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What do you remember?

You may not remember the 
name of the presenter or 
much of the content. But you 
probably remember a story or 
a feeling.

“Eww…” I can hear you 
groan, “I’m a CPA. I don’t do 
feelings in my presentations.”

If you’re opposed to putting 
feeling into your presentation, 
then you’re not communicating 
effectively. The calculus of great 
presentations can be distilled in 
a simple equation: 

E+I=C, Emotion 
+ Information = 
Communication

Most CPAs are more com-
fortable with “Information” 
and neglect “Emotion.” But if 
you routinely fail to connect 
emotionally with your audi-
ence, you won’t earn new busi-
ness, you won’t engender loyal-
ty among the people you need 
to follow you, and you certain-
ly won’t get promoted.

Great Presentations
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Four rules

In addition to E+I=C, there are 
four rules that can help you go 
from mediocre to memorable, 
from tolerable to terrifi c. 

Rule 1: Your presentation 
is not about you. It’s about 
your audience. This is coun-
terintuitive, I admit. Yet, the 
very best presentations are 
always about the audience—
meeting their needs, being in 
the moment with them, mak-
ing a connection.

Here’s a simple question to 
consider before planning any 
presentation: “What do I want 
my audience to think, feel, and 
do as a result of our time togeth-
er?” The “Think-Feel-Do” ques-
tion is central to Rule #1.

Below, are a few common 
presentation situations for 
CPAs, alongside “Think-Feel-
Do” ideas:

Rule 2: Stories rule, stats 
rot. CPAs love data like dogs 
love squirrels. But most people 
in your audience don’t con-
nect with you through your 
data. They connect through 
your stories.

You need stories because they 
help your presentation become 
emotional and memorable.

Geni Whitehouse, author of 
HOW TO MAKE A BORING SUB-
JECT INTERESTING (Upton and 
Blanding Associates (2009)) 
uses American Idol contestants 
as examples, “They have to be 
memorable. Even the people 
who did those embarrassing-
ly terrible auditions in the fi rst 
week of the show had that right. 
The Pants on the Ground guy 
became an Internet star. 

“Delivering a good presen-
tation, just like singing a good 
song is not enough. You have 
to provide something that gives 
you an edge, add some color, 
add some fl avor, mix in spice, 
emotion and energy. Presenta-
tions are just songs without the 
music and the band. But there 
are plenty of judges—every sin-
gle member of your audience.”

How does this look in real life? 
Let’s say you’re preparing for a 
pitch meeting, and you want your 
prospect to think, “Wow! They’re 
very deep in our industry!” What 
do you do? You don’t show a slide 

Presentation Type What You Want the Audience 
to Think

What You Want the Audience 
to Feel

What You Want the Audience 
to Do

Pitch a prospect on 
switching to your fi rm for 
their audit business

“They understand us. This 
team really took the time 
to discover our audit needs, 
and what’s most important 
to us.”

Reassured. “We feel confi dent 
that this team can deliver 
our audit accurately and on 
time.”

Say “Yes” to our proposal, and 
sign the contract.

Update the fi rm’s senior 
leaders on a new sales 
pipeline process they’ve 
asked you to create

“This makes sense. This plan 
really takes into account all 
the things our clients and 
prospects have been telling 
us.”

Confi dent, maybe even en-
thusiastic or excited, e.g. “This 
is doable!”

Sign off on the plan, time-
lines, and budget. Help 
recruit one additional staff 
person with an expertise in 
sales.

Deliver a State of the 
Firm address

“Wow! I didn’t know all this 
was happening. There’s really 
a lot going on at the fi rm….”

Emotionally invested in the 
fi rm’s future success, e.g. “I 
really believe in the direction 
we’re going, and I’m going to 
do my part to help!”

Different based on the em-
ployee, but this could range 
from signing up to volunteer 
for the Day of Caring, or offer-
ing to take the lead on imple-
menting a new initiative.




