to 

do so can lose a pitch. Only if the rules of 

engagement ban you from doing, so is it 

likely to be the other way round; I should 

know, I suffered just that experience once. 

Thankfully many years ago, and not since. 

 

To start with, just asking for a meeting 

shows interest in the client, and that you 

would like to invest in winning the work.  

    (Continued on page 4) 

Ewan Pearson 
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It is a little odd to be writing about winning pitches when currently we are sur-

rounded by the news that the UK‟s West Coast main line rail franchise tender, 

awarded recently by the UK Government to FirstGroup, has just been recalled. Not 

only is that new contract cancelled, but 3 other tenders have been halted part-way 

through pending the findings of an enquiry. All tenders will have to be restarted. 
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Win (or lose) the pitch off the 

pitch …… continued 

So even if a meeting is not permitted, or 

not possible with diaries or the team, you 

get a point for asking. If you get the 

meeting, then so much the better.  

 

This is a chance to find out many 

vital things, for example: what the 

client wants from you, who they 

want to meet (and not meet), what 

sort of people they (and you) are 

and where their biggest concerns 

lie. It is then so much easier to 

walk in to the pitch and shake 

hands with people you already 

know, and then spend your time on 

what really matters to them.  

 

Too many highly paid professionals 

think they know their client before a pitch, 

when in fact they don‟t. This is arrogance 

or stupidity. Or both. 

 

If the clients are happy to talk, but it is 

impossible to arrange a meeting, then 

arrange a (preferably video) conference 

call. Don‟t just give up and think you can 

meet on the day. Get to know them and 

their concerns. 

 

We role-play pre-pitch meetings and calls 

in workshops, and the learnings are huge, 

whether you are on the adviser side of the 

call, or role-playing the client. It always 

surprises people who role-play clients how 

much they learn about their own firm‟s 

strengths and weaknesses. There, for 

example, you realise just how important it 

is to build real rapport early on.  

 

You have got to prepare well for the 

meeting or call with your questions and 

comments, and at the event be prepared 

to continue asking questions further than 

you thought „polite‟ (a very British 

syndrome we call “self-stopping”) and to 

listen very hard to what they say. 

 

Despite today‟s huge technology advances, 

phone calls are still largely made on poor 

mobile phone or land lines, the call quality 

can be terrible, and a negative effect 

created. So get the technology right and 

keep background noise down for such 

important calls. 

 

Team meetings 

My second major area is team meetings. 

Again, these are either absent or 

unfocussed, yet it‟s not rocket science. It 

is best to have one either side of the pre-

pitch contact, as well as rehearsals. 

A good team pre-pitch meeting 

 

These meetings should focus on: 

(a) sharing what you know about the 

client and their needs around the 

whole team  

(b) Brainstorming why you are an 

excellent fit to their needs and 

different from your peers 

(c) Who should be in the team that goes 

to see the client at the pitch  

(d) What you might say in answer to the 

client‟s tough but predictable 

questions 

(e) Developing the few visual materials 

you need to show in support of your 

case 

(f) Rehearsing at least three times before 

a pitch of any significance. 

(g) The logistics, for example of how you 

get to the pitch meeting a little early 

(never late!), that your business cards 

look the same (and that you all take 

them), who is bringing the printed 

material and the equipment, or 

whether the client is supplying it 

(bring yours anyway, as a backup). 

 

I have had many joyful experiences of 

having pre-pitch interaction go well, and 

sadly too many painful stories from clients 

where off-pitch contact was missed or 

messed up. Whilst you still have to get 

your pitch right, you can be  well 

positioned as prospective pitch winners‟ 

whilst everyone else are the dozers. In a 

world of few differentiators, this may be 

your only one. 

 

Advice 
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So said Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch in his 

inaugural lecture series in Cambridge 

(published in 1916). The expression 

„murder your darlings‟ though has been 

attributed to several authors, including 

William Faulkner, Somerset Maugham and 

Agatha Christie. 

 

Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch  

 

It‟s a provocative statement, and popular 

with advertising agency planners and 

copywriters too, who caution colleagues 

on the perils of verbosity. Well, it makes 

sense when you‟re in the business of 

creating memorable slogans - Nike‟s „Just 

Do It‟ probably being one of the more 

potent and long-lasting examples of these. 

 

„Less is more‟ is a philosophy – if I may 

call it such – that retailers (those in good 

old-fashioned bricks „n‟ mortar) have 

employed for many years to market their 

goods. Perhaps it would be better-termed 

a psychology, as it is very much about the 

science of selling.   

 

When I was an online consultant to 

Waitrose.com in their first year, I had the 

pleasure of meeting one very seasoned 

retail expert from their sister company, 

John Lewis. He explained the power of 

„Less is More‟ with regard to window 

displays and the importance of keeping 

items to a minimum (three works well) to 

attract shoppers. Like Selfridges, Harrods 

and Harvey Nichols, John Lewis has won 

many awards for their window displays. 

They don‟t just preach, they practise too! 

 

I have heard echoes of the „less is more‟ 

theme a number of times over the past 

few months, weeks and even days. Last 

month I attended a screening at the 

Curzon in SoHo of a short film directed by 

the talented (and award-winning) Marinella 

Setti.  An accomplished piece of work, 

with a strong script and cast, however, 

what particularly struck me was how 

effective and evocative the use throughout 

of auditory and visual ‘space’ was. 

 

We certainly recommend the use of such 

space to our clients. If there‟s too much 

clutter in the written or spoken content, or 

its visual support, then it is very difficult 

for your audience to find the key points of 

your argument. If they are not able to 

distinguish these points, how will they be 

able to understand, let alone retell, these 

key points to an important colleague?  

 

They will also struggle to differentiate you 

from your competition. 

 

This is why we advise that you put the 

bulk of your data in the appendices, or in 

reference documents that can be digested 

and discussed after the communication 

has happened. Distil your key messages 

so that they can be heard (or read) by your 

audience (or reader), and received with the 

intended impact. 

 

We are all tempted to include everything 

we‟ve thought of saying all at once – and 

sometimes we put it all on the one 

PowerPoint slide. Resist! 

 

Here‟s an example of Less is More, using 

an extract from a Ginni Rometti speech in 

June 2010, with our alternative below: 

 

(Continued on page 6) 
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“Whenever you feel an impulse to perpetrate a piece of exceptionally fine writing, 

obey it – whole-heartedly – and delete it before sending your manuscripts to press. 

Murder your darlings”. 
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“The world has changed a lot in past 2-3 

years, as we‟ve battled through the worst 

recession since the Great Depression. I see 

it every day, as I meet with those business 

and government leaders around the world.  

For starters, many of those government 

leaders themselves are new.  We‟re looking 

at new political regimes in many major 

countries around the world, not least of 

which is here in the U.S. Many of these new 

leaders bring with them new reform 

agendas, whether it‟s healthcare reform, 

financial market reform, or environmental 

reform.“ (91 words) 

 

“The world has changed a lot these past 

few years. We’ve battled the worst 

recession since the Great Depression; I 

see it daily, meeting business and 

government leaders around the world. 

Many of the leaders are new, bringing 

new political regimes worldwide, not 

least here in the US. Many of these 

leaders urge reform in healthcare, 

financial markets and the environment.”  

(61 words) 

Less is More is easy to see in Max Mara’s 

shop window…courtesy of Jonathan Baker, 

retailstoresindows.com 

 

Of course, it‟s not just the written content, 

but (if it‟s spoken communication) your 

delivery of that content, that is important. 

If you do so at breakneck speed, with no 

pauses for your audience to digest or 

process the information, then you have 

lose a crucial opportunity – perhaps the 

only one when you‟re speaking – to get 

across your important messages .  

Pauses don‟t always have to be dramatic, 

but leaving enough time after you make an 

important point, to allow people to process 

it, is critical. It‟s very difficult for an 

audience to process information spoken at 

the average speech rate (130-160 per 

minute) at the same time as listening to 

that information. So pause to give them 

time to think!  

 

Vanessa Friedman out it well, in her recent 

Financial Times article about the Milan 

Spring/Summer 2013. Commenting on the 

approach being taken by the Italian 

designers, she said: “dig in and distil”. 

 

Here is my list of top tips when preparing 

and delivering a key presentation, pitch or 

document: 

1. Make key points early on. Keep it to 

three points if at all possible (see GPB‟s 

Fire Bell Test for further details). 

2. Use GPB‟s 2x2 Evidence Matrix to 

support your arguments with: hard 

facts, quotes from authority figures, 

tangible examples, and metaphors/

similes or comparisons. 

3. Use the Information Iceberg 

and the GPB Snapper to help 

structure your content. Flesh out 

your key points in the main body 

of your talk, but keep the bulk of 

data to the appendices. 

4. Keep separate prompts either 

using PowerPoint‟s notes facility, 

or in a printed (preferably 

abbreviated) format so that you 

can easily refer to them. 

5. In the summary, link back to 

key points you want your 

audience to remember. Have a 

clear and succinct call to action – 

or reaction! 

 

 

Footnote: ‘Less is More’ complements well 

Alastair’s article that follows on giving a 

speech at a conference. 
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Now let‟s suppose that you have been 

asked to speak at a business conference. 

Quite flattering maybe, or maybe quite 

daunting. But you are not a politician and 

you do not have speechwriters and PR 

support to help you through. 

 

You may well have contrasting reactions. 

First pleasure and second panic. You are 

too busy. Better to refuse; you have 

enough hassle in your life already. But 

wait a minute, speaking at a conference 

will raise the visibility of your product, 

your company and yourself. OK, you 

accept! 

 

A good decision, but by the way, most 

presenters at such conferences tend to 

produce a lacklustre performance.  

 

Here are some ideas that can transform 

your performance from possible lacklustre 

into being one of the best. 

 

To Start: 

1. Consider the likely audience: 

Does their subject knowledge vary? 

What’s their attitude?  

What are other speakers talking about?  

 

It would be good not to overlap too much, 

but also to link your ideas with some 

others if you know what is being said. You 

may need to find out. Remember your 

points should be of interest to them and 

not as a platform for you to speak about 

what interests you.  

 

2. What do you want your audience to 

remember about what you said?  

 

Imagine you can overhear delegates 

chatting about your talk at the coffee 

break. What key points would you hope 

they would alight on? Put another way, 

what would be the essential points you 

want to get over?  Imagine you only had 

30 seconds – what would be the key 

message? You decide.  

 

3. How are you going to prompt yourself?  

 

The options are: read verbatim from a 

script, use notes, rely on memory (i.e. ad 

lib), or as most do, use your slides as a 

prompt. All options are possible, although 

ad lib is high risk and using slides as 

prompts means a continuous flow of 

slides, with you making the odd comment. 

It‟s a safe option but the result is often 

mediocre. 

 

Typically, we encourage our clients to start 

and end their presentations with no slides 

at all.  It‟s a good compromise. This 

guarantees that the audience will not be 

distracted or diverted.  You could use 

notes written alongside a paper copy of 

any slides that you might use. Three slides 

on the left side of a page with notes 

written to the right works well.  

 

4. Delivery.  

 

Be engagingly conversational – hold eye 

contact at the end of each key phrase or 

idea. Stick to your notes and watch out for 

nerves – it‟s good to have them, but as 

you rehearse imagine the audience leaning 

forward fascinated by what you are saying. 

The popular author, John Grisham, giving 

a conference speech. Possibly telling us 

about the big fish he caught. 

 

5. Structure.  

 

People at conferences can get numbed by 

too much detail. Don‟t say too much. If 

you are given 30 minutes, deliberately 

under run – no one will be upset.    

   (Continued on page 8) 
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The conference season is here. We are already seeing plenty of speeches from the 

Democrats and Republicans, and two UK political party conferences have now hap-

pened, the Liberal Democrats and the Labour parties. The Conservatives are now hav-

ing theirs. Much analysis is going on. 



 

These headings can help shape an overall 

structure: 

An attention grabber to entice the 

audience to listen 

The current position of the market 

Challenges 

Ideas to meet challenges  

Finish – summary. A vision, the way 

ahead. 

 

6. Abstraction.  

 

Avoid it! Instead, give a number of 

pungent contrasting examples to back up 

your main points.  

 

Those who are technically challenged may 

not grasp the complex detail, but will 

understand images – and remember it 

later.  

 

A series of mini-summaries en route will 

help people to get back on board. 

 

 

 

 

 

7. Endings.  

 

Summarise your story – people will listen, 

as they don‟t want to look idiots asking a 

question which shows they had not been 

listening.  

 

But then go further: End on a call to action, 

or a forward-looking aspiration or concern. 

This puts the full stop neatly in place 

where people often just fizzle out. 

 

8. Logistics. 

 

Finally, try to anticipate Murphy‟s law. 

Assume that something doesn‟t work – the 

PowerPoint fails, or you cannot see the 

venue beforehand. Have a plan B.  

 

Enjoy it! 
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Our Services 

 

Grant Pearson Brown 

Consulting Ltd (GPB) is a 

respected adviser based in 

London. We enhance the 

performance of businesses, 

helping clients to excel in 

the use of the spoken and 

written word, improving 

the performance of 

individuals and teams. Over 

the long term our work 

improves the way a firm 

does business. 

  

We coach and advise 

individuals to perform at 

their best in the toughest 

situations including: 

Presentations, New 

Business Pitches, Business 

Development, Negotiating, 

Media Interviews, 

Telephone Calls and 

Document Writing. 

  

We also produce scientific 

Voice, Visual and Content 

Analysis reports, then 

provide content, voice 

coaching and non verbal 

communications advice. 

  

Our clients‟ needs are the 

only focus of our work; we 

listen to them and closely 

tailor our response to 

deliver first class coaching 

and advice. In support of 

this we selectively pursue 

new ideas and approaches, 

continually hone our advice 

and create tools such as 

Prospect Relationship 

Management (PRM), Just a 

Minute, the Fire Bell Test 

and the Information 

Iceberg. 

Grant Pearson Brown Consulting Ltd 

7 John Street, London  WC1N 2ES 

Tel: +44(0)20 7831 1000 

Website: www.gpb.eu 

Email: journal@gpb.eu 

The audience paying rapt attention to the speaker at a conference. 


