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Praise for In the Line of Fire
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—Po Bronson
Author of the bestselling What Should I Do With My Life?
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Founding CEO, Intuit
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—Leslie Culbertson
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—Ray Dolby
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“Whether you’re a classroom teacher or the President, this book will help you be an effective communicator. This book is so insightful, reading it feels like cheating. Tough questions no longer test my limits.”

—Reed Hastings
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—Guy Kawasaki
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—Tim Koogle
Founding CEO, Yahoo!

“Jerry’s technique is both masterful and universal because it finds common ground between audience and speaker, hard questions and direct answers, all with a very simple principle: truth.”

—Pierre Omidyar
Founder of eBay and Omidyar Network

“I’ve been asking tough questions for half a century and listening to variously brilliant, boring, evasive or illuminating answers. Jerry Weissman’s book will help anyone…anyone…answer even the toughest questions.”
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Foreword

Baptism Under Fire

I love the urgency of what we do. I like the battles that take place, the jousting!1

Mike Wallace


■ The Grand Inquisitor ■

In the late 1960s, I returned to my native New York from Stanford University with my newly minted master’s degree in speech, drama, and television firmly clutched under my arm, ready to take on the world of media and communications. I was lucky enough to land a job at CBS Television as an associate producer at WCBS-TV, the local flagship station. But my job had less to do with Aristotle, William Shakespeare, and Federico Fellini, all of whom I had studied and fully intended to emulate, and more to do with research and logistics. I spent long hours into the night, every night, reading stacks and stacks of reports, screening hours and hours of archival and new film and videotape, and long days interviewing dozens of people, scouting locations, and scheduling camera crews, equipment, facilities, and reporters.

Mike Wallace arrived at CBS around the same time as I did, although he was on a very different track. He had become a local celebrity for his relentless interrogations of the guests on Night Beat, a late-night interview show on New York’s WABD Channel 5. CBS had yet to launch 60 Minutes, but it was clear that the network programming powers that be intended to leverage Mike’s success with the Night Beat format. They made him a full-fledged correspondent in the elite CBS News unit, where he continued his role as The Grand Inquisitor.

We both worked in the cavernous CBS Broadcast Center on West 57th Street in Manhattan, where Mike’s office was on the sleek main floor, while mine was tucked away in the back of the unglamorous third floor, overlooking the back wall of an automobile dealership. The only time I engaged with the new star was when the network deigned to lend him to our unit from time to time for a day of reporting on the documentary series Eye on New York.

My job was to provide the “talent,” as the correspondents were called, with background information on the story we were shooting and questions for the interviews I had arranged. Whenever Mike bustled onto the location, the belts and buckles of his requisite correspondent’s Burberry trench coat flapping in the air, the first thing he did was to ask for my list of questions. More often than not, he would scan the list, look up, and glare at me to say, “Jerry, these questions are baby puke!”2



■ Tough Questions ■

CBS soon launched 60 Minutes, and Mike, always sharpening his inquisitional ways, burnished his inquisitorial reputation for the next 37 years. The network ultimately produced a laudatory retrospective about “the legendary CBS News correspondent, whose no-holds-barred interview style…helped make ‘60 Minutes’ must-see TV.” They titled the documentary Mike Wallace Is Here, which they described as the “Four words that struck terror into the hearts of shady businessmen and corrupt politicians.”3 Mike also struck terror into the hearts of people who were neither shady nor corrupt: celebrities, entertainers, heads of state, fellow journalists—and me.

Fortunately, I survived Mike’s slings and arrows by learning how to turn up the heat on my lists of questions. Along the way, I also learned how to handle such questions. Eventually, I came over to the other side and started my own company to help businesspeople—like you—handle the slings and arrows that audiences often let fly.

I founded Power Presentations, Ltd. in 1988. To sharpen our mission to help people create persuasive presentations that produce results, in 2018 we renamed the company Suasive, Inc. Now that I have battle-tested these powerful techniques for more than three decades, I offer them to you so that you can survive and even thrive in the line of fire.





Introduction to the Third Edition

Universal Challenges, Universal Solutions

What’s past is prologue.1

The Tempest

William Shakespeare

This book, together with Presenting to Win: The Art of Telling Your Story and Designing Your Slides and The Power Presenter: Techniques, Style, and Strategy to Be Suasive, the other two books in this trilogy, culminates a complete foundational methodology to master all the essential skills in any presentation. Readers of the first two books will be familiar with the concept of Audience Advocacy®, the overarching principle that presenters must advocate their audience’s interests as much as—if not more than—their own, a viewpoint that applies to all the essential elements of any presentation:


	Rather than tell a story that is a laundry list recitation of the presenter’s attributes, every step of the clear, crisp narrative must be meaningful to the audience.


	Rather than design slides that serve as standalone handouts, every image must serve only to illustrate the story for the audience.


	Rather than succumb to the universal fear of public speaking, the presenter must demonstrate confidence to the audience when delivering the story.


	And so here, with the focus on handling tough questions, rather than slip, slide, and spin as politicians do, every presenter must answer every question the audience asks—to their satisfaction.




In the first two editions of this book, I presented the core techniques of the Suasive methodology to handle tough questions and illustrated them with examples drawn from the presidential debates of the 2000/2004 and 2008/2012 election campaigns, respectively. For this edition, I’ve replaced the political examples with an entirely new set of case studies drawn from the business world—in particular, from the thousands of IPO roadshows and pitches for private financing that I have coached. You’ll also find many new case studies of CEOs in other types of Q&A sessions—industry conferences, media interviews, and quarterly earnings calls—for the simple reason that these events, being public, were readily available for my research. However, I can assure you that every businessperson, from the most senior vice president to the newest intern, encounters the same dynamics and needs the same techniques to respond to tough questions as does every CEO. For all of them and for you, the fundamental concepts of the Suasive techniques, with some streamlining and new content, are essentially the same as in the previous editions—attesting to their enduring applicability.

Three political case studies remain: one of The Great Communicator, Ronald Reagan; one from the historic debate between John F. Kennedy and Richard M. Nixon; and another from a pivotal moment in a 1992 presidential debate. The latter two resulted in dramatic turnarounds, vividly demonstrating that how candidates handle tough questions in the highest of high-stakes exchanges has a direct impact on their immediate and ultimate fortunes.

Although the political arena has its own rules and peculiarities that set it apart from most other arenas of life, how all people handle every challenging exchange has an impact on their immediate and ultimate fortunes—whether in business, science, academia, government, philanthropy, job interviews, or even interpersonal relationships. My intent in casting this wide net is to help you understand the universal dynamics of every human exchange.

I’ve delivered these universal solutions in the boardrooms of some of America’s most prestigious corporations and in the conference rooms of the hottest startups around the globe—Silicon Valley, New York, London, Paris, Milan, Bangalore, Jerusalem, Beijing, and Singapore—to the C-level teams of the more than 600 companies I’ve coached for their IPO roadshows, among them Cisco, Intuit, Dolby Labs, eBay, Netflix, Yahoo!, RingCentral, Twilio, Trulia, Talend, Mobileye, Zuora, Freshworks, Sonos, and Lyft. I’ve also provided the same techniques to thousands of presenters at all levels of management who have had to field tough questions when they pitched to raise private capital, launch products, raise sales quotas, publicize a press release, form a partnership, requisition head count, or solicit approval of a budget.

The techniques are now yours to learn and deploy so that you can Be Suasive, Be Heard.


■ Book Conventions ■

[image: ]

Throughout the book, you’ll see this icon, which indicates video and audio files referenced as examples. We provide the original sources for all videos and audio for you to access on your own. All the video references are listed in Appendix A. To view select video and audio files, please visit our website, at suasive.com/videos.





Chapter One

The High Stakes of Q&A

Case Studies: The IPO Roadshow Study • The Kennedy–Nixon Debate • Tony Hayward, BP

To be, or not to be, that is the question.1

Hamlet

William Shakespeare


■ The Pricing of an IPO ■

When companies offer shares to the public for the first time, the firm’s senior management team develops and delivers an IPO roadshow, a subject you’ll read more about in the next chapter. For now, let me say that this type of presentation ranks very close to the top in the rarefied hierarchy of high-stakes events. These offerings seek to raise hundreds of millions, and sometimes billions, of dollars in the stock market. Investors are limited to buying only a ten percent tranche of the total offering, a commitment that can represent tens if not hundreds of millions of dollars—all riding on how investors perceive the roadshow, and its requisite Q&A session.

A revealing academic study called “Perceptions and Price: Evidence from CEO Presentations at IPO Roadshows,” which was conducted by the business schools of three major universities, examined “how investor perceptions of management influence firm valuation.”2

The Wall Street Journal reported on the study and went right to the bottom line in its article:

They found that perceptions of the CEO are a strong predictor of an IPO’s price. The study found that, for the average CEO, a 5% higher rating on perceptions correlated to an IPO price roughly 11% higher than the price that would be expected based on fundamentals alone.3

Just as perceptions can be predictors of prices in business, perceptions can also be predictors of political success—particularly in the high-stakes events of presidential debates.



■ The Making of a President ■

In 1960, Massachusetts Senator John F. Kennedy challenged then-sitting Vice President Richard M. Nixon in the campaign for the presidency. As a virtual incumbent, Nixon held a slight lead in the public opinion polls for the entire summer of that year. Then, on the fateful evening of September 26, the two candidates met in the studios of WBBM-TV, the CBS affiliate station in Chicago, for the first-ever televised presidential debate (see Figure 1.1).


[image: ]
Figure 1.1   The Kennedy–Nixon Debate
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(Video 1) TNC:172 Kennedy–Nixon First Presidential Debate, 1960 https://youtu.be/gbrcRKqLSRw?t=1055



At one point in the debate, Kennedy went after Nixon:

Mr. Nixon comes out of the Republican Party; he was nominated by it. And it is a fact that through most of these last 25 years the Republican leadership has opposed federal aid for education, medical care for the aged, development of the Tennessee Valley, development of our natural resources.

When Kennedy finished, CBS’s Stuart Novins, one of the reporters on the panel, asked Nixon for a response to Kennedy’s charge:

Mr. Nixon, would you like to comment on that statement?

Leaving the charges unchallenged, Nixon replied:

I have no comment.

Novins asked Nixon another question:

Would you tell us please specifically what major proposals you have made in the last eight years that have been adopted by the administration?

Nixon replied:

It would be rather difficult to cover them in eight—er—two and a half minutes. I would suggest that these proposals could be mentioned. First, after each of my foreign trips, I have made recommendations that have been adopted. For example, after my first trip abr—er—abroad I strongly recommended that we increase our exchange programs, particularly as they related to exchange of leaders in the labor field and in the information field.4

Nixon’s rambling, halting, uncertain answers, along with a striking difference between his tense delivery style and Kennedy’s patrician presence, quickly became the subject of intense scrutiny by political analysts and journalists.* One of the most widely noted points of reference was that, in the public opinion polls following the debate, the respondents who had watched on television thought Kennedy had won, while those who had listened on the radio thought Nixon had won—a remarkable reversal of fortune that Kennedy carried to victory on Election Day.5



*   You can read a full analysis and discussion of both candidates’ delivery styles in The Power Presenter: Techniques, Style, and Strategy to Be Suasive.



■ The Unmaking of a CEO ■


[image: ]

(Video 2) BP CEO Tony Hayward: ‘I’d Like My Life Back’ https://youtu.be/MTdKa9eWNFw



On April 20, 2010, an offshore oil drilling platform in the Gulf of Mexico exploded, claiming 11 lives and causing massive environmental damage. The rig was operated by BP, the multinational oil and gas company. In the aftermath of the tragedy, Tony Hayward, the company’s CEO, was asked what he would tell the people of Louisiana. He replied:

We’re sorry for the massive disruption it’s caused their lives. There’s no one who wants this over more than I do. I would like my life back.6

Hayward’s self-serving statement immediately ricocheted around the world, prompting outrage in the media, business, and governments, and even from President Barack Obama, who said:

He wouldn’t be working for me after any of those statements.7

Three months later, Hayward wasn’t working for BP, either.8

Very few people have to deal with a disaster as enormous as an oil spill, run for president, or deliver an IPO roadshow, yet very few people sail through life without being confronted with challenges. You may be the rare case who is asked only anodyne questions now, but I can readily assure you that that is going to change.

To make this book meaningful, you’ll find only tough questions in the case studies. If the only question you are ever asked is, “Where do I sign?” you could spend your time with a mystery novel instead.

Forewarned is forearmed.





Chapter Two

Tough Questions

Case Studies: Timothy Leary • Benjamin Franklin • Socrates • Mike Wallace, CBS • Richard Scrushy, HealthSouth • Karen Tumulty, Time Magazine • John Boehner • Quentin Tarantino • Helene Poirier, Cisco • NetRoadshow • David Bellet, Crown Advisors • Leslie Pfrang, Class V Group • Mark Twain

Question authority.


■ Why People Ask Tough Questions ■

During the tumultuous counterculture movement of the 1960s, Harvard psychologist Timothy Leary incited his followers to “turn on, tune in, drop out” and, citing the directive of the epigraph, to question the authority of existing social and political institutions.1 Ben Franklin, as one of the founding fathers of the United States, is said to have urged its citizens, newly independent from British rule, to question authority.2 And the famed Greek philosopher Socrates developed the use of argumentative question-and-answer dialogue to stimulate critical thinking—a framework we now know as the Socratic method.3

What these three vastly different men with vastly different points of view have in common is their advocacy of making provocative challenges to the status quo.

Mike Wallace and his legions of colleagues in journalism and the news media are descendants of that same thinking. But all of them take their challenges to a higher level of intensity. They are trained to operate by the first principle of the press: “if it bleeds, it leads.” Journalists are also keenly aware that conflict is drama, that drama sells ads on television and popcorn in movie theaters, and so journalists invariably unleash “gotcha” questions.
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(Video 3) HealthSouth CEO Richard Scrushy https://youtu.be/sTLUyFo8iQ4?t=118



As a baseline, let’s examine one of Mike’s most prosecutorial interrogations: an interview he had with Richard Scrushy, the founder and CEO of HealthSouth, a publicly traded health care company (now known as Encompass Health). Scrushy had been accused by no fewer than five of his former CFOs of fraud. Mike, who was “astonished when [Scrushy] agreed to answer our questions,”4 began the interview by going right for the jugular:

You are supposed to be a crook. You know that. The SEC in effect says you are. Your former financial officers, chief financial officers, say you are—that Richard Scrushy inflated earnings and betrayed his stockholders, betrayed his employees.

Blinking rapidly, Scrushy replied:

There’s no evidence of any of that and—uh—many of the people have said it’s not true.

Glancing down at his notes, Mike read the evidence to him:

Tad McVeigh, CFO, until early this year, 2003, pled guilty, told the judge, “Richard Scrushy was aware that the financial statement contained numbers that were incorrect.”

His blinking now accompanied by facial tics, Scrushy protested:

This is—again—it’s not true. I haven’t—I haven’t…

With a grand wave of his arms and a sardonic smile, Mike said:

All these guys are liars, and you are a knight in shining armor.

Scrushy pleaded:

Mike, there’s 50,000 people—there are five—you have five people that have made these claims out of 50,000 people. Let me make a comment…

Mike narrowed his eyes and interrupted:

But you’re in charge. Come on. You are…

Scrushy frowned and leaned forward:

That doesn’t mean—okay—No, I did not. I did not! No. This—you’re not right!

Referencing his notes again, Mike provided more evidence:

McVeigh told the judge you tried to justify it by saying, quote, “All companies play games with accounting.”

Shaking his head, Scrushy replied:

I never said that to him, and he knows that.

Incredulous, Mike asked:

Why would these chief financial officers—what you’re saying is they committed the fraud? For what reason?

Scrushy raised his eyebrows and answered:

I didn’t—I certainly didn’t commit fraud. People know me they know I wouldn’t instruct somebody to do that.

Mike drove his point home:

What would be the motive of your CFOs to commit a fraud?

Blinking still, Scrushy responded:

I really don’t want to get into the detail, but every one of them has a motive.5

Each of the flaming missiles that Mike fired at Scrushy was targeted at the same issue—his alleged fraud—and, as each of them landed, Scrushy twitched defensively in response.

Karen Tumulty matches Mike Wallace missile for missile. Now a political columnist for The Washington Post, Tumulty spent 16 years as the congressional correspondent for Time magazine. During her tenure, she badgered the veteran Representative and Speaker of the House John Boehner so often that he complained about her in his memoir:

Some reporters will try to joke around and act friendly at first to try and disarm you before they throw you the real questions. Not [Tumulty]… She zeroed in on me like a hawk spotting a limping jackrabbit from a mile away.6

Most reporters aspire to emulate Mike Wallace and Karen Tumulty, but many often fall far short of the mark.
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(Video 4) Quentin Tarantino Interview: ‘I’m Shutting Your Butt Down!’ https://youtu.be/GrsJDy8VjZk?t=269



One who did was Krishnan Guru-Murthy, a journalist at Britain’s Channel 4. Trying his best to emulate Mike Wallace, he asked Hollywood director Quentin Tarantino about his film Django Unchained:

Why are you so sure there’s no link between enjoying movie violence and enjoying real violence?

Tarantino bristled:

Do not ask me a question like that. I’m not biting. I refuse your question.

Guru-Murthy persisted:

Why?

Tarantino told him why:

Because I’m here to sell my movie. This is a commercial for the movie, make no mistake.

Guru-Murthy challenged him:

Oh, so you don’t want to talk about anything serious.

Tarantino stood his ground:

I don’t want to talk about what you want to talk about. I don’t want to talk about the implications of violence. The reason I don’t want to talk about it is because I’ve said everything I have to say about it.

Guru-Murthy tried again:

No, but you haven’t fleshed it out.

Tarantino would not budge:

It’s not my job to flesh it out.

Trying to be gracious, Guru-Murthy smiled wanly and said:

No, it’s my job to try and ask you to.

Snickering, Tarantino barked:

And I’m shutting your butt down!

Undeterred, Guru-Murthy tried another angle:

But you have a responsibility as a filmmaker surely to explain a little bit about what you’re doing.

Tarantino stood firm:

I have explained this many times in the last twenty years. I just refuse to repeat myself over and over again because you want me to. For you and your show and your ratings!

Darting his eyes away, Guru-Murthy laughed nervously:

Oh—well, no—it’s not about—ah—ratings.

Leaning forward, Tarantino administered the knockout punch:

No, no, it is! It’s about what you want me to say for you, for your show, this show right here, right now!7

Given his daily practice of barking orders at actors, stagehands, and studio technicians on movie sets, Quentin Tarantino was not about to succumb to any reporter’s tough questions. But few people, businesspeople in particular, come equipped with Tarantino’s bravura.



■ Why Businesspeople Ask Tough Questions ■

Businesspeople, who are not concerned about show ratings, ask tough questions for entirely different reasons. Some are disciples of Socrates. They question everything to stimulate critical thinking. During a Suasive program I delivered to a group of Cisco managers in their Paris offices, one of them, Helene Poirier, repeatedly challenged my methodology. At the end of the session, Helene came up to me and explained that she wasn’t trying to be difficult, she was just doing what she had learned to do in the French education system:

We were taught to think with the “Cartesian” method, from the principles of René Descartes, the seventeenth-century philosopher. Whenever ideas are discussed, we look for all possible angles of view: What supports it, and who, how? What goes against it, and who, how? What conclusion, opinion, decision can we rationally draw?8

Other than the Socratic and Cartesian methods (the latter reads like a mission statement for reporters), the primary reason businesspeople ask challenging questions has to do with the inherent nature of presentations. Whenever you present, your goal is to get your target audience to change: to get prospective customers to buy a product or service they have never owned or to get existing customers to buy a new version of a product or service they already own.

In that highest stakes of all presentations, the IPO roadshow, the goal is to get investor audiences to change: to buy a stock that never existed. As a matter of fact, the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission requires that offering companies specifically state their intentions in print. They must publish a prospectus containing a boilerplate sentence that reads, “There has been no prior public market for the company’s common stock.” In other words, “Invest at your own risk.”

Caveat emptor.

Change is the goal in almost every exchange in business, and most human beings are resistant to change, so they kick the tires.

You are the tires.



■ Blood Sport ■

A major component of an IPO is that the company’s senior management team sets out on the road, traveling around the country, and sometimes across oceans, for two weeks, pitching to investors in anywhere from 50 to 80 meetings. For many years, each meeting consisted of a live presentation followed by Q&A. With the advent of NetRoadshow, a website where anyone with a browser can view a streaming video of a company’s IPO roadshow, all that changed (see Figure 2.1).
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Figure 2.1   NetRoadshow


Now, because most of the investors will have seen the streaming version, the meetings are essentially Q&A. But the grueling two-week tour, with just as many meetings, is still obligatory because no investor will commit to buying a tranche of tens of millions of dollars based on a canned presentation alone. Ideally, investors want to meet the executives in person, press the flesh, and look them in the eye. The COVID-19 pandemic made it necessary for those meetings to take place virtually. In time, many investors adapted to the physical separation but, whether live or virtual, investors want to engage with a company’s management team, discuss their business, and ask them questions directly.

One of those investors is David Bellet, the founder and former chair of Crown Advisors International, one of Wall Street’s most successful long-term investment firms. David, who was an early backer of many successful companies, among them Hewlett-Packard, Sony, and Intel, explained his intentions:

When I ask questions, I don’t really have to have the full answer because I can’t know the subject as well as the presenter. What I look for is whether the presenter has thought about the question; been candid, thorough, and direct; and how the presenter handles himself or herself under stress—if that person has the passion of “fire in the belly” and can stand tall in the line of fire.9

No one challenges presenters seeking to raise public financing more than Leslie Pfrang. Although Leslie and her partner Lise Buyer are now the principals of Class V Group, a boutique shop that advises companies on how to navigate the complex process of going public, Leslie spent decades as a managing director at both Deutsche Bank and Credit Suisse, leading the positioning and placement of IPOs to public investors. As she puts it:

Public investors, unlike private VCs, cover and own several hundred companies. Steady as she goes is what they are looking for. They want to tuck it away, peek at the transcript once a quarter, and see that the management is performing to plan. That is it. No surprises and no drama. So, investors test new management teams with difficult questions, sometimes asking the same thing in different ways over and over, like a police interrogation, complete with the cigarette smoke. They are as interested in the way management responds under this pressure as they are the content of the answer. The ability of management to stay on message, not flail, and avoid appearing defensive is critical. If they can’t take the heat, the public investor will expect the stock will be volatile and will wait. It is better to vigilantly practice tough Q&A as a blood sport and feel the pain in private than on the public stage.10

The tough questions that David and Leslie ask as investors considering a stock purchase are no different from those of prospective customers considering a new product, prospective partners considering a strategic relationship, pressured managers considering a request for additional resources, concerned citizens considering a dark horse candidate, or even affluent contributors considering a donation to a not-for-profit cause. The challenge in all these situations is how to handle their questions.

One important caveat: All the Q&A techniques you are about to learn require that you deploy them with absolute truth. The operative word in the paragraph above, as well as on the cover of this book, is handle, meaning managing tough questions. While providing an answer is an integral part of that “handling,” every answer you give to every question must be honest, truthful, and straightforward. If not, all the other techniques will be for naught.

As the great American humorist Mark Twain is said to have put it:

If you tell the truth, you don’t have to remember anything.11





Chapter Three

Presenter Behavior/Audience Perception

Case Studies: The IPO Roadshow Study • Mark McGwire • John Stumpf, Wells Fargo • Mike Lazaridis, RIM • Lourenco Goncalves, Cleveland-Cliffs • Jeffrey Sonnenfeld

Taken together, our results provide evidence that basic impressions of management have a significant impact on investors’ assessments of firm quality.1

“Perceptions and Price: Evidence from CEO Presentations at IPO Roadshows”

Elizabeth Blankespoor, Brad Hendricks, and Greg Miller

The epigraph for this chapter is a quote from the abstract of the academic study of IPO roadshows you read about in Chapter One. I return to the findings here to reinforce an important dynamic in any Q&A session: the correlation between how a presenter handles tough questions—“basic impressions of management”—and how the audience perceives the presenter—“investors’ assessments of firm quality.”

In The Power Presenter, I refer to the impressions/assessments relationship as the “Presenter Behavior/Audience Perception” dynamic, with specific regard to delivery skills: how a presenter’s body language, gestures, eye engagement, and voice are perceived by an audience. The correlation becomes even more critical in Q&A because a presenter has a direct engagement with an individual audience member. When a presenter provides an effective response to a tough question, the audience member has a positive perception—and vice versa. With group dynamics at work, the perception of any one exchange can radiate out across the entire audience. The result can be a big hit or an utter miss—success or failure.

Given our focus on tough questions, most presenters are likely to react to such challenges in one of two primary ways. The first is defensive.


■ Presenter Behavior: Defensive ■
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(Video 5) Mark McGwire Senate Testimony https://youtu.be/Ftq_IwlHmN0?t=7465



Mark McGwire was, by any measure, an American hero. A handsome, muscular professional baseball star who set multiple home run records during his 17 years in the major leagues and was idolized by millions of fans—until he wasn’t. Four years after his retirement, McGwire was charged with having taken steroids to enhance his performance.

Those charges led to a subpoena to testify at a congressional hearing, where Representative William Lacy Clay (D–MO) asked him:

We are both fathers of young children, both my son and daughter love sports and they look up to stars like you. Can we look at those children with a straight face and tell them that great players like you play the game with honesty and integrity?

McGwire replied defensively:

I’m not gonna go into the past and talk about my past.

Clay pressed further:

As part of your training routine, in addition to andro [androstenedione], which was legal at the time that you used it, what other supplements did you use?

McGwire repeated his defense:

I’m not here to talk about the past.2

Every citizen has every right to avoid self-incrimination, but evasive answers appear defensive. As defensive as McGwire appeared as an individual, these tactics look even worse for the president of a very large banking organization.
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(Video 6) Unauthorized Wells Fargo Accounts (56:10) https://www.c-span.org/video/?415547-1/ceo-johnstumpftestifies-unauthorized-wells-fargo-accounts



John Stumpf was the modern embodiment of a Captain of Industry, a term originally applied to Andrew Carnegie, Henry Ford, and John D. Rockefeller.3 As the chair and CEO of the behemoth Wells Fargo Bank, the aristocratic, silver-haired Stumpf, who earned nearly $23 million a year, looked and acted the part—until he didn’t. The Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB) charged Wells Fargo with illegally opening two million unauthorized checking and credit-card bank accounts and fined the company $100 million.4

The CFPB fine was followed by a subpoena for Stumpf to testify at a Senate Banking Committee, where Senator Pat Toomey (R–PA) asked him:

Mr. Stumpf, do you acknowledge that the employees who engaged in this activity were committing fraud?

Stumpf replied defensively:

You know, I’m not a—uh—criminal—uh—ah—you know…

Echoing Richard Nixon’s infamous denial of guilt, Stumpf’s halting delivery made him sound as guilty as did Nixon.

Toomey challenged Stumpf further:

When did you begin to disclose in SEC filings that you had this potentially material adverse set of circumstances that could certainly have huge damage to your reputational value?

Confronted, Stumpf fell apart:

Well, I don’t—the—the—uh—I don’t—I can’t answer that, I’d have to get to our—our legal team. I don’t have that in front of me, but this was not a—a—ah—I just—I’d have to get back to you on that. I don’t know.5

Different people react differently to challenging questions. Some go 180 degrees in the opposite direction and fight back.



■ Presenter Behavior: Contentious ■
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(Video 7) RIM CEO Mike Lazaridis Ends BBC Interview https://youtu.be/Q6iGe7vuGeQ



From its launch in 1999, BlackBerry was the mobile device of choice for secure communications for millions of users—until it wasn’t. The launch of Google’s Android operating system and Apple’s iPhone was a double whammy that sent the stock of BlackBerry’s parent company, Research in Motion (RIM), into free fall. Four years later, BlackBerry tried to make a comeback with a new tablet called PlayBook that Mike Lazaridis, its founder, co-chair, and co-CEO, decided to launch himself.

During what was intended to be a purely promotional interview with the BBC’s Rory Cellan-Jones, Lazaridis heard the technology correspondent suddenly ask:

Can I move on to the problems you’ve had in terms of security, your various arguments with the Indian government, and a number of governments in the Middle East? Is that anywhere near being sorted out?

Lazaridis looked away, shook his head, then looked up and said:

That’s just not fair. Cause, first of all, it’s not a sec—we have no security problems. We’ve got the most secure platform…

Interrupting, Cellan-Jones asked:

Why is that not a fair question to ask?

The reporter continued to thrust, and Lazaridis continued to parry for a few more exchanges until Cellan-Jones went in for the kill:

And you’re confident that—we’ve got a lot of listeners and viewers in the Middle East and in India—you can confidently tell them that they’re going to have no problems with being able to use their BlackBerrys, and you being able to give them assurance that everything is secure?

Trapped, Lazaridis lashed back:

Sorry, it’s not fair. We’ve dealt with this. Come on, this is a national security issue.

Then, turning to look directly at the camera and poking his finger at the lens, Lazaridis snapped:

Turn that off!6

No matter how high broadcast reporters turn up the heat on unsuspecting interviewees, it pales in comparison to the questions investment analysts ask. The Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) requires public companies to file periodic earnings reports, which they can deliver via teleconference, videoconference, or live webcast. During those calls, analysts and investors get to ask senior management questions about their company’s results. As the Investopedia website puts it:

Most analysts and investors agree this is probably the most important part of the entire conference call, as analysts are able to pose questions to management about any area of the company’s performance that wasn’t clear or that requires elaboration.7

These well-informed financial professionals must make critical—and costly—buy or sell recommendations, and so their questions are very demanding.
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(Video 8) ‘Messing with the Wrong Guy’: Cleveland Cliffs CEO Berates Analysts on Earnings Call https://www.cnbc.com/video/2018/10/19/messing-with-the-wrong-guy-cleveland-cliffs-ceo-berates-analysts-on-earnings-call.html



Just prior to an earnings call by Cleveland-Cliffs, a publicly traded iron ore mining company, the Goldman Sachs analyst who covers the company found its outlook uncertain and gave it “an $11 price target—just below both the Wall Street estimate and where shares were trading at the time.”8 During the call, Lourenco Goncalves, the chair, president, and CEO of the company, was infuriated by the downgrade and took out his anger on the analyst:

You are a disaster! You are an embarrassment to your parents! With this being said, we are going to use money to reward the long-term shareholders. So, if the stock continues to go down based on these kids that play with computers and somebody else’s money, we are going to buy back stock. We’re going to screw these guys so badly that I don’t believe that they will be able to only resign. They will have to commit suicide…You are messing with the wrong guy.9

In a clear case of cause and effect, shares of Cleveland-Cliffs Inc. fell more than six percent after Goncalves’ outburst.10



■ Audience Perception ■

In further validation of the Presenter Behavior/Audience Perception dynamic, a similar fate befell the causes of Mark McGwire, John Stumpf, and Mike Lazaridis.

After his playing career ended, McGwire continued as a coach for several major league teams but, despite multiple annual ballots, he was never elected to the National Baseball Hall of Fame. His outstanding batting record would ordinarily have made him a shoo-in for admission.

Less than a month after Stumpf’s testimony at the Senate hearings, he resigned from Wells Fargo. A little more than three years after that, the Treasury Department banned him from the banking industry for life and fined him $17.5 million personally.11

RIM’s BlackBerry PlayBook tablet was outshone, outsold, and overwhelmed by Apple’s iPad and Amazon’s Kindle Fire. This, along with a delay in releasing a new BlackBerry operating system, caused RIM’s stock price to lose more than three-quarters of its value. A year later, Lazaridis and his co-CEO Jim Balsillie resigned.12

Undoubtedly, the primary factors in the downfalls of McGwire, Stumpf, Lazaridis, and Goncalves were business fundamentals and performance, but their flawed responses to their interrogators’ charged questions clearly played a significant role.
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(Video 9) Wells Fargo CEO John Stumpf “Completely Unprepared” | Squawk Box | CNBC https://youtu.be/fxvzV7D54Xo?t=30



The downside of Stumpf’s defensive behavior was perfectly summarized by Jeffrey Sonnenfeld, a senior associate dean and professor at the Yale School of Management. In an interview on CNBC’s Squawk Box, Sonnenfeld delivered this blunt critique:

He went in there completely unprepared. He had a flat, drafted public relations script that he read off that was contrite and seemed authentic—then was melted in the easiest of questions that came his way; questions that should have been anticipated: When did he know? What did he know? And who knew what, when? He wasn’t prepared.13

Stumpf’s “melt,” along with McGwire’s stonewall and Lazaridis’s and Goncalves’s belligerence are negative behaviors that produced negative perceptions—not only of themselves but also of their messages. If your response to a challenging question is defensive or contentious, you lose credibility—and, with it, the likelihood of attaining your objective.

If instead, your response to a challenge is prompt, assured, and to the point, you will be far more likely to emerge unscathed, if not fully victorious.

In the previous chapter, David Bellet told us that what investors look for is that “the presenter has thought about the question; been candid, thorough, and direct.” You can readily extend David’s observation about investor audiences to all other audiences, including customers, partners, managers, and even employees.

Therefore, what you are about to learn is not only how to respond with the right answers but how to establish a positive perception by giving your audience the confidence that you have thought about the question and that, when you respond, you are candid, thorough, and direct.

The learning process begins in the next chapter, at the point where John Stumpf, in Professor Sonnenfeld’s view, failed: preparation.





Chapter Four

Four Steps of Preparation

Case Studies: William Henry Seward • The Kennedy–Nixon Debate Revisited • Alan Schroeder • Don Hewitt, CBS • Robert Bork • Supreme Court Murder Boards • Garry Wills • William Safire • Rachel Brand • Marcus Tullius Cicero

There are very few men in the world who can make a good speech without any previous thought or preparation whatever. They may say smart things, and put them together in a pleasant way, but if the subject is of any importance, they cannot greatly enlighten or instruct an audience without thinking about it and studying it themselves.1

The New York Times

September 20, 1851

The observation in the epigraph was about a speech made by William Henry Seward, the U.S. Secretary of State in Abraham Lincoln’s administration. Seward’s approach to preparation is even more important in Q&A because, in the free-fire zone of such sessions, a presenter can lose control. To avoid that fate, you must prepare diligently, following these steps:


	Research. Learn the background of your audience.


	Anticipate. Assemble a list of tough questions your audience might ask.


	Distill. Find the main themes in all the questions.


	Prepare Your Position. Develop and decide your response the main themes.





■ Research ■

As any responsible businessperson would do for any business project, do your homework. Gather as much information as you can about your audience. Visit their website for current information, find their issues, concerns, and hot buttons. Search the web for related information. Assemble a briefing book.


Research in Action

In preparation for the landmark Kennedy–Nixon debate, each of the candidates’ teams “compiled massive briefing books,” according to Professor Alan Schroeder of Northeastern University’s School of Journalism. But, as he chronicled in his book Presidential Debates, there were stark differences between how each of the men applied the research:

JFK’s people called theirs the “Nixopedia”—only Kennedy bothered to practice for the debate with his advisors…[his] predebate preps consisted of informal drills with aides reading questions off index cards.

According to Nixon campaign manager Bob Finch, “We kept pushing for [Nixon] to have some give-and-take with either somebody from the staff…anything. He hadn’t done anything except to tell me he knew how to debate. He totally refused to prepare.”2

Kennedy and Nixon also differed in how they prepared for the first live televised debate.

Don Hewitt, who went on to become the driving force behind CBS’s 60 Minutes, was the television director of the debate. In his autobiography Tell Me a Story, Hewitt described the behind-the-scenes preparation factors: Kennedy arrived in Chicago three days before the debate to rehearse and rest. Nixon, who was fighting a viral infection, continued to campaign vigorously right up to the day of the debate. By the time he arrived at the WBBM-TV studios, he was exhausted and underweight, and his suit looked a size too big for his thin frame.

The Kennedy team had surveyed the studio in advance and advised him to wear a dark suit to contrast with the light blue cyclorama that served as the backdrop for the set, a staple in those days of black-and-white television. Nixon wore a light gray suit that translated into the same monochrome value, so he blended into the background and appeared pallid (refer to Figure 1.1).3

All these factors, along with the candidates’ differentiated responses to questions, created a shift in the public opinion polls and, ultimately, the votes. Everything counts.

From that moment on, media consultants have been as important as positioning strategists in political campaigns, and preparation has become an absolute imperative for debates. In every election, every candidate ramps up for each debate with the thoroughness of the Allies planning for D-Day.

Follow the example of the JFK team and their “Nixopedia” briefing books. The lessons of presidential debates apply to the dynamics of every other type of Q&A session, including every one of your own Q&A sessions.




■ Anticipate ■

Assemble a list of potential challenging questions. You know more about your own business and company than anyone else. Ask your colleagues for insights and potential questions. Solicit input from other resources beyond colleagues: customers, partners, consultants, and, if you can, even from your competitors. The CEO of an AI technology company told me that, in addition to the information about competitive positioning he finds on publicly available websites and on the competitors’ own websites, he speaks directly with some of his competitors. Taken together, all this information enables him to anticipate a wide range of questions about competition from potential investors.

Prepare for the worst-case scenario. Make a list of the questions you dread hearing. Be thorough, be frank, be merciless. Gather the go-for-the-jugular questions. Plan for the war games.


Anticipate in Action

When President Ronald Reagan nominated Circuit Court Judge Robert Bork for the Supreme Court, it set off a battle royale with Democrats who viewed Bork as being too conservative. An aggressive campaign led by Senator Ted Kennedy (D–MA), succeeded in defeating the nomination in what came to be known as “Borking.”

But the defeat was also due in large part to Judge Bork’s preparation—or lack thereof. Pulitzer Prize presidential historian Garry Wills described what happened:

The handlers of nominees usually submit them to “murder boards,” rehearsals of the kind of treatment expected from the confirming committee. Judge Scalia had undergone this ordeal, but he told Judge Bork that he did not have to rely on such coaching.…Bork felt no need to prepare for it. Confirmation was a matter of course.4

After the Bork experience, subsequent Supreme Court nominees took heed. As a matter of course, they now engage in those “murder boards,” mock practice sessions that include everything from re-creating the physical arrangement of the senate chamber to anticipating the worst-case questions from the senators.

To distinguish murder boards from “moot court,” the law school simulation familiar to all attorneys, former presidential speechwriter and New York Times columnist William Safire wrote:

A term was needed to describe a more hectic, hostile affair. Murder board is Pentagonese, though some say the phrase originated in the interrogation methods used by intelligence analysts seeking to establish a defector’s bona fides. The original meaning was “rigorous examination of a proposed program” or, more specifically and less bureaucratically, “a group charged with the responsibility to slam a candidate or proposer of an idea up against the wall with tough questioning.”5

Sounds just like the “blood sport” that Leslie Pfrang described in Chapter Two to characterize how she runs Q&A practice sessions for IPO roadshows.

When Chief Justice John G. Roberts and Associate Justice Samuel Alito were Supreme Court nominees, they went through murder boards in preparation for their confirmation hearings. Rachel Brand, now the chief legal officer at Walmart, who helped each of them, said that the purpose of the murder boards is to ask:

…tough questions, argumentative questions, annoying questions…in the nastiest conceivable way, over and over and over.6

In my many years in business, I have seen some very comprehensive lists of questions, particularly in preparation for IPO roadshows. CEOs and CFOs solicit questions from their companies’ different departments, as well as from the investment bankers, attorneys, auditors, and public relations and investment advisors. From these results, they aggregate a multi-list megalist of questions. With all good intentions, these many sources also develop a parallel list of direct answers to those questions in what is known as “Rude Q&A.”

Unfortunately, there is a major problem with this approach: audiences do not ask questions as written but as long, random, nonlinear rambles. The presenter, then, suddenly on the hot spot as the focus of all the attention in the room, becomes stressed and frantically searches the two lists to find the part of the question that matches with the part of the answer (see Figure 4.1).
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Figure 4.1   “Rude Q&A” Difficult to Match Questions with Answers


If you attempt to scuttle back and forth across the lists while under high pressure, you are sure to lose concentration and trip. You need a different approach. So, yes, do compile a list of potential challenging questions—but compile only the questions and not the answers.




■ Distill ■

After you compile your list, look it over carefully. You’ll discover that, even if there are 100 tough questions, they fall into groups of only a handful of red flag issues (see Figure 4.2).
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Figure 4.2   Distill a Long List of Questions into a Handful of Red Flag Issues


To express the red flag issues succinctly, think of them as Roman Columns.


Roman Columns

If you’ve read the other books in this trilogy, you’re familiar with Roman Columns. For those of you who are not, it is a concept that goes back to the glory days of the Roman Empire, around 100 b.c.e., when the great Roman orators, such as Marcus Tullius Cicero, spoke in the Roman Forum for hours on end without notes. To remember what they wanted to say, the orators used the columns of the Forum as associative memory prompts. The tactic gave rise to what is today known as the Roman Room Technique,7 a method that helps people memorize lists of information. Under no circumstances, however, am I recommending that you memorize anything—neither your story nor your answers. For our purposes, consider the Roman Columns as distillation points for the key issues.



Seven Universal Issues

You won’t be surprised to discover that the red flag issues are the same in almost every industry. As a coach, I work with companies in IT, telecom, life sciences, finance, social media, real estate, retail, manufacturing, restaurants, and even the not-for-profit sector, and they all share the same Seven Universal Issues:


	Price/Cost: “Too high?” “Too low?” “Too much?” “Too little?”


	Compete/Differentiate: “How do you compete/differentiate?”


	Qualifications/Capabilities: “Are you up to the task?”


	Timing: “Too long?” “Too soon?”


	Growth/Outlook: “How do you plan to get there from here?”


	Contingencies: “What are you going to do if…?”


	Problems: “What are your challenges?”




You also won’t be surprised know that, because these issues are so universal, teeing up an answer is greatly simplified. Please look back over the list and, this time, think about how you would answer those questions. Odds are that, even if you’ve only recently joined your company, you will have a general idea of the company’s position on every one of those issues.

After you’ve developed your list of questions and grouped them into categories, you will inevitably find related subjects that are unique to your industry or company. Some of these subjects are:


	Go to Market


	Product Strategy


	Profitability


	Market Size


	Business Model




Add these subjects to the Universal Issues so that you can position your answers for each of them.

In Chapter Fifteen, as a culmination of all the skills you’re about to learn, you’ll see examples of how two different companies prepared for their IPO roadshows by developing positions for their answers to anticipated questions.




■ Prepare Your Position ■

Having identified the red flag issues as they relate to your business, you can now develop a position to respond to each of them. For instance, if a question challenges your pricing as too high, your position is the rationale for your pricing. Start by writing the position as if you were writing a press release for the media. Here, too, discuss and consult with your colleagues. When you have arrived at a consensus, convert the issues into Key Word bullets. After that, it will then only be a matter of aligning the variation of the position bullets with the variation of the Universal Issues (see Figure 4.3).
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Figure 4.3   Develop a Position for Each Red Flag Issue


Do all your positioning during your preparation and not during your presentation. Do all your thinking in advance, not on your feet.

Now with your burden even further lightened, you are ready to match the variation of your answer to the variation of any question (see Figure 4.4).
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Figure 4.4   Match the Variation of the Question with a Variation of the Answer


You’ll learn more about answers in Chapter Twelve, but for now, if you have diligently followed these four steps of preparation, you are ready to Open the Floor to questions in the next chapter.





Chapter Five

The Q&A Cycle

[C]ontrolling in any other manner their destiny…1

The Monroe Doctrine

1823


■ Worst-Case Scenario ■

In his 1823 State of the Union Address, President James Monroe preemptively protected the Americas from European colonialism with what came to be known as the Monroe Doctrine. Soldiers preemptively prepare for battle by conducting realistic maneuvers. Athletes prepare for competition by practicing with extra weights. Politicians prepare for debates by engaging in mock rehearsals. Salespeople prepare for resistance by learning to handle objections.

In preparing yourself to open the floor to questions, assume the worst-case scenario. Assume that every question you will be asked will have the ballistic intensity of a heat-seeking missile. If you can handle that caliber of ammunition, you can learn to handle any question.

To raise the bar even further, assume that all your Q&A sessions will be conducted in person with large audiences: the one-against-many dynamic. If you can survive those odds, you will be able to handle any question in any encounter: one-to-one, one-to-few, one-to-many, and one-to-virtual.

Of course, not every question you are asked will be a heat-seeking missile, and for those cases, you can keep the techniques you are about to learn in reserve. In the meantime, let’s look at how to handle the worst-case scenario with maximum control.



■ Maximum Control ■

In most large group settings, with an audience of 50 or more, the presenter usually has a microphone, and the audience does not, giving the presenter maximum control to deliver the full presentation uninterrupted. In this situation, the audience members usually hold their questions until the end.

In small group settings, the opposite is true; because of the informality and immediacy, audiences ask questions freely at any time during the presentation, which usually turns the presentation into a discussion. Nevertheless, the presenter must still maintain control. Let’s start with how you can exert control in a large group and then see how you can adjust for smaller groups, as appropriate.

At the end of your presentation, start the Q&A session by opening the floor to questions:



■ Open the Floor ■

Right up front, establish control by setting the ground rules for the session.


Manage the Time

Set the time parameters by making one of these statements as it relates to the particular circumstances:


	We have time for a few questions.


	I’ll be here for the rest of the afternoon to answer any questions.


	We’ll take all your questions in the breakout session.


	I don’t have time for questions because I’ve got to catch a flight but will be glad to respond to your questions via email.




Then, as you get closer to the end of your session, fulfill your forecast by starting a countdown: “Three more questions,” “Two more,” “One more,” or “Last question.”



Control the Traffic

In a carryover from grade school, most people in groups usually raise their hands when they want to speak. You can leverage that custom by raising your own hand when you start your Q&A session, implicitly inviting your audience members to raise theirs to be recognized. When you open the floor, raise your hand and say: “Who has a question?”

Usually, one or two hands go up. In virtual meetings, you might see a hand icon pop up. Or some audience members might launch into a question without raising their hands.

Of course, raising your hand is only appropriate in audiences with which you have a peer relationship. Do not expect prospective investors, venture capitalists, or members of the Board of Directors to raise their hands. In small groups, all this changes. The informality of small group sessions makes the exchange more casual and open.



Recognize the Questioner

Let’s say that at some point either during or after your presentation, you see three hands go up. Now you get to pick which person to recognize. Use an open hand and do not point. All too often, presenters or speakers point to indicate their selection. This is perfectly acceptable in a bakery but not in presentations.

To avoid the unconscious tendency to point in Q&A, exercise a simple arithmetic equation: one plus three. Extend your forefinger and roll out your other three fingers to create an open palm.

In presidential press conferences, tradition has it that the president addresses a few select reporters by name. You are not the president of the United States. You might be the president of your company, but you do not have the same privileges as POTUS. For instance, let’s say you know Anika, but you don’t know the man seated behind her. You recognize Anika first and call her by name. Then you recognize the man seated behind her and call him “Sir.” That man will feel like an outsider.

Consider the same circumstances but reverse the order. The first person you recognize is the man seated behind Anika, and you call him “Sir.” No problem. Then you recognize Anika and call her “Ma’am.” Because you know Anika, and Anika knows you know her, you will not offend her.

The rule of thumb is: If you know the name of every person in the room, call everyone by name. If you do not know the name of every person in the room, call no one by name. If you call the names of only selected people, you run the risk of implying favoritism at least and collusion at worst.

Now, having recognized one person, you are ready to yield the floor in the first step of a series of key inflection points known as the Q&A cycle.




■ The Q&A Cycle ■


	Yield the Floor to a questioner.


	Retake the Floor when the question is done.


	Provide an Answer to the question.


	Add Value beyond the answer.




Then you repeat the cycle with another questioner. Continue on to another questioner, and then another, and another, in a recurring series of interconnected arcs (see Figure 5.1).*
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Figure 5.1   The Q&A Cycle


Moving forward, you’ll learn a comprehensive set of control techniques for each step of the cycle, along with examples of how to—and how not to—deploy them. At the end of the book, you’ll see the cycle again with a summary of all the techniques you will have learned in what will then become the Suasive Q&A Cycle.

Let’s begin with how to maintain control when you yield the floor.



* Readers of the first or second editions will note that in this edition I have reduced the cycle from five steps to four for the simple reason that “Open the Floor,” which was the first step, occurs only once.



■ Yield the Floor ■

Let’s say that you recognize the person in the middle of the room, and you Yield the Floor to that person. Your motor, which has been running at full speed during the entire presentation, suddenly screeches to a stop, and that person, whose motor has been idle during that entire time, suddenly lurches into motion.

All the energy in the room suddenly shifts—and anything can happen, as you’ll see in the next chapter.





Chapter Six

You’re Not Listening!

Case Studies: Fran Lebowitz • George Bernard Shaw • Daniel Kahneman • Satya Nadella, Microsoft • Elon Musk, Tesla • The 1992 Presidential Debate

The opposite of talking isn’t listening. The opposite of talking is waiting.1

Fran Lebowitz

Breathes there a man or woman who has not accused or been accused by their significant other of not listening? Doubtful. Although humorist Fran Lebowitz summed up the problem with her customary caustic wit, the offense is usually far worse than merely waiting one’s turn to speak.

Not listening ranks high among the causes of failure in all human communication. The breakdown goes beyond interpersonal relationships to include social, business, political, and international exchanges. At its most elementary, think of a time you were in a restaurant, and you gave your waiter explicit instructions to exclude garlic, bacon, and butter from your meal. The waiter said, “Got it!” and rushed off. But when your meal arrived, it was reeking of garlic, littered with bacon, and swimming in butter. George Bernard Shaw, the witty Irish playwright and critic, is said to have described this type of exchange as:

The biggest problem in communication is the illusion that it has taken place.2

The waiter, who acted without having listened, will suffer a return trip to the kitchen at best or a diminished tip at worst.

Raise the stakes to interpersonal relationships, where the consequence of not listening can be an argument at best or a severe strain on the relationship at worst. In business, the consequence can be failure to close the deal, gain approval, or get the investment.


■ How to Lose Your Audience ■

Try this exercise: stand up and ask a nearby colleague to ask you a long, rambling question on any subject. It can be about the weather, the news, or your business. Ask that person to keep their eyes fixed on you as they ramble. Shortly after they start, cross your arms, shift your weight, and settle back onto one hip. Watch what happens. Usually, the person’s ramble will start to sputter and slow down. Ask the person how your slouch felt to them, and they will very likely say that it felt that you weren’t listening.

I do this exercise with clients, and they tell me, “You weren’t interested,” “You were bored,” “You were being impatient,” or “You couldn’t care less.”

Why would any presenter risk showing such disrespect to an audience? After all, the goal of every presentation is to seek the audience’s approval, and so a presenter must, of necessity, be beholden to them. Eager to please, presenters often jump into an answer without having understood the question and appear guilty of the charge, “You’re not listening!”

If we accept that presenters have all the best intentions in their answers, we should look to another cause of the disconnect: the questions. The main reason presenters misunderstand questions goes back to the way questioners form them. People retain my services as a presentation coach for advice on how to provide answers, not how to pose questions. When people ask questions, they do what comes naturally—therein lies the problem.



■ How People Ask Questions ■

Having just taken in all the new information of your presentation, your audience’s minds are still in the process of digesting it when they pose their questions. Moreover, when any one questioner starts asking a question, they suddenly become aware that everyone in the room is watching and become self-consciously nervous. That person’s incompletely formed thoughts then come tumbling out in a long, random, nonlinear ramble, which may or may not even take the form of a question. This is the pervasive phenomenon you read about in Chapter Four that you must take into consideration when you are preparing your list of questions.

And then, there is one more factor affecting the formation of their words.

In his bestselling book, Thinking, Fast and Slow, Nobel Prize winner Daniel Kahneman described how the human mind functions in two innately different phases. Fast Thinking is the mind’s automatic response to a new task, and it comes rushing up in a flood of thoughts, all accompanied with disparate ideas, preconceptions, biases, and tangential or orthogonal associations—all bouncing around in the brain randomly. Fast Thinking is a close cousin of right hemisphere thinking, which controls nonlinear ideas. Slow Thinking involves deliberation and reasoning. Asking questions is not a deliberative process.3

All these factors are at play in an audience member’s mind as they pose a question and so, what they say comes tumbling out of their mouths in a convoluted word salad.


How People Ask Questions in Action

A clear and yet ironic example of rambling occurs in the most unlikely place: the quarterly corporate earnings call of publicly traded companies. Mind you, unlike most other audiences, the investment analysts who attend these calls are extremely well-informed and exceptionally thorough people. Because they follow and study the entire sector and spend endless hours becoming acquainted with the presenting company, they are quite familiar with the most minute details. And they have all those details at the tips of their tongues in the high-pressure moment when they take the floor to query a company’s chief executive.

Here’s how one analyst asked Microsoft CEO Satya Nadella a question during a quarterly earnings call:

Satya, a question for you. You did a really great job of talking to how well the expanded portfolio, really broad portfolio that Microsoft brings to the market has helped customers during a crisis period and a period that engendered a lot of change within the way organizations were operating. Can you talk to us a little bit about how much of that’s sort of assistance and how much of that you were able to actually take to revenues, if you will? How much of that is stuff that you could actually monetize today versus given the customer relationships, given the focus on the long term, you have to sort of let play out over time, and it’s about kind of expanding usage and expanding the relationships with customers that you expect to pay out over a longer period?

Nadella heard the question inside the analyst’s long ramble and distilled it in his answer:

Overall, the perspective we take, the approach we take is really to be there for our customers at their time of most acute need. So, we don’t go in there with the mindset of what does it mean for our revenue. I mean this thing that I’d always say, which is when our customers do well, we’ll do well on a long-term basis. That’s at the core of our business model. That’s the core of how we approach it.4

During a Tesla quarterly earnings call, another analyst who possesses the requisite degree of meticulous knowledge and familiarity about the electric vehicle and clean energy company, asked CEO Elon Musk a question this way:

I don’t want to ask a mundane question, but I think it’s important because one of your stakeholders are shareholders right now, and so far, we’ve had a couple of pushouts in production. Is there a way that you can update us when you get to that 3,000 number or 4,000 number per week? I mean, you’re active on Twitter. Can you just let us know because we are going to have a big vacuum here, and there’s a lot of news flow out there that makes volatility into the slot, it makes it hard for people to own, even though you have a lot of believers out there. And so even though we’re being myopic right now, I think it’s very important to get those kinds of updates. And so, I think that’s my question. Can you give us an update when you get to 3,000 and 4,000 per week on the Model 3?

Musk heard the question inside the ramble and distilled it in his answer:

[A]t most, any information that we provide would be a week or two in advance of what will become public knowledge just due to vehicle registrations and shipments that are tracked very carefully.

But then Musk added:

This is an old maxim of investing, you should not be focused on short-term things, you should be focused on long-term things. We have no interest in satisfying the desires of day traders. I couldn’t care less. Please sell our stock and don’t buy it.5

Tesla’s shares fell eight percent after what Financial Times called that “bizarre” earnings call, but they quickly recovered and eventually went on to soar to stratospheric heights.6

Not many presenters can get away with Musk’s bravado, but not many presenters listen as well as he and Nadella did. For those who do not, the consequences can be disastrous.

Such a fate befell President George H. W. Bush when he ran for re-election in 1992.
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(Video 10) Famous Debate Moment: Bush, Sr. Checks His Watch in 1992 https://youtu.be/hBrW2Pz9Iiw



As the incumbent, President Bush agreed to debate his challengers, Bill Clinton, the then-governor of Arkansas, and H. Ross Perot, the billionaire businessman. All three men assembled in the Robbins Field House at University of Richmond in Virginia to engage in the first-ever town hall format in which ordinary citizens were able to question the candidates directly. One of them was a 26-year-old woman named Marisa (Hall) Summers.

When ABC Television’s Carole Simpson, the debate moderator, called on Marisa, a runner came up with a hand microphone and held it up as Marisa asked:

How has the national debt personally affected each of your lives?

As she was asking her question, President Bush looked at his wristwatch (see Figure 6.1).
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Figure 6.1   President George H. W. Bush Looking at His Watch During a Presidential Debate


Marisa continued:

…And if it hasn’t, how can you honestly find a cure for the economic problems of the common people if you have no experience in what’s ailing them?

When Bush began his answer, he said:

Well, I think the national debt affects everybody. Obviously, it has a lot to do with interest rates. It has…

Simpson interjected:

She’s saying, “you personally.”

Her microphone still live, Marisa said:

You, on a personal basis, how has it affected you?

She said, “You, personally.” Bush, said “everybody.” He wasn’t listening.

Simpson tried to help:

Has it affected you personally?

Stopped in his tracks, Bush tried to recover:

Well, I’m sure it has. I love my grandchildren. I want to think that…

Marisa’s soft voice, amplified by the live microphone, rose above the exchange to resound through the Robbins Field House public address system, out along a vast network of cables to television transmitters, across the United States into millions of television receivers and into banks of videotape recorders that captured her next word for posterity:

How?

The word stopped Bush again. He blinked, then trying to respond, he said:

I want to think that they’re going to be able to afford an education. I think that that’s an important part of being a parent. If the question—maybe I—get it wrong. Are you suggesting that if somebody has means that the national debt doesn’t affect them?

Three times, and he still didn’t have it. The young woman tried to clarify again, her voice rising ever so slightly:

Well, what I’m saying is…

Bush finally gave up, saying:

I’m not sure I get—help me with the question, and I’ll try to answer it.

After four attempts, Bush finally admitted that he didn’t understand her question. The young woman tried to help by elaborating:

Well, I’ve had friends that have been laid off from jobs.

Despite a fretful expression on his face, the president tried to sound attentive:

Yeah.

The young woman continued:

I know people who cannot afford to pay the mortgage on their homes, their car payment. I have personal problems with the national debt. But how has it affected you, and if you have no experience in it, how can you help us, if you don’t know what we’re feeling?

Bush still seemed puzzled, so Simpson intervened again:

I think she means more the recession, the economic problems today the country faces rather than the deficit.

Now clearer, the president launched into his answer:

Well, listen, you ought to be in the White House for a day and hear what I hear and see what I see and read, the mail I read and touch, the people that I touch from time to time. I was in the Lomax AME Church. It’s a Black church just outside of Washington, D.C. And I read in the bulletin about teenage pregnancies, about the difficulties that families are having to make ends meet. I talk to parents. I mean, you’ve got to care. Everybody cares if people aren’t doing well.

His voice rising defensively, he continued:

But I don’t think it’s fair to say, “You haven’t had cancer. Therefore, you don’t know what it’s like.” I don’t think it’s fair to say, you know, whatever it is, that if you haven’t been hit by it personally. But everybody’s affected by the debt because of the tremendous interest that goes into paying on that debt; everything’s more expensive. Everything comes out of your pocket and my pocket. So, it’s that.

But I think in terms of the recession, of course you feel it when you’re President of the United States. And that’s why I’m trying to do something about it by stimulating the export, vesting more, better education systems.

Thank you. I’m glad to clarify it.7

But he didn’t clarify it. Bush’s long, circuitous route to answer Marisa’s question created the distinct impression that he wasn’t listening or that he was completely out of touch. To a nation mired in an economic downturn, the question was right on target. It was also to become the point of no return for the president, as the public opinion polls showed (see Figure 6.2).
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Figure 6.2   1992 Presidential Election Public Opinion Polls


The official start of the 1992 presidential campaign was on August 14, at the end of the Republican National Convention (RNC)—when the candidates of both major parties were officially confirmed. On that day, Clinton held a 17-point lead over Bush. Among the reasons for the large gap, was that the Democratic National Convention preceded the RNC by a month, and the media exposure gave Clinton a ratings “bounce.” (That is why the major political parties alternate which convention goes first every four years.)

Then, on August 21, after a week of media exposure for the RNC, Bush got his own ratings bounce and closed Clinton’s lead to 14 points. Over the next several weeks, Bush’s numbers held steady. During that same period, Perot, who had dropped out of the race in July, decided to reenter the race in October. These factors caused Clinton’s numbers to drop precipitously to half of where they had been in August. The campaign became a horse race.

But then on October 15, Marisa asked her fateful question. The very next day, the poll numbers for Bush and Clinton began to diverge and continued in opposite directions until Clinton’s victory in November.

As decisive and as devastating were the consequences of the “wristwatch moment,” they were even worse: Yes, he did look at his watch as she asked her question and sent the message that he wasn’t listening, but after he did, he had another 55 seconds in which to formulate a better response. That interval was occupied by Perot’s answer. The young woman’ addressed her question to all three men, and Perot answered first.

In the next chapter, you’ll see that Perot not only heard the question, but he also answered it thoroughly. So did Clinton. But let’s pause here and take a deeper look at the dynamics of the president’s exchange with the young woman.




■ Ready, Fire, Aim ■

Bush’s fumbled answer, which set in motion an avalanche that brought down the house of the forty-first presidency, was a classic example of the critical blunder: “Ready, Fire, Aim!” Bush pulled the trigger before he had the target in his sights.

Earlier in this chapter, you read how presenters, with all good intentions to satisfy an audience, jump into an answer without having understood a convoluted question. However, there is another factor impelling that jump, a quality which, in every other aspect of business—except Q&A—is a strength: being results driven.

You, like everyone else in business, spend most of your time on your job (and, most likely, the rest of your waking hours) ready to pounce on problems and find solutions. As a result, whenever you get a question, you are primed to provide an answer instantly. But that hair-trigger response heightens the chance of providing a wrong answer.

Television and radio broadcasters understand hair triggers. They employ a seven-second delay in live programs to monitor and edit objectionable material. Think of the wardrobe malfunction at the Super Bowl or an excited blurt of profanity during a live Academy Awards acceptance speech.

Hair-trigger answers are old habits, as unproductive as procrastination. Old habits die hard but die they must because each of them—one more extension of the metaphor—backfires. Replace them as you would any bad habit, with positive action: listen.

In the next chapter, you will learn to do that with Active Listening and see how both Perot and Clinton demonstrated that skill. You will also learn how close Bush came to understanding the question. In the succeeding chapters, you will learn how to answer properly, and by Chapter Thirteen, you will learn how the president might have responded differently.

This delay in providing you with prescriptive instruction about answers is intentional. It is specifically designed to drive a wedge between the audience’s question and your answer. When you learn just what to do in that gap, you will be able to avoid the all-too-common fault that cost George H. W. Bush the election and can cost you the closing of your deal.





Chapter Seven

Active Listening

Case Studies: Epictetus • Satya Nadella, Microsoft • Elon Musk, Tesla • Bill Clinton • Ross Perot • David Rubenstein, The Carlyle Group • David Brooks

Nature hath given men one tongue but two ears, that we may hear from others twice as much as we speak.1

Epictetus


■ Yield the Floor ■

Let’s flash forward to the end of your next high-stakes presentation and assume that it was the performance of a lifetime. Everything went perfectly: your narrative was crystal clear and eloquently expressed, your slides were of professional caliber, your delivery was authoritative, your audience sat in spellbound admiration, and for the first time in the history of presentations, no one interrupted you.

Now you open the floor to questions, and you call on a person in the middle of the room. This is the next step in the Q&A cycle: Yield the Floor.

The person starts asking a question, but it sounds like Greek to you. Some of the words indicate that it has something to do with the material you just delivered, but the point of the rambling question is unclear. As a results-driven person, you are eager to provide an answer.

That is what happened to President Bush. He wanted to respond to Marisa, except that the answer he gave was not to the question she asked. She did not ask about his grandchildren or teenage pregnancies, nor did she ask about a Black church just outside of Washington, DC.

What did she want to know? What should the president have done instead of answering? What should you do?

Stop!

Slam on the brakes. Do not think of the answer while you are listening to the question. If you do, you are essentially putting plugs in your ears. You are ignoring the advice of ancient Greek philosopher Epictetus and heading right into the “Ready, Fire, Aim!” trap.

Instead listen. Listen for the key issue. Listen for the one or two words that identify the essence of the question, the heart of the matter.

Unfortunately, the key issue comes all wrapped up in the tangled strands of a big knotty ball, most of the strands being the disparate, random ideas of Fast Thinking.

Another of the strands is self-consciousness. Whenever a person asks a question, everyone else in the audience turns to look at the questioner. At that moment, the questioner thinks, “Yikes! They’re all looking at me! I’d better not stumble.”

That’s what happened when the moderator called on Marisa. I know that for a fact: Several years ago, I had the pleasure of speaking with her directly. She wanted to connect with me because she had learned that I run the video clip from that noteworthy debate in the Suasive programs and referenced it in the earlier editions of this book. When we spoke, I asked whether she had felt nervous, and she confirmed that she had.

Another of the strands that influenced how Marisa framed her question was emotion:

I’ve had friends that have been laid off from jobs. I know people who cannot afford to pay the mortgage on their homes, their car payment I have personal problems with the national debt.

And one final complicating strand was misinformation. Marisa had confused the national debt and the recession, and Simpson tried to clarify:

I think she means more the recession, the economic problems today the country faces rather than the deficit.2

Despite Simpson’s well-meaning effort, she took the discussion off on a tangent, and away from the central issue.

Very few people get to ask questions of presidential candidates on prime-time national television, but most people who ask questions are under the influence of Fast Thinking and nerves. That’s why so many questions come tumbling out helter-skelter, with a dense thicket of tangled strands wrapped around the key issue, producing a stream of jumbled words, all of them unclear to the presenter.

The challenge for you, as it was for George H. W. Bush, is to unwrap the knotty ball. Peel away all the strands so that you can see the distilled essence of the question, the Roman Column.


Roman Column Exercise

Please revisit the previous chapter and read the long questions the analysts asked Microsoft’s Satya Nadella and Tesla’s Elon Musk and try to identify the Roman Column in each of them (refer to pages 39–40). Then look at each CEO’s responses and how each of them had clearly heard and identified the key issue.

Next, revisit Marisa’s question (refer to page 41) and try to identify her Roman Column. This will be more challenging because Bush did not get it. Only Perot and Clinton did, but you won’t be seeing their answers until later in this chapter.

Once you’ve identified the Roman Columns, please write them in the space below, left blank for your convenience.


The Roman Columns Identified

There were two Roman Columns in the analyst’s question for Nadella: Microsoft’s differentiation (how the company took pains to help its customers in a crisis period) and its growth/outlook (how the crisis period affected Microsoft’s revenues).

Nadella nailed both in his answer:

[T]he approach we take is really to be there for our customers at their time of most acute need. So, we don’t go in there with the mindset of what does it mean for our revenue.3

The Roman Column in the analyst’s question for Elon Musk was about the timing of Tesla’s update on its Model 3.

Elon also Musk nailed it in his answer:

[A]ny information that we provide would be a week or two in advance of what will become public knowledge.4

The Roman Column in Marisa’s question (“…how can you help us, if you don’t know what we’re feeling?”), was how each of the candidates, given that they had no personal experience with the nation’s economic problems, could solve them.

Did you find the Roman Column? Don’t worry if you didn’t. Whenever I show the video of that debate in the Suasive program, I pause the clip and ask the participants the same question I just asked you. Over the years, I’ve repeated that same exercise with many participants, but only about a quarter of them answer correctly. The rest get sidetracked by the discussion of the national debt and recession. They think that the Roman Column is only about how the national debt or recession has affected the candidates personally. This is close, but no cigar.

The cigar is: How can you help us?

The “how” in Marisa’s question was the very same word she uttered to stop Bush in his tracks during the debate. She also had another “how”: how those economic problems affected the candidates personally. But this second “how,” although posed first, was subordinate to her primary concern: whether the three candidates—two of whom were multimillionaires and the third a career politician with two terms as a governor—could provide solutions to the country’s economic problems when they clearly had none of their own.

Marisa asked her question twice, referring to the solution she was seeking first as “a cure” and then as “help.” Her first time was while Bush was looking at his watch:

How has the national debt personally affected each of your lives? And if it hasn’t, how can you honestly find a cure for the economic problems of the common people if you have no experience in what’s ailing them?

The second time was when, after four failed attempts, Bush asked her to clarify her question, and she responded:

How has it affected you and, if you have no experience in it, how can you help us, if you don’t know what we’re feeling?

Bush actually touched on Marisa’s main concern twice during his exchange with her. First, as he struggled to understand her question:

Are you suggesting that if somebody has means that the national debt doesn’t affect them?

But he couched his question about her question so defensively and with such a negative slant that he backed himself into a corner and could not extricate himself. Instead, he simply gave up and asked the young woman to restate her question. After she did, he circled around the ability issue again during his rambling answer:

I don’t think it’s fair to say, “You haven’t had cancer. Therefore, you don’t know what it’s like.” I don’t think it’s fair to say, you know, whatever it is, that if you haven’t been hit by it personally.5

The negative formation of his words—three “don’ts,” two “haven’ts,” and the reference to a fatal disease—put him into reverse gear, unable to turn his answer positive.

As a matter of fact, none of the three candidates dealt specifically with the question of ability. They all went directly to their solutions; an acceptable shift because Marisa was seeking “a cure for the economic problems of the common people.”

Now let’s see how Ross Perot responded.
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(Video 11) Bush, Clinton, Perot: The Second 1992 Presidential Debate https://youtu.be/eg7-QJrJZV0?t=2904



When Marisa finished asking her question, Perot volunteered:

May I answer that?

Simpson approved:

Well, Mr. Perot, yes, of course.

Perot asked:

Who do you want to start with?

Marisa explained:

My question is for each of you, so…

Perot took the floor:

It caused me to disrupt my private life and my business to get involved in this activity. That’s how much I care about it.…I want these young people up here to be able to start with nothing but an idea like I did and build a business. But they’ve got to have a strong basic economy and if you’re in debt, it’s like having a ball and chain around you.

At that moment, the camera cut to an image of Marisa nodding as Perot continued:

I just figure, as lucky as I’ve been, I owe it to them and I owe it to the future generations and on a very personal basis, I owe it to my children and grandchildren.6

Despite Perot’s succinct, empathic, and completely relevant answer, Bush took his turn next with an answer that was far enough off target to invite her interruption and, after four tries, created the perception that he wasn’t listening.

It got still worse for Bush. Following his rambling answer and awkward exchange, Clinton’s turn came. As the incumbent headed back to his stool, the challenger rose from his and walked toward Marisa, addressing her directly:

Tell me how it’s affected you again.

His approach put Marisa at a momentary loss for words:

Um…

Continuing toward her, Clinton prodded her memory:

You know people who’ve lost their jobs and lost their homes.

She agreed:

Well, yeah, uh-huh.7

“Well, yeah, uh-huh.” She could just as well have said, “You were listening!” In that one pivotal moment, Clinton became the complete opposite of Bush. In that one pivotal moment, the die was cast for the dark horse challenger’s victory at the expense of the incumbent.

The moment was a long time in the making. Clinton’s movement, eye contact, and body language were intentional. As Clinton’s campaign manager, James Carville, described in his memoir:

We did practice having the governor get off his stool and walk down to make contact with the man or woman asking the question…we would always remind him, “Go talk to that person. Be engaged in what he has to say.”8

As soon as Clinton heard Marisa say, “Well, yeah, uh-huh,” he seized the initiative and ran with it:

Well, I’ve been governor of a small state for 12 years. I’ll tell you how it’s affected me. Every year Congress and the president sign laws that make us do more things and gives us less money to do it with.

Now Clinton shifted into overdrive. He made his entire point of view identical with that of the young woman:

I see people in my state, middle class people—their taxes have gone up in Washington and their services have gone down while the wealthy have gotten tax cuts. I have seen what’s happened in this last four years when—in my state, when people lose their jobs, there’s a good chance I’ll know them by their names. When a factory closes, I know the people who ran it. When the businesses go bankrupt, I know them.

And I’ve been out here for 13 months meeting—in meetings just like this ever since October, with people like you all over America…

When Clinton said, “people like you,” the camera cut to Marisa nodding her head silently. She could just as well have leaned into the microphone again and said, “You were listening!”

Clinton rolled on:

…people that have lost their jobs, lost their livelihood, lost their health insurance. What I want you to understand is the national debt is not the only cause of that.

Even though Simpson had, during Bush’s answer, tactfully and tacitly corrected the young woman’s confusion of the national debt and the recession, Clinton took the opportunity to repeat the young woman’s original words, “the national debt,” and, in doing so, he validated her rather than correct her. Then he continued:

It is because America has not invested in its people. It is because we have not grown. It is because we’ve had 12 years of trickledown economics. We’ve gone from first to twelfth in the world in wages. We’ve had four years where we’ve produced no private sector jobs. Most people are working harder for less money than they were making ten years ago.

At that moment, the camera cut to a close-up of Bush, agape, knowing that Clinton was scoring points with his words:

It is because we are in the grip of a failed economic theory. And this decision you’re about to make better be about what kind of economic theory you want, not just people saying I’m going to go fix it but what are we going to do? I think what we have to do is invest in American jobs, American education, control American health care costs, and bring the American people together again.

Clinton heard both of Marisa’s concerns loud and clear. He addressed each Roman Column, beginning his answer with the first: how the “national debt” affected him:

Well, I’ve been governor of a small state for 12 years. I’ll tell you how it’s affected me…

And concluded his answer with the second: his solutions, articulated by the action verb “do”—four ways:

I think what we have to do is invest in American jobs, American education, control American health care costs, and bring the American people together again.

Actually, Bush also acknowledged his empathy and offered his solutions at the very end of his answer:

I think in terms of the recession, of course you feel it when you’re President of the United States. And that’s why I’m trying to do something about it by stimulating the export, vesting more, better education systems.

But his “do” words came at the tail end of his one minute and ten-second answer—after his false start, after four bungled attempts, two interruptions, a tangential discussion, and a digressive ramble—by which time it was far too late. Clinton and Perot did not get to their solutions until the ends of their answers, either, but each of them started his answer in the first person, thereby empathizing with Marisa’s concern about their abilities. Bush, on the other hand, began his answer by going global:

Well, I think the national debt affects everybody.

By generalizing, the president, in effect, distanced himself from the economic problems. Worse, in doing so, he ignored one of Marisa’s Roman Columns, which evoked her fateful follow-on question and, in turn, sent the message that he wasn’t listening. Imagine if Bush had begun his answer with his final words:

I’m trying to do something about it by stimulating the export, vesting more, better education systems.9

When Clinton came bounding off his stool toward Marisa to ask her, “Tell me how it’s affected you again?” he evoked her “Well, yeah, uh-huh,” response. And when, three sentences later, he began his answer with, “I’ll tell you how it’s affected me…” he sent the message that he had listened.

Emulate Clinton in your Q&A sessions: Listen carefully to your audience’s questions and evoke your own equivalents of “Well, yeah, uh-huh.”





■ Subvocalization ■

A remarkably simple method to enable your Active Listening is subvocalization. Under your breath, say to yourself the words you are hearing. Silently say the words that represent the Roman Column. “He’s asking about competition,” or “She’s concerned about the cost,” or “He wants to know about the timing.” By subvocalizing about the question, you will keep your mind from thinking about the answer.

As a matter of fact, Bush used a hybrid form of subvocalization in his third attempt to answer the question. Speaking aloud, he asked rhetorically:

Are you suggesting that if somebody has means that the national debt doesn’t affect them?

That was only the half of what she was suggesting, so he did not get a “Well, yeah, uh-huh,” as Clinton did. Instead of continuing on to clarify the key issue, Bush gave up:

I’m not sure I get—help me with the question, and I’ll try to answer it.10

The lesson for you is to listen carefully for the Roman Column and to subvocalize. Silently say the Key Words—the one or two nouns or verbs that capture the questioner’s issue—until you crystallize the central idea. Avoid thinking about your answer until you are absolutely certain that you understand the Roman Column.



■ Physical Listening ■

Another important part of Active Listening is to physically express your attentiveness. Remember the exercise in the previous chapter where you saw the negative effect of slouching while listening silently? Avoid this trap by keeping all the elements of your outward appearance as focused on the person asking the question as your inner workings are focused on processing their words:


	Eyes. Your eyes are the most important factor in every human engagement. The Suasive term for this dynamic is EyeConnect® rather than eye contact. I explain the difference in The Power Presenter, but in brief, EyeConnect is a longer and more purposeful duration of engagement. Whenever you present in person, make EyeConnect by locking your eyes on the asker while they are posing their question. When you present virtually, make CamConnectSM, which means look directly into the webcam so that the audience feels that you are looking right at them.


	Stance. Distribute your weight evenly on both your feet so you are balanced and stable. If you are seated when presenting virtually, do as your mother often reminded you: sit up straight.


	Fingers. The tension of being on the spot often causes a presenter’s fingers to twiddle or fidget. If yours do, a simple remedy is to squeeze your fingertips together in a short burst of pressure to drain the tension.


	Head. Nod to show that you are in receive mode.


	Voice. Utter a few “Uh-huhs” or “Mm-hmms” to indicate that you are following.





Physical Listening in Action

Bill Clinton’s intentional move to “get off his stool and walk down to” address Marisa was a clear expression of his engagement. Ross Perot stayed at his stool during his answer but spent most of his time speaking directly to her. Bush, although he spoke directly to the young woman, often turned away from her to address the rest of the audience.

For a positive role model of physical listening in the business world, we turn to David Rubenstein, the co-founder and co-executive chair of The Carlyle Group, a private equity investment company.
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(Video 12) David Rubenstein | Full Address and Q&A | Oxford Union https://youtu.be/wuzz3R2MUN0?t=1688



Rubenstein is also the host of his own interview show on Bloomberg Television, where listening is an essential part of the job. After delivering a speech at The Oxford Union, a British debating society, Rubenstein’s listening skills were tested when he opened the floor to questions and had one student ask this long, rambling question:

One of the key aspects between the relation—in the relationship—between the west and east is vacant on the cooperation. And as I’m sure you know, there are a lot of Western and especially American companies that have quite a tough time in China right, and obviously Carlyle had their own experience in China. I guess my question is what—what would your recommendation be for Western American companies going to China dealing with the government or anything else?11

As a perfect role model of all of the skills above, Rubenstein stayed directly engaged with the young man throughout the lengthy question, nodded repeatedly, and voiced several “Mm-hmms,” sending the message that he was listening.

Although seemingly innocuous, “Mm-hmms” are effective vocal affirmations. They are even useful in interpersonal exchanges.

David Brooks, the bestselling author and Op-Ed columnist for the New York Times, described the benefits of conversational “Mm-hmms”:

I have a friend who listens to conversations the way congregants listen to sermons in charismatic churches—with amens, and approbations. The effect is magnetic.12

You needn’t go as far as “Amens!” when you listen to questions, a few simple “Mm-hmms” will do.

Now let’s go back to the moment when you’ve yielded the floor to the person in the middle of the room. Let’s say that you’ve listened carefully, you’ve subvocalized intently, you’ve affirmed several times, and you’ve nodded your head repeatedly, but you still don’t understand.



…Still Don’t Understand

After President Bush made the mistake of starting to answer a question he didn’t understand, he moved forward and made another, more fatal mistake: He asked the Marisa a question about her question:

Are you suggesting that if somebody has means that the national debt doesn’t affect them?13

The moment a presenter asks a question about a question, the presenter suddenly relinquishes control of the floor to the questioner. The exchange can then veer off in any one of several different directions—tangents, challenges, misinterpretations, annoyance—most of them dangerously negative. Asking a question about a question is like the chair of a meeting handing the gavel to the audience.

A tried-and-true technique used by salespeople is to ask open-ended questions in order to qualify a customer. One of their most common open-ended questions is “Why do you ask?” But that is a question about a question and, while it may be useful in sales, it is completely counterproductive in Q&A. The presenter’s task is to clarify, not to qualify the audience.

In short, never ask a question about a question.

Marisa responded to Bush’s question about her question:

Well, what I’m saying is…14

Her voice rose on the word “saying,” indicating her frustration. A variation of Marisa’s vocal exasperation is the more common, “Well, what I’m really asking…,” in which the questioner’s voice rises on the word “really.” This irritable vocal emphasis can radiate through the audience like wildfire. In the case of the presidential debate, the audience was the millions of people watching the debate and, ultimately, the majority of the electorate.

Some presenters who don’t understand a question make the mistake of trying to interpret it. They say, “Let me see if I have this right…,” which gives the questioner the opportunity of saying, “No, you don’t have it right!” Another instance of, “You weren’t listening!”

Some presenters make another mistake, known as the deafness ruse. It usually occurs in response to an extremely hostile question. Although the question was clearly audible to everyone in the room, the presenter, obviously caught off guard, attempts to recover by striking a forced tone of innocence and says, “Could you repeat the question?” The pretense is transparent.

Other presenters go all the way to the end of their answer to a question that they didn’t understand in the first place and see the narrowed eyes of the questioner glowering back at them. If the presenter, as far too many presenters do, then says, “Does that answer your question?” or its variant, “Is what you’re asking…?” the questioner has the opportunity to say, “No.” Again, the message is, “You weren’t listening!”

Remove these questions from your vocabulary:


	Let me see if I have this right…?


	Could you repeat the question?


	Does that answer your question?


	Is what you’re asking…?




Instead, ask the questioner to clarify the question. This tactic is known as “Return to Sender.” It’s what the U.S. Postal Service does with mail with illegible addresses; it’s what you should do with unintelligible questions. Rather than try to interpret someone’s nonlinear ramble, Return the Floor to the questioner by saying:

I’m sorry, I didn’t follow; would you mind restating your question?

Note the underlined use of “I” in the sentence. By using the first person, the presenter takes responsibility for not understanding rather than accusing the questioner of being incomprehensible. As a result, the questioner, having had a moment to think, will be very likely to restate the question with greater clarity.




■ Yards After Catch ■

In North American football, an important measure of success is a statistic called “Yards After Catch,” or its acronym, YAC. It refers to receivers who catch a pass for a gain of yards and then run for additional yards. Great receivers are able to run for many additional yards after they catch a pass. The not-so-great receivers, in their desire to accrue YACs, often take their eyes off the ball and start to run before they catch the ball. They then fail to make the catch or gain the yards.

The YAC analogy applies here. Do not take a step into your answer until your hands are on the ball, until you fully grasp the Roman Column.

You can get the Roman Column on your own with Active Listening, or you can get it by Returning to Sender. Either way, with the key issue firmly in your mind, you are now—and only now—finally ready to move forward to the next step in the control cycle: Retake the Floor.





Chapter Eight

The Power of the Buffer

Case Studies: General Sun Tzu • Dara Khosrowshahi, Uber • Reed Hastings, Netflix • Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, WTO • Geoff Clapp, Better • Bruce Hasse, Extended Stay America • Wang Xiang, Xiaomi Corporation • Giulio Ranzo, Avio • Evan Spiegel, Snap • Chuck Robbins, Cisco • Elon Musk, Tesla

To subdue the enemy without fighting is the acme of skill.1

The Art of War

General Sun Tzu


■ Retake the Floor ■

Let’s return to that moment after you opened the floor to the person in the middle of the room. You listened to the long, rambling question and, either on your own or through the questioner’s restatement, have a full grasp the Roman Column in the question. As a results-driven person, you are eager to provide an answer when you Retake the Floor.

But suppose that first question comes at you like this:

Wait a minute! You tell me that your product is going to save us money, and then you give me sticker shock with a price that’s twice as much as your competition asks! That’s outrageous! Where do you get off charging so damned much?

Then suppose you were to give this answer:

When you consider the total cost of ownership of our solution, you’ll see that it will save you money in the long run.

At this critical juncture, the moment you step into the line of fire, in your very first answer to the very first question, you would be saying that your prospective buyer is wrong. After all, the clear inference in the question is that you are charging too much, and the clear inference in your answer is that you are not charging too much—that, in fact, your price is a bargain.

That response would peeve your questioner, as well as the rest of the audience, because they would perceive you as being contentious. In response, your audience—your prospective customers—would be unlikely to buy your product because your negative behavior would produce a negative perception. Just as the negative behavior of CEO Lourenco Goncalves—lashing out at the Goldman Sachs analyst—caused shares of Cleveland-Cliffs Inc. to fall more than 6%.2

Another approach, widely offered as conventional wisdom for Q&A sessions, is to repeat the question. However, if, after being asked “Where do you get off charging so damned much?” you were to repeat the question this way:

Where do we get off charging so damned much?

You would then validate the inference that you are overcharging. Your prospective buyer would perceive you as having admitted guilt. Or, in the words of the late-night television comics, “Nailed ’em!”

What’s worse, when you answer a question by repeating negative words, you are very likely to begin defensively by saying something like “When you consider the total cost of ownership…”—which implies that your questioner does not understand how business operates.

In each of those responses, you would be carrying forward a negative balance and starting a long, difficult slog up a very steep mountain.

Therefore, when you are asked a hostile question, do not answer, and do not repeat; instead, follow General Sun Tzu’s strategy in the epigraph.



■ The General’s Strategy ■

Many modern businesses have on their bookshelves a requisite copy of Sun Tzu’s 2,500-year-old treatise on combat—with good reason. Here in the twenty-first century, the soldier-philosopher’s ideas have become a recognized strategy for combat in business, if not a primer for any conflict in life. His premise of winning without fighting is a perfect analogue for handling tough questions.

Fighting is synonymous with the contentious and defensive behavior that you saw exhibited by Mark McGwire, John Stumpf, Mike Lazaridis, and Lourenco Goncalves. Each of them demonstrated negative behavior that produced negative perceptions in their audiences, and none of them won his engagement.

Contentiousness is the most damaging because it represents loss of control. To achieve a positive perception with your audience, never react to tough questions with anger; instead, always respond with firm but calm resolve—by deploying the Buffer.



■ The Buffer ■

Just as heavy machinery uses springs or other devices to cushion the impact of opposing parts or forces, you can use a rhetorical device to cushion the impact of a verbal challenge. In Q&A, that device is the Buffer, the one or two Key Words that identify the essence of the question, the heart of the matter—the very words you learned to extract from the long rambling question during the Active Listening lesson of the previous chapter. The Buffer is essentially a statement of the Roman Column, the ultimate distillation technique. By using only the one or two Key Words, you remove any negative words and neutralize the hostility. Here’s how to do that with the hostile question from the opening salvo of this chapter:

Wait a minute! You tell me that your product is going to save us money, and then you give me sticker shock with a price that’s twice as much as your competition asks! That’s outrageous! Where do you get off charging so damned much?

The Key Word is “price.” Just price, that’s all. Not “twice as much,” “sticker shock,” or “so damned much.” The Buffer is:

Our pricing rationale is…

Notice that the Buffer does not validate the questioner’s assertion that the price is too high, nor does it invalidate the questioner’s assertion by saying that the price is justified by the total cost of ownership.

The Buffer accomplishes General Sun Tzu’s strategy—based on a foundational principle of martial arts: rather than try to counter force with force, deflect force.

By neutralizing the challenge, you can move into your answer without agreeing or defending. You will only have to address the price itself, not whether it is too high or too low. You won’t be learning the answering techniques until Chapter Twelve, but first let’s take a deeper look at Buffering in Figure 8.1.


[image: ]
Figure 8.1   Buffer Positioning


The light area in the center of the horizontal bar is the safe zone, and the outer dark areas at either end are danger zones. Your objective is to position the Roman Column in the safe zone.

If you were to reverse the challenging question in your response—“When you consider the total cost of ownership…”—you would land in the danger zone on the right because you would be invalidating the questioner’s concern by implying that your solution is worth twice the price. Your audience would then perceive you as being contentious and resist doing business with you.

If you were to repeat the challenging question—“Where do we get off charging so much?”—you would land in the danger zone on the left because you would be validating that your charge is excessive. Your audience would then perceive you as admitting guilt.

By Buffering to only the price, you can explain your rationale in your answer without having to deal with whether the price is too high or worth twice as much.

Two other important benefits of the Buffer are that it distills the long ramble into a clearly identified concept for the rest of the audience, and for you, it tees up your answer.

You’ll note that the hostile question above happens to be the first of the Seven Universal Issues you saw in Chapter Four, repeated here for your convenience:


	Price/Cost


	Compete/Differentiate


	Qualifications/Capabilities


	Timing


	Growth/Outlook


	Contingencies


	Problems




The first four represent the most frequently asked types of hostile questions; the latter three are challenging as well, but they are usually worded less aggressively than the first four.

Let’s look at how to Buffer the Seven Universal Issues, starting with the hostile types.



■ Buffers for the Seven Universal Issues ■


1. Price/Cost

The question we’ve been considering is one a prospective customer might ask a sales representative:

Wait a minute! You tell me that your product is going to save us money, and then you give me sticker shock with a price that’s twice as much as your competition asks! That’s outrageous! Where do you get off charging so damned much?

You’ll note that I exaggerated the verbiage in the question to underscore the hostility, to raise the bar. Remember, you are preparing for the worst-case scenario. As we address the other Universal Issues, I will turn up the heat on them, too.

The Buffer in this case is:

Our pricing rationale is…



2. Compete/Differentiate

If you were the CEO of a startup company, a venture capitalist might ask you:

There are dozens of startups doing exactly what you’re doing! And then there are all those big companies with their entrenched market share. It’s a jungle out there filled with 800-pound gorillas, and you’re only just getting off the ground! What on Earth makes you think that you can survive?

As with the first question, if you were to answer that you have a competitive advantage or, as some presenters say presumptuously, “The reason we win…,” you would be saying that your questioner is wrong. If you were to repeat the question with the word “survive,” you would be validating the inference that your survival is in doubt.

The Key Word is “compete” or “differentiate.” That’s all. Not “survive” or “competitive advantage.” Deal with only how you compete, not whether you can or cannot.

The Buffer is:

The way we compete/differentiate is…



3. Qualifications/Capabilities

If you were a CEO on an IPO roadshow, an institutional investor might ask you:

You’ve done a great job taking your company from a struggling startup to a profitable player. And your previous experiences with both Microsoft and Amazon are mint. But what you haven’t done is run a public company, and that’s a whole different ball game with a different set of rules. What makes you think you can be any good at that when you’ve never done it before?

If you were to answer that you are fully confident that you can do the job flawlessly, you would be saying that your questioner is wrong. If you were to repeat the question with “What makes me think,” you would be carrying forward the doubt and validating the inference that you are not qualified.

The Key Word is “capabilities” or “qualifications.” That’s all. Not “never done it before.”

The Buffer is:

My qualifications include…



4. Timing

If you were the COO of a startup company, a business reporter might ask you:

Every other player in this space has gone out and raised financing to beef up their sales efforts to bring their products to market. You’ve been operating on a shoestring budget all this time and are only just getting around to seeking financing now. Looks like you may have missed the boat. What’s taken you so long to go out and ask for the order?

If you were to answer that this is the right time to seek financing, you would be saying that the questioner is wrong. If you were to repeat the question with “What’s taken us so long,” you would be validating the inference that you are too late.

The Key Word is “time.” That’s all. Not “missed the boat,” “too late,” or “so long,” because those words are all admissions of guilt.

The Buffer is:

The reason we’re seeking finance at this time is…

A variation of this question is one a prospective investor might ask you if you were the CEO of a company on an IPO roadshow:

Your company has done very well very quickly, and now you’re rushing out the door to go public. But investors like to see a consistent track record. Furthermore, the stock market is experiencing dipsy-doodle, triple-digit swings right now, and investors are laying low. Why don’t you wait until you get a few more quarters of revenue under your belt and see the stock market settle down?

Again, if you were to answer that this is the right time to go public, you would be saying that the questioner is wrong. If you were to repeat the question with “Why don’t we wait,” you would be validating the inference that you are too early.

The Key Word is “timing.” That’s all. If you were to say, “Why don’t we wait,” you would be agreeing that you acted too hastily.

The Buffer is:

The reason we’re going public at this time is…

Note that the Buffers for all the hostile questions distilled and neutralized the essence into single-word nouns or verbs:


	“Price”


	“Competition”


	“Qualifications”


	“Time”




Now let’s look at Buffers for each of the other three Universal Issues:



5. Growth/Outlook

If you were the EVP of sales, a board member might ask you:

How do you plan to meet your new stretch goals?

Because this is a question that seeks a plan, the Buffer is:

Our roadmap is…

A more challenging form of this question is one a VP might ask you if you were a product manager whose release was late to market:

What are you going to do to make sure that this doesn’t happen again?

The Buffer is the same as the previous but now serves to neutralize the delay and tee up a solution:

Our roadmap is…



6. Contingencies

If you were a VP of strategy, an analyst might ask you:

What are you going to do if your product is late?

The Buffer is:

Our backup plan is to…

A variation of this question is one a board member might ask you if you were a CEO of a startup company:

What are you going to do if you don’t get the financing?

The Buffer is:

Our alternative plan is to…



7. Problems

When audiences are asked to respond to a presenter’s call to action, they always want to know about the risks, the downside, the potential traps, or the problems. Over time, the way such questions are posed has evolved into this particular wording:

What keeps you up at night?

Listen for it in your next Q&A session. Odds are you will hear someone use those very words.

In Chapter Four, I described my recommendation that, in preparing for an IPO roadshow, the company’s management team should solicit a list of questions from diverse groups, including investment bankers, attorneys, auditors, public relations consultants, and investment advisors. Inevitably, the collected lists contain the perennial “What keeps you up at night?” question.

Custom aside, you must answer this question directly by acknowledging any problems, or you will appear to be evasive. Every business has a potential downside. But you can neutralize the downside with this Buffer:

What I think about most is…

Here, too, as with the hostile questions, each of the Buffers for the other Universal Issues was a single word noun or verb:


	“Roadmap”


	“Plan”


	“Think”




Let’s now look at role models of effective Buffering for each of the Seven Universal Issues:



Buffers for the Seven Universal Issues in Action


1. Price/Cost
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(Video 13) Watch CNBC’s Full Interview with Uber CEO Dara Khosrowshahi Ahead of Its IPO (0:45) https://www.cnbc.com/video/2019/05/10/watch-cnbcs-full-interview-with-uber-ceo-dara-khosrowshahi-ahead-of-its-ipo.html



When Uber Technologies, the ride-hailing and delivery company, went public, CEO Dara Khosrowshahi sat down for an interview with CNBC’s Andrew Ross Sorkin. After a warm-up softball question, Sorkin’s very next question clearly implied that the IPO was priced too low:

Tell us, in terms of the pricing, $45 a share—which is at the lower end of things—how do you think about that, how do you think about that in terms of your ratings—raising about $8.1 billion is probably less than you wanted to raise.…How do you think about that?

Khosrowshahi did not carry forward Sorkin’s “lower end” or “less than.” He just Buffered to the Key Word:

Pricing a deal is an art, not a science.3



2. Compete/Differentiate
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(Video 14) Netflix Q2 2018 Earnings Interview https://youtu.be/xZN_PwZdsLA?t=337



Netflix, the giant content platform and production company, was a pioneer in the now enormous online entertainment space. The company was also among the early pioneers of a new approach to public company earnings calls: converting from the traditional telephone format to a live video discussion—even before the COVID-19 pandemic made Zoom calls the new normal. As another innovation, Netflix arranged for the calls to be moderated by a research analyst rather than the standard practice of “being chaperoned by a company official.”4

In one such call, Sanford C. Bernstein analyst Todd Juenger asked Reed Hastings, Netflix’s founder, chair, and co-CEO, an 800-pound gorilla question about the powerful Walt Disney Company —which Juenger characterized as an elephant—and Disney’s intent to invade Netflix’s turf:

Moving to the other elephant that was already in the room, just checking a bit on the competitive landscape. Obviously, a lot going on between Disney and Comcast and Fox and Sky, so need to check in and—and hear what you’re thinking in terms of what impact on Netflix however that result turns out—and if there’s any particular result better or worse for your own competitive fortunes.

I had the privilege of coaching Reed for his roadshow when Netflix went public in 2002, and he clearly remembered the importance of Buffering:

There’s a lot of new and strengthening competition…5

With this direct Buffer, Reed clearly positioned Netflix as ready to take on all comers.



3. Qualifications/Capabilities
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(Video 15) WTO: I Am The Most Qualified for the Job—Okonjo-Iweala [FULL VIDEO] https://youtu.be/XZcVUPaMbnA?t=141



When Dr. Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala was one of eight candidates contending for the coveted role of Director-General of the World Trade Organization (WTO), she was asked a question about her qualifications by Laurent Sierro, a reporter with the Swiss News Agency:

We raised already the question about the fact that there were three candidates for Africa. Was there any question from member states during that session, and could you feel any sense of concern regarding that divide?

Dr. Ngozi went right to the Key Word in her reply:

I hope I’m the candidate that is chosen and is backed because I think I have the qualifications and the leadership characteristics to do the job, and I’m sure Africa will come behind my candidacy.6

The WTO member states agreed with Dr. Ngozi and made her the first woman and the first African Director-General.7



4. Timing

A Forbes article with the subtitle, “Being Too Early Is the Same As Being Wrong…” discussed the failure of a promising mobile health service startup company called Better for “flying too close to the sun.” The article also described CEO Geoff Clapp as “a highly-regarded entrepreneur and mensch”8 who was able to secure support from the prestigious Mayo Clinic and backing from the deep pockets of The Social+Capital Fund. Unfortunately, despite a conspicuous launch of his company at the high-profile Wall Street Journal D:Mobile event in New York City,9 Better never gained traction and shut down three years later.

Tech Tonic podcast host David Shaywitz, looking to provide a lesson for his listeners, invited Clapp for a postmortem about what went wrong with Better. During the discussion, Shaywitz asked a timing question:

Have the timeframes for companies accelerated now? Did you not really have the time to pivot or to hone in on one of those areas?

Clapp Buffered directly to timing and rolled into a candid answer:

I think that—I don’t think it was time. I don’t know. In retrospect, it’s easy to say, “Oh, if we had more time, more money, more whatever…”10

You’ll note that Dara Khosrowshahi, Reed Hastings, Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, and Geoff Clapp all used single-word Buffers: “pricing,” “competition,” “qualifications,” and “time.”

Each Buffer was a noun. They could also have been verbs, but they should never be adjectives and adverbs. Those parts of speech are value judgments or opinions that carry a bias forward into the answer. Nouns and verbs are clean, neutral descriptors. The goal of a Buffer, like a shock absorber, is to neutralize any negative impact—a vital function in handling hostile questions.

Once you Buffer, you have removed any inherent negativity and can proceed into your answer in full control.



5. Growth/Outlook

Bruce Hasse, the CEO of Extended Stay America, a publicly traded economy apartment hotel chain, announced a new higher-price offering during a quarterly earnings call—and was promptly challenged by Citigroup analyst Smedes Rose, who asked a “How do you plan to get there from here?” question:

We’ve seen in the past, it’s easy for—easier for brands to kind of work down into offering lower price point products. And it’s more difficult to offer higher price point products when you’re coming from a lower base. And just kind of, you talked a lot about the customer research, but I guess what kind of gives you confidence that you can introduce a product at such a significant premium to where you are now?

In the first words of his response, Haase Buffered directly to the company’s upmarket roadmap:

Yes. Well, I think, what we’ve already seen with some of the highly renovated product and the new builds that we have, they’re going to position into the brand.11



6. Contingencies

During a quarterly earnings call by Xiaomi Corporation, the large publicly traded Chinese electronics manufacturer, President Wang Xiang got a contingency question from CITIC (China International Trust Investment Corporation) Group analyst Yingbo Xu, who wanted to know how Xiaomi planned to handle emerging competition in the Artificial Intelligence of Things (AIoT) space:

We noticed that some third-party AIoT part companies [are] trying to enlarge their exposure in AIoT area to empower or enable more home appliance companies to be connected in this area. So how do you see this kind of competition with our AIoT? Considering the competition will we be more ambitious in the AIoT area?

With his Buffer, Wang Xiang made it clear that Xiaomi was ready for any and all competition:

In terms of the AIoT competition, I mean obviously, I think our success has certainly led to many of our competitors wanting to get into this area. I think we are differentiated in a couple of ways…12



7. Problems
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(Video 16) Avio CEO: Our Market Is Very Dynamic, Competitive https://www.cnbc.com/video/2017/04/10/avio-ceo-our-market-is-very-dynamic-competitive.html



When Giulio Ranzo, the CEO of Avio, an Italian aerospace company, appeared on CNBC’s Squawk Box Europe, anchor Karen Tso asked him the “What keeps you up at night?” question, but she phrased it this way:

What are the biggest challenges that you see ahead for your company?

Ranzo Buffered in the first words of his reply:

The big challenge is that our market—our reference market, the market of space launchers—is becoming very dynamic, very competitive around the world—and so if we want to compete successfully, we need to be able to go faster, mobilize financial resources to invest.13

In every case above, the Buffer not only neutralized the challenge in the question but teed up an assertive answer.

You’ll recall that, in addition to these Seven Universal Issues, there are variations that are unique to a particular industry or company. Let’s look at three such examples and three role models who Buffered them effectively.





■ Industry- or Company-Specific Buffers ■
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(Video 17) Snap CEO Evan Spiegel | Full Interview | 2018 Code Conference https://youtu.be/SQYBLeV6sbM?t=32



Although Kara Swisher is a veteran journalist, having reported for the Washington Post, the Wall Street Journal, and now for the New York Times, she asks lengthy questions. Her intent, as it is for any journalist, is to set a context for the question, but the length creates a challenge for interviewees. Here’s such a question Swisher asked Evan Spiegel, the CEO of Snap, the social media company, in an interview at the Code technology conference:

My kids are on Snapchat a lot, especially my 16-year-old, he grew up with Snapchat. I hate to do anecdotal things, but I watch him use it a lot, and he was mad about the redesign, like furious, he was like, “Tell Evan I’m very upset about this.” And I’m like, “I think I won’t,” but he had a whole long list of issues and yet he uses it almost continuously. He’s always on it, he uses it for communication, he uses it, and he does it in such a facile way. So, talk a little bit about this redesign ‘cause it was very controversial, it had an impact on your business, so talk about—walk us through what you think happened and the mistakes you made and what you were trying to do to fix it.

Spiegel extracted “redesign” (a variation of Snap’s product roadmap or plan) from Swisher’s ramble and Buffered to it at the very beginning of his response:

Well, first please thank him for using the service despite the redesign.14

Poppy Harlow is also a veteran journalist, with stops at CBS, NY1 News, and Forbes.com Video Network before her current role at CNN. Harlow posed a question that was only slightly shorter than Swisher’s in an interview with Cisco CEO Chuck Robbins:

Salesforce CEO Mark Benioff told me just last week he has mandated—he has basically put quotas in place—you have to have X amount of women in executive leadership meetings—you have to have X amount of women speaking at these events. Is that what we need, is to make a conscious effort from the top, say, so they’re in the position to get those jobs?

Harlow’s reference to “quotas” was about equal opportunities for women (a variation of Cisco’s roadmap or plan for diversity), but Robbins’s Buffer was one synonymous word, “parity”:

We’ve done all the same work on the parity side.

Then, as he continued on into his answer, Robbins, repeated the Key Word.

We’ve actually invested in the analysis to make sure we understand not only for women but all—all different diverse groups that we have balance and parity in place and we’re doing the same things.15
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(Video 18) Elon Musk on Tesla’s Auto Pilot and Legal Liability https://youtu.be/60-b09XsyqU?t=66



During an interview with Tesla CEO Elon Musk, Bloomberg Television News anchor Betty Liu asked him this question about autonomous driving:

Let’s say it’s on autopilot, so it’s not autonomous—ah—but if it’s on autopilot and the driver says, “Hey, you know this was supposed to change lanes for me and instead it hit this barrier. I want, you know, I want Tesla to be responsible for this.”

In the first sentence of his response to Liu’s question (a variation of a contingency issue), Musk Buffered directly to “responsibility”:

I think we’re—we’re going to be quite clear with customers that the responsibility remains with the driver.16

Swisher, Harlow, and Liu—all experienced journalists—intending to establish context, often ask long questions. Spiegel, Robbins, and Musk—all prominent CEOs—must cut through the word salads to appear perceptive and prepared. This ability is particularly important when the issue is a challenge.

The Buffer is also useful in handling another set of questions, which are more challenging in their style and structure than in their substance, as you’ll see in the next chapter.





Chapter Nine

Structurally Challenging Questions

Case Studies: John Stuart Mill • Helene Poirier, Cisco • Dennis Muilenburg, Boeing • Christian Sewing, Deutsche Bank • Ariana Grande • Roger Lynch, Condé Nast • Ed Bastian, Delta Airlines • Adam Kiciński, CD PROJEKT • Wang Xiang, Xiaomi • Angela Knight, British Bankers Association • Mohamed El-Erian, Allianz • Eddy Vataru, Osterweis Capital Management

To question all things…above all, to insist upon having the meaning of a word clearly understood before using it, and the meaning of a proposition before assenting to it 1

John Stuart Mill

February 1, 1867

From an early age, British philosopher John Stuart Mill was a scholar and writer whose profound ideas influenced political, economic, and social theory. Later in life, as the Lord Rector of the University of St. Andrews, he extended his influence to academia with the exhortation above, in which he expressed the need to ask challenging questions in order to make communication effective. Businesspeople, forever cautious, always want to understand “the meaning of a proposition before assenting to it”; and so, just like Cisco’s Helene Poirier in Chapter Two, business audiences ask challenging questions.

Those challenges often come in a variety of structural forms that make them hard to handle.


■ Negative Questions ■

Audiences have minds of their own, and sometimes they want to impose their ideas on the minds of the presenter. Let’s say that you are the CFO of a public company, and, during an earnings call, an analyst asked you:

This is the age of the mating dance: banks are consolidating, airlines and pharmaceutical companies are merging. Everybody’s throwing their lot in with others. Instead of going out there and fighting a holy war or trying to be the Lone Ranger, why don’t you merge or get acquired with one of the larger companies in your sector?

The subtext of this question is: Why don’t you do what the asker thinks you should do rather than what you just got finished spending your entire presentation telling the audience what you intend to do, which is to pursue sole market leadership.

If you, as presenter, spend any time dealing with “Why don’t you…?” questions, you will only invite more negative questions, and you’ll be swatting flies all day. Instead, turn the negative question positive by addressing only why you are doing what you said you’d be doing in the first place.

The Buffer is:

We’re pursuing market leadership on our own because…


Negative Questions in Action
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(Video 19) Boeing CEO Dennis Muilenburg Answers Questions at the Company’s Shareholder Meeting (4:56) https://www.cnbc.com/video/2019/04/29/boeing-ceo-dennis-muilenburg-answers-questions-at-the-companys-shareholder-meeting.html



After Boeing’s 737 Max 8 aircraft experienced two tragic crashes, CEO Dennis Muilenburg spoke at the company’s shareholder meeting, where he was asked:

In light of the crisis facing your company and, in the interests of re-earning the trust of the flying public, have you considered resigning?

Muilenburg had no intention of resigning and, in his reply, stated his determination to stay:

My clear intent is to continue to lead on the front of quality, safety, and integrity.2

Not only did Muilenburg stand his ground, but he did also so in positive terms.
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(Video 20) Full Interview with Deutsche Bank CEO Christian Sewing https://www.cnbc.com/video/2018/06/29/full-interview-with-deutsche-bank-ceo-christian-sewing.html



The day after the Federal Reserve Board released a negative report about Deutsche Bank, the large German investment bank and financial services firm, the company’s CEO Christian Sewing appeared on CNBC’s Business News where anchor Wilfred Frost asked him a “Why don’t you…?” question:

The Fed said you had, quote, widespread and critical deficiencies in your capital planning controls for the U.S. unit.…Given the size of the U.S. unit—relative to the total bank, relatively small, and the problems it’s causing you—do you ever consider just getting rid of it as part of the restructuring?

Sewing had no intention of getting rid of the U.S. unit:

No, not at all. I mean, for various reasons. Number one, look at the size of the U.S. operations, what it makes for all of Deutsche Bank. The U.S. is next to Germany one of the most important markets we are in. And that will remain the case.3

Neither Muilenburg nor Sewing was about to do what their interrogators asked them to do. Nor should you. Both executives affirmed their intention to continue to do exactly what they were doing. If you get a “Why don’t you…?” question, simply default to the positive and respond with what you intend to do.




■ Irrelevant Questions ■

How come your logo doesn’t have a space between the two words?

This type of question usually results in a snicker, an eye roll, or a frown from presenters, each of which expresses condescending disdain to the asker. In absolute fact of the matter, there is no such thing as an irrelevant question. A question may only seem irrelevant because presenters are so intently focused on their own points of view.

To paraphrase the famous line from the film Field of Dreams, “If they ask it, you must answer it.” Every audience member has every right to ask any question and every question they ask is relevant and appropriate. You can inhibit the snicker, eye roll, or frown with a Buffer to the Key Words:

We chose our logo design because…


Irrelevant Questions in Action
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(Video 21) Ariana Grande Scolds Power106 Radio DJs About Equality in Awkward Interview (Be Yourselfie) https://youtu.be/cTCD65AyXxA?t=33



The pop singer Ariana Grande was confronted with an irrelevant question when she went on a radio show to promote the release of her new song. One of the DJs had a different subject in mind when he asked:

If you could use makeup or your phone one last time, which one would you pick?

Unruffled by a question that was not only unrelated to her new song—but also patently sexist—Grande responded graciously by smiling and saying:

Is that what you think—girls have trouble choosing?

Undeterred, the DJ pressed Grande about his subject:

Yeah, absolutely! Can you really go anywhere without your cell phone? How long can you go without looking…?

With complete assurance, Grande interrupted:

Many hours at a dinner table. I like to be present and talking and making eye contact.4




■ Multiple Questions ■

Given all the mental forces you read about in the preceding chapters—Fast Thinking, emotion, self-consciousness—many questions in Q&A sessions are usually formed as multiple questions, creating a major challenge for the presenter.

Let’s say you are a CFO, and you get this question from an analyst:

How much did you spend on R&D last year? What percentage of your revenues did that represent, and what is your R&D model going forward?

Any financial person could easily handle all three questions because they are all related. And any presenter can handle multiple related questions about their area of expertise. The challenge arises when one of the questions is from left field, another from right field, and another from the Moon.

What many presenters do in these circumstances is to begin to answer one question and, eager to be thorough, dive deep into the details—during which they lose track of the other questions—at which point, the presenter often turns to the questioner and asks:

What was your other question?

The audience perception: “You weren’t listening!”

You are not obliged to remember someone else’s long, nonlinear Fast Thinking ramble. Moreover, if you try to hold one question in reserve while you are processing the one you are answering, you will overload your thinking process. It’s like rubbing your stomach and patting your head at the same time.

Instead pick only one of the multiple questions: the easiest, the hardest, the last, the first, the one that surprised you, or the one that you were expecting. Buffer that question, answer it, and then turn back to the person who asked it and, in a declarative statement, say:

You had another question.

That statement will produce one of two responses. Either the questioner will restate the question, in which case you are off the hook, or the questioner will say:

That’s all right, you covered it.

Here, too, you are off the hook. The latter response is quite common because most people can’t remember their own long, nonlinear Fast Thinking rambles.

Either way, you are free to either answer the second question or to move on to another questioner.


Multiple Questions in Action
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(Video 22) Condé Nast CEO Roger Lynch | Full Interview | Code Media 2019 https://youtu.be/ag6BwufkL_Q?t=1557



When Condé Nast CEO Roger Lynch appeared at the CodeMedia conference, host Peter Kafka opened the floor to questions. A reporter with Women’s Wear Daily stood up and asked Lynch this double question:

I have two questions actually. One, it kind of sounds like the strategy around the paywall maybe has changed. Are you still going to put every magazine behind a paywall, as was originally announced, or is it just a focus on the core kind of four properties that are already there? And also, how many magazines do you think Condé will publish in five years?

Lynch began by Buffering to her second question:

So, first of all, to level set we have 38 brands…

He went on to give a very thorough answer about the company’s magazines—that lasted a minute and fifteen seconds—when he suddenly realized he had forgotten all that the reporter wanted to know, so he asked her:

So, what was the rest of your question?

She wanted to know more about Condé Nast’s magazines:

So, more magazines will go digital over the years?

Lynch replied:

I don’t know. I think that—I think we have a playbook that has shown how magazines can be successful as digital only. But I think it depends on the type of content that exists for the magazine. So, it’s possible but right now I think we’ve got a pretty good balance.

He stopped and waited for her reaction. She gave it to him:

Okay…

But then she reminded him that he hadn’t answered the first question:

…and then the other question was around the paywall strategy.5

Because the reporter had said she has two questions, Lynch courteously started his reply with “First of all….” But that became a trap for him. By committing himself to answer both questions and, despite having provided a thorough answer to one, by losing track of the second, he appeared not to have listened.
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(Video 23) Delta CEO Ed Bastian | Full Interview | Code 2019 https://youtu.be/FeFRmb08ep4?t=1743



Delta Airlines CEO Ed Bastian found himself in a similar situation when he invited questions from the Code conference audience. A man stepped up to a microphone and asked Bastian a double question:

Two questions for you. Your best clients, I’m a Diamond for as long as they existed, but Delta has led the industry in actually devaluing frequent fliers for their most loyal customers. You mentioned, citing upgrading from coach to first, that took away the traditional upgrades. So, tell me, one, how do you feel about the importance of the customer, your most loyal customers? And lastly, how are you going to compete with Mint on JetBlue domestically?

Bastian began his answer with a perfect Buffer:

First question, on loyalty…

He then provided a very thorough and well-informed answer that went on for a minute and twenty-five seconds—when he suddenly realized that he had forgotten the gist of the second question:

I didn’t get the question about JetBlue.6

After the man reminded him that it was about competing with JetBlue Mint, Bastian launched into a strong, assertive answer that positioned JetBlue as a niche player and Delta as the leader. To Bastian’s credit, he remembered that the second question was about JetBlue, just not the specific subject. When he realized that he had forgotten, all he had to do was say: “You had another question about JetBlue...”

Although Bastian did better than Lynch with multiple questions, these two examples provide an important lesson: avoid enumeration. The questioner did say “Two questions…,” but Bastian needn’t have begun his response by saying, “First question…” because that committed him to remembering that there was a second. If he had begun with “On loyalty…,” then all he would have had to do is deal with that subject and leave it to the questioner to remember the JetBlue question.

Some presenters can enumerate multiple questions, commit to a number, and remember them all.

Adam Kiciński, the joint CEO of CD PROJEKT, a video game developer, was confident he could do all of the above. During a call with investors to apologize for a three-week delay in releasing the company’s latest game, he got a long three-part question right out of the gate:

Good evening. I’ve got three questions. My first one—going back to what you said in the middle of June, when you last delayed the game—I think you specifically ruled out delaying it again beyond November 19. My question is—why is it different this time; why you’re confident that you can get this game out on December 10? Secondly, you mentioned in your comments that “we have an amazing game on our hands.” Could you provide some feedback that you’ve been getting from testing on how the game plays, and we can get comfortable—when we actually get the game out?…And thirdly—longer term…how confident are you that you are going to be able to handle getting multiplayer out in two years?

Kiciński committed to answering all three questions:

Thank you for your questions. Starting with the first one…

He continued with a very thorough answer and then concluded with:

…I’ll pass the second question to Michał because he has recently been playing the game quite heavily, so perhaps he can share his own opinion, too.

When Michał finished his answer, he turned the floor back to Kiciński, who promptly resumed the countdown with a Buffer to the Key Words:

And the third question, about future projects… 7

While Kiciński was able to keep track of multiple questions by delegating one of them to a colleague, Wang Xiang, the Xiaomi president, whose effective handling of a contingency question you read about in the previous chapter, was equally effective in handling both parts of a long two-part question—on his own.

The contingency question (about potential competition in the AIoT space) was actually the second of two that Yingbo Xu, the CITIC analyst, asked. To the CEO’s further credit, he had to extract the Key Word from the analyst’s long ramble of the first question:

My first question is about the Internet sector. Take the Internet sector as an overall, we find that the cellphone companies face difficulties in the same area in the second quarter — second half last year. But however, we still got double-digit increase in Internet revenue. So we think that is good. Could you please give us more colors on this year's Internet revenue increase? This is my first question.

And the second one related to AIoT…

After the analyst finished asking the second question, Wang Xiang retook the floor and, clearly confident he could remember them, promptly committed to answering both:

Sure. Let me take the Internet question first.

He then spent the next two minutes and five seconds providing a full answer about the internet, during which he kept the AIoT question in mind. When he finished, he went directly to the second question without missing a beat, and began with a Buffer to the Key Word:

In terms of the AIoT competition….8

Although Adam Kiciński and Wang Xiang were able to handle multiple questions, make it easy on yourself by handling only one question at a time.




■ Statements ■

Sometimes audiences express their opinions, doubts, or resistance to a presenter’s premise in statements rather than in questions. Let’s say you are a product manager who has finished a presentation about a new product to an audience of existing customers. You open the floor to questions and call on one person who says:

Your new product appears to be quite effective, but you’ve only just released it. We don’t want to be the only kid on the block with a product that doesn’t have traction. We’ve been there before—incompatibility, difficult-to-find service, limited replacements—I’d like to see if it picks up steam and gains traction in the market before I commit.

That is not a question, and if you were trying to land a sale for the early release of your new product, you would hardly want to leave the exchange at that point with no sale. Instead, you can respond to the statement in one of two ways. First, turn the statement into a rhetorical question with a Buffer to the Key Word, in this case, time:

Why adopt our new product now?

You can then provide your own answer by giving the customer more reasons to be an early adopter of your promising new product.

The second response would be to start with an assertive statement:

The reason to adopt our product now is…

In both cases, you can then go on to list the many benefits of being an early adopter—and snatch victory from the jaws of defeat.


Statement in Action
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(Video 24) Barclays Scandal: Interview with BBA’s Angela Knight https://youtu.be/ga6FX7fVdMI?t=151



In what was supposed to be an interview on Britain’s Channel 4 News, journalist Jon Snow unleashed an angry tirade at Angela Knight, the CEO of the British Bankers Association and her organization:

This is devastating! Here we have an absolute core element of the banking system in the City of London which was completely running amok as far as we can tell from what the FSA has already said of what they’re investigating. And what Barclays already proved. And you appeared to have known nothing about it, done nothing about it, and don’t even seem to have much power to do anything about it now!

Maintaining her poise, Knight gave Snow the courtesy of turning his tirade into a question:

Perhaps if you’d like to let me give you the answer, it would be appropriate…

And then she answered:

Yes, the checking undertaken of the contributions, the further analysis of what all the banks contributed in the way of the rates is undertaken, and by experts—not by a trade association—but by experts.9

Sometimes media hosts forget that their role in an interview is to ask questions and instead climb up on the soap box to show off or to pontificate on their own opinion. And sometimes business audiences ramble so far into the weeds, they neglect to pose a question. In any of these cases, the presenter can put the exchange back on track with a Buffer to the key issue.
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(Video 25) Prof. Mohamed El-Erian Interview on Global Economy—Wharton Business Daily, SiriusXM https://youtu.be/FYiOjMD2yW4?t=647



During an interview on Wharton Business Daily, host Dan Loney posed a series of questions to Professor Mohamed El-Erian, president of Queen’s College at Cambridge University and chief economic adviser at Allianz, the giant German multinational financial services company. At one point, however, Loney made a statement that was not a question:

I wanted to bring it back here to the U.S. and talk about the Federal Reserve if we can for a moment—and if you go by some of the recent statements by Jerome Powell, the expectation is that the pattern of accommodative policy is going to continue for the foreseeable future.

The well-informed and well-connected professor could see that Loney was looking for a forecast about “the foreseeable future” of the eagerly-sought-after Fed policy. El-Erian generously gave it to him:

That’s absolutely correct…

And then he Buffered to the Roman Column of the forecast:

It comes as no surprise to me that the Federal Reserve keeps on guiding forward, that it will remain low for very long, they will continue buying assets for very long, and the hope is you’ll get the policy handoff.10

El-Erian’s “That’s absolutely correct” assertive reply to Loney is just how you should reply to the doubting Thomas who was reluctant to be an early adopter of your product.

Take a stand. Convert non-questions into statements.




■ Questions About Presented Content ■

A common question raised in Q&A sessions is one about material that was thoroughly covered during the presentation. For instance, after a presenter delivers a pitch detailing all the new features of a new product release, someone in the audience asks a question about one of those very features:

Can this new product…?

In an internal company meeting, this type of question usually results in audible groans from the others in the room. At an external event, the other audience members, being discrete, stifle their groans but regard the person who asked it with impatient disdain. Presenters, being discrete and hopefully respectful, will also stifle groans but all too often begin their answer by saying:

As I said…

This seemingly innocuous phrase belies the presenter’s own impatience with the questioner. Worse still, are the presenters who begin their answers by saying “Like I said…”—a phrase that is not only condescending, but also ungrammatical.

Instead, answer the question as if you’ve never covered the subject. Say:

Absolutely! Our new product performs that feature better than any other product on the market!

You are then free to recap the main features of your new product. Resist the temptation, however, to repeat the original material in as much detail as you did in the presentation. Be grateful for the gift and be succinct.

Avoid any back references.* By doing so, you earn three important benefits:



*   One important note about avoiding back references: in Presenting to Win: The Art of Telling Your Story and Designing Your Slides, I recommend using back references as a highly effective technique to create narrative continuity in your story. However, when you conclude your story and move into the free-fire zone of Q&A sessions, the dynamics change—and so do the rules. Make no back references to your presentation.


	Reinforce Your Content. Without a back reference, a succinct restatement is a free kick.


	Validate the Questioner. The “As I said” or “Like I said” invalidates the questioner.


	Create a Positive Perception. By being respectful of the questioner, you show grace under pressure.




Most people in the audience will have heard you cover the content in question—except the person whose mobile phone vibrated, drawing their attention away from you. When the rest of the audience observes you react patiently with no back reference, they perceive you as a person in control. Cool under fire.


Questions About Presented Content in Action
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(Video 26) Webinar REPLAY—A Roadmap for Fixed Income Investing in a Low Rate Environment https://www.osterweis.com/video/OSTRX-Roadmap-Webinar



A webinar hosted by Osterweis Capital Management, an asset management company, featured a 40-minute, 18-slide presentation delivered by Eddy Vataru, the head of the company’s Fixed Income team. After that, webinar host Shawn Eubanks, Osertweis’s director of business development, invited listeners to submit questions into the chat box and then turned to Vataru to say:

Eddy, while we’re waiting, you mentioned that sector rotation can be a big source of returns, even when yields are low in the market overall. How do you and your team go about determining your sector weightings in your strategy?

Vataru responded:

Sure. Well, we use that qualitatively, I would say we use the chart that I showed a little bit earlier that demonstrated the various risk factors across the asset classes.11

It would have been impossible for anyone listening to the webinar to go back through the slides to find the “risk factors across the asset classes” chart. Vataru would have done better to describe the chart as if it were the first time.

Make no back references in Q&A.




■ Summary ■

The Buffer controls each of these structurally challenging questions:


	Neutralizes hostile questions.


	Turns negative questions positive.


	Treats seemingly irrelevant questions the same as all other questions.


	Manages multiple questions efficiently.


	Converts charged statements into rhetorical questions.


	Handles questions about presented material with equanimity.




The Buffer also helps control questions that are not challenging, such as:

Could you please tell us how you plan to market your company in this competitive environment?

Simply say:

Our marketing plan includes…

Then roll into your answer.

As the Swiss Army Knife of Q&A sessions, the Buffer offers a rich array of benefits.



Eight Buffer Benefits


	“I heard you!” This is the sine qua non of any Q&A session. It tells the questioner—and the rest of the audience—that you listened.


	Thinking Time. Thinking is a most critical asset, especially when you are on the spot.


	Neutralize. By using only nouns and verbs—not adjectives and adverbs—the Buffer removes any inherent negativity and allows you to proceed in full control without being defensive or contentious.


	Condense. There is no need to carry forward the nonlinear ramble of a long question.


	Verbalize. Verbalization is a powerful practice technique in which you speak aloud the actual words in your presentation and, in doing so, crystallize them. By Verbalizing the Buffer of a question, you clarify the Roman Column in your own mind. (You will find a fuller discussion of Verbalization in the section on how to prepare for Q&A in Chapter Fifteen).


	Trigger the Answer. When you have identified the Key Word(s) in your mind, your answer follows readily. For instance, if you were to get a question about how your company competes, you are very likely able to provide an answer on the spot.


	Audibility. Everyone in the audience hears the question you will answer.


	Head Nods. When you Buffer correctly, your questioner cannot help but concur that you have identified the issue. Head nods release you to move forward into your answer.

A head nod from a questioner is completely involuntary. In our Suasive coaching sessions, I engage clients in an exercise in which they fire tough questions at one another. If the person who is asked the question Buffers correctly, the person who asked the question invariably nods in agreement. If the Buffer is wrong, the asker does not nod. In fact, the wrong Buffer often produces a frown or a shake of the head. Even though the exercise is a simulation and the participants are peers or colleagues rather than adversaries, askers always nod at the correct Buffer.




Eight benefits just for a one- or two-Key Word Buffer.

The second most important benefit is thinking time, but the Key Word Buffer reduces that interval down to a split second—and the pressure of being the center of attention in front of a (virtual or live) room reduces it even further with stress-induced time warp. You can lengthen your thinking time with longer-form Buffers that you’ll learn about in the next chapter.





Chapter Ten

Buy (Thinking) Time with Buffers

Case Studies: Harald Krueger, BMW • Eric Yuan, Zoom Video Communications • Colin Powell • Ronald Hall • Andy Kessler, Wall Street Journal

Tempus fugit1

Virgil, 29 b.c.e.

In Las Vegas, 8-1 odds would be considered an excellent bet. Similarly, the eight benefits you saw in the previous chapter provided by a one- or two-Key Word Buffer is an excellent return on your invested energy. You can enhance one of the eight, thinking time, by adding more words to a Buffer that will buy you even more thinking time. The way to do this is to precede the Key Word(s) with a Paraphrase.


■ Paraphrase ■

The dictionary describes “para” as a prefix indicating adjacent, near, alongside, parallel, or beyond. The prefixes in “paralegal,” “paramedical,” “parapsychology,” and “paramilitary” refer to alternate but related forms of their root words: “legal,” “medical,” “psychology,” and “military.”

Paraphrasing is distinctly different from restating or rephrasing because the prefix “re-” indicates “again.” “Again” implies repetition, and repetition implies carrying forward the negative inference in a challenging question. A negative statement creates a negative perception.

To create a Paraphrase of the original question, begin with an interrogative word, such as:

What…

Why…

How…

…and continue on with the one or two Key Words and then conclude your Paraphrase with a period rather than a question mark:

What are my qualifications.

Why have we decided to release our product at this time.

How do we compete.

A period concludes a declarative statement, whereas a question mark implies uncertainty. You want to project only certainty to your audience—absolute certainty that you heard their question clearly and intend to answer it thoroughly.

To make a declarative statement, drop your voice at the end of your Paraphrase to create falling inflection. For that matter, use falling inflection at the end of every declarative sentence throughout your presentation to assert conviction. This technique is called Complete the Arc®, and you can learn about it in full detail in The Power Presenter.

Bear in mind that a Paraphrase is a new configuration of the original question and not a question about the original question. Asking a question about a question, as President Bush so painfully learned when he speculated, “Are you suggesting…?” is a tactic doomed to failure. Asking a question about a question implies that you weren’t listening and, worse, gives control back to the questioner.

A simple declarative sentence provides all of those eight positive benefits. However, there is one frequently used declarative sentence that can have a negative effect. Known as The Patronizing Paraphrase, this sentence is usually used in response to a particularly hostile question.


The Patronizing Paraphrase

Picture an IT product manager who has just finished a presentation about a product upgrade and then opens the floor to questions from an audience of existing customers.

The first question comes from a clearly irate CIO of a large financial institution:

We’ve spent millions of dollars on the first version of your solution, and it gave us nothing but problems—crashes, downtime, glitches, and endless repairs—and now you want us to upgrade to a new version? We’re still having problems with the earlier version! What are you going to do about that?

The product manager responds:

Quality is important to us…

Sound familiar? No doubt you’ve heard variations of the “Quality is important to us” trope countless times, among them:

On-time delivery is important to us…

Customer service is important to us…

Response time is important to us…

Cost-effective pricing is important to us…

Obviously, the irate CIO found serious deficiencies in the product quality—as did the customers who angrily cited issues with on-time delivery, customer service, response time, or pricing. So, when a presenter merely restates the issue and calls it important, the phrase is a blinding flash of the obvious—and therefore patronizing to the questioner. Of course, quality is important—the questioner just got finished saying that!

Unfortunately, the Patronizing Paraphrase has become a boilerplate mantra in Q&A sessions.

As the presenter, it is vitally important that you send the message that you hear and understand every questioner but do so without attempting to mirror your audience’s pain. This is especially true when, by the very challenging nature of the question, you or your company caused the pain in the first place. Instead, Buffer the key issue neutrally, with no emotional load, by saying:

What we’re doing to assure quality is…

Now you have two types of Buffers to buy you that all-important thinking time: the Key Word(s) of the previous chapter and even more time with the Paraphrase.

You can buy even more thinking time by adding even more words with a Buffer in front of a Buffer, known as a Double Buffer.




■ Double Buffers ■

If you search the web for “persuasive words,” you’ll find millions of results. Many of them refer to a Yale University study that ranked the 12 most persuasive words in the English language. “You” leads the list—ahead of “love” and even “money.” The study has never been substantiated by Yale but, like so many other internet urban myths, this one has taken on a life of its own.

More important, “you” is synonymous with a person’s name.

You can create a Double Buffer by inserting “you” before the Paraphrase and the Key Word. When you do, you send a clear message to your questioner that you were listening—just as Clinton did when he approached Marisa and repeated her words:

You know people who’ve lost their jobs and lost their homes.

Here is how you can add “you” or a form of “you” before a Paraphrase:

You want to know why we chose this price.

Your question is about how we compete.

You’re asking what my qualifications are.

You’d like to know why we decided to release our product at this time.

Just look at the length of the Double Buffer sentences above and compare them to the short Key Word Buffers below:

Our price is based on…

We compete by…

My qualifications are…

We’re releasing our product at this time because…

The additional length is another precious split second of thinking time.

Moreover, when you say “you,” you establish a direct connection with your questioner. You also create EyeConnect, the extended duration of engagement that you read about in Chapter Seven. While you are in EyeConnect with your questioner, you can watch for that person’s reaction to your Buffer. A frown indicates that you didn’t get it right, and a head nod indicates that you did. When you get a head nod from your questioner—and only after you get a head nod—are you free to move into your answer.

A head nod is the equivalent of the “Well, yeah, uh-huh” that Marisa gave Clinton when he told her that he’d heard her.

A head nod sends the message, “You heard me!” And as you read in the previous chapter, when the Buffer is accurate, the head nod is involuntary.

However, there are some other common Double Buffers that, like the Patronizing Paraphrase, can backfire. In the following section you’ll see—and very likely recognize—a collection of some frequently-used Double Buffers that you would do well to avoid.


Common Double Buffers to Avoid

One of the most common is:

The question is…

Presenters use this Double Buffer with the courteous intent of sharing the question with the rest of the audience. You can use “The question is…” once. You can use it twice. You can use it three times. But if you use it before every Paraphrase, you will sound as if you’re stalling for time.

Two other common stalls for time are:

That was a good question.

I’m glad you asked that.

These two Double Buffers are additional well-intentioned efforts at courtesy, this time by flattering the questioner. They have become boiler plate phrases repeatedly trotted out, not just in Q&A sessions but in panel meetings, fireside chats, and interviews in the media. Some of my clients have told me that they were taught to deploy those phrases to buy thinking time. Unfortunately, when they are deployed in response to a hostile question, they come across as a conspicuous stall for time, or worse, contentious sarcasm.

Imagine if, in response to the above example of the irate CIO’s hostile question about a product upgrade, the IT manager were to reply:

That was a good question.

Or:

I’m glad you asked that.

Clearly, it was not a good question, nor is the beleaguered IT manager really glad that the CIO, a valued customer, asked it.

On the other hand, if someone in the audience were to ask you a question that is good for you, such as:

All these new features in your product should allow us to save time and money, right?

You could then gleefully use both of those Double Buffers:

That was a good question! I’m glad you asked that!

From there you could go on to extol the virtues of your new product. But then if the next person were to ask you:

Yes, but why do you charge so much for your product?

You would hardly say:

That was a bad question! I’m not glad you asked that!

That would be judging or favoring one audience member over the other. Adjectives like “good” or “bad” in Double Buffers have the same deleterious effect as they do in single-word Buffers—they carry forward a negative balance.

Another common Double Buffer is:

What you’re really asking…

The implication of this phrase is that the questioner didn’t formulate the question correctly and that the presenter will benevolently reformulate it for them in much more articulate way.

And another often-used Double Buffer is:

If I understand your question…

The implication of “If I understand…” is the fatal message “I wasn’t listening.”

And one final common Double Buffer to avoid:

The issue/concern is…

If you use the word “concern” or “issue” when you retake the floor, you are confirming that there is a problem. Worse still, you would begin your answer by carrying forward a negative balance.

Delete all these troublesome Double Buffers from your vocabulary.




■ The Triple Fail-Safe ■

All the foregoing control measures, starting from the moment you retake the floor and continuing up to the moment when you are ready to provide an answer, can be summarized as the Triple Fail-Safe: three inflection points to keep you from moving into the wrong answer.

Fail-Safe One. If you cannot completely identify or understand the Roman Column in the question, do not answer. Instead, “Return to Sender.” Give the floor back to the questioner by taking responsibility and saying:

I’m sorry, I didn’t follow. Would you mind restating the question?

Fail-Safe Two. If you are certain that you have identified the Roman Column, retake the floor with a Buffer. As you deliver your Buffer, make EyeConnect with the questioner and watch for their reaction. If you see that person’s head nod, you can then move forward into your answer. If, despite your absolute certainty that you understood the Roman Column, you get a frown instead of a nod, do not move forward into the answer. Instead, Return to Sender by using one of these two options:

I’m sorry, I didn’t follow. Would you mind restating your question?

I heard every word you said, but I’m not following. Would you please restate your question for me?

Fail-Safe Three. Continue to Return to Sender for clarification until you can identify the Roman Column and get the head nods from the questioner. However, you can’t keep doing this indefinitely. At some point—after, say, two or three tries—having shown a sincere effort to understand, you can retake the floor and Buffer, beginning with:

What I hear you asking…

The Triple Fail-Safe gives you three checkpoints to avoid rushing headlong into the wrong answer. It also helps avoid the dreaded “You’re not listening!” perception or its variations “That’s not what I asked!” and “What I’m really asking….”

Even with the Triple Fail-Safe, there is always the possibility that, because the Roman Column bracketed a couple of related issues in a long rambling question, your answer might not fully address all of them. At that point, the worst that can happen is that the questioner will ask you a follow-on question such as, “Yes, but what I’d also like to know is…,” which is a lot milder than the dreaded “You’re not listening!”



■ Buffer Options Summary ■

To summarize this chapter and the previous, you now have three Buffer options to bridge a question and an answer, as in Figure 10.1.


[image: ]
Figure 10.1   Buffer Summary


Option One: Only Key Word(s). State the Key Word(s) of the Roman Column and then roll directly into the answer. For instance, if you were to get an anodyne question about your how you plan to grow the head count in your company, your Key Word(s) Buffer would be:

The way we recruit talent is…

The Key Word(s) Buffer also immediately defuses the four frequently asked hostile questions:

Our prices are based on…

The way we compete is…

My qualifications include…

We chose this time because…

Option Two: Paraphrase + Key Word(s). Begin with a Paraphrase and then conclude with the Key Word(s), dropping your voice with falling inflection to create a vocal period:

How do we recruit talent.

Here is how the Paraphrase plus Key Word(s) Buffer works with the four hostile questions:

Why did we chose this price point.

How do we compete.

What are my qualifications.

Why have we decided to release our product at this time.

Option Three: “You” Phrase + Paraphrase + Key Word(s). Precede the Paraphrase with a “you” phrase and then follow it with the Key Word(s):

Your question is about how we recruit talent.

Here is how the “you” phrase preceding the Key Word(s) works with the four hostile questions:

You’d like to understand our pricing.

Your question is about how we compete.

You’re asking about my qualifications.

You’d like to know why we decided to release our product at this time.

By looking at all the options laid out on the page, you can readily see how the longer options buy you more thinking time.

However, if you use the second and third options too often, you will sound deliberate and stilted. Although the third option has the powerful “you” word along with its many benefits, too much of a good thing can become a bad thing. Too much milk or too many carrots can upset your stomach. Starting every Buffer with “you” makes you sound like a hoot owl.

The first option, only Key Word(s), provides almost no thinking time at all. You must have a firm grasp on the Roman Column before you take a single step forward. However, when you Buffer instantly with the Key Word(s) embedded in your answer, you will appear confident and in control.

The Key Word(s) Buffer is the most advanced form of Q&A, as you’ll see with three positive role models.



■ Key Word(s) Buffers in Action ■


[image: ]

(Video 27) BMW CEO Krueger on $4.1 Billion Bet on China https://youtu.be/FY1i5XxidyY?t=163



After BMW, the large German vehicle company, announced a large investment in a joint venture in China, the company’s CEO Harald Krueger sat for an interview with Bloomberg’s Tom Mackenzie who asked:

The price tag for the 25 percent was 3.6 billion euros, about 4.1 [billion] U.S. dollars—it’s about a quarter of your 2017 profits. Was it in line with expectations, or were you under pressure to pay a little bit over the odds to get that number-one stake?

Krueger picked up the four Key Words in Mackenzie’s question—“in line with expectations”—and repeated them at the beginning of his response:

It was in line with the expectations…

Having carried forward only the neutral noun “expectations,” Krueger did not have to deal with the “were you under pressure” implication when he continued on into his assured answer:

…I think it’s a good result for both sides definitely—and you need to see it as a strong long-term strategic investment having the majority.2

The Key Word Buffer is particularly effective in response to a challenging question because it demonstrates willingness to take responsibility for the challenge.
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(Video 28) Zoom CEO Addresses ‘Zoombombing:’ We Had Some Missteps https://youtu.be/xk992LJ4N9M?t=69



As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, Zoom suddenly took its place alongside Kleenex, Xerox, and Google in our common vocabularies. The parent company, Zoom Video Communications, became a Wall Street and media darling, and any blips in the company’s performance were magnified. So, when internet trolls began intruding on Zoom sessions in what became known as “Zoombombing,” founder and CEO Eric Yuan came under fire. In an interview on CNN, their Chief Media Correspondent Brian Stelter asked Yuan:

Eric, what happened in the past few weeks? Is this just a situation where your—your service—your startup grew astronomically, a lot more quickly than you imagined it would?

Yuan was forthcoming and Buffered to the Key Word:

I think you’re right. Our service was a beautiful serv—business and allowed for anyone to be customers. However, during this COVID-19 crisis we moved too fast…

Yuan promptly followed his candor with a plan to rectify Zoombombing:

…over the past one week and two weeks we already took actions to fix those missteps.3

The final role model used Key Word Buffers for an entire Q&A session.
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(Video 29) C-SPAN Foreign Press Briefing—April 15, 2003 https://www.c-span.org/video/?176198-1/foreign-press-briefing



Colin Powell was one of the best presenters and speakers ever to command a podium. As a general and as the U.S. Secretary of State, he faced the press on many occasions and maintained complete control each time. Shortly after the start of the Iraq War, Powell held a press conference at the Foreign Press Center in Washington, DC, during which he fielded 11 questions. Never once did he use a Paraphrase or a Double Buffer. In every case, he began his answer with the Key Word(s) in the reporters’ questions.

Consider Powell’s challenge: most of the journalists were not native English speakers, and so they phrased their questions with unusual syntax and accents. Moreover, as professional journalists, they all tried to cram in multiple questions when their turns came.

Let’s look at five of the eleven questions and how, in each instance, Powell promptly retook the floor with only the Key Word Buffer. Although his thorough answers continued well beyond his Key Word Buffer, in the interest of illustrating his model technique, you’ll see only the front ends of the five questions—the inflection points at which he retook the floor and exerted control by stating only the Key Word(s).

After a brief opening statement, Powell opened the floor. The first question came from Dmitry Kirsanov, of the Russian news agency TASS:

As the chief foreign policy adviser to the U.S. president, do you think the U.N. is still relevant and important from the point of view of prevention of military conflicts, not only humanitarian assistance? And do you think the organization needs to be reformed?4

What is the Roman Column? Certainly not “relevant” nor “reformed.” If Powell were to repeat either word, he would have validated the reporter’s assertion that the United Nations is irrelevant and in need of reform. This was the very opposite of the United States’ stated policy to support the U.N. and any answer would then be an uphill fight to justify the U.N., and would have landed him in the dark danger zone on the left of Figure 8.1, repeated here for your convenience as Figure 10.2.
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Figure 10.2   Buffer Positioning


Instead, Powell’s first words upon retaking the floor were:

The U.N. remains an important organization…

The neutralizing Buffer allowed Powell to go on to offer supporting evidence:

The president and other leaders in the coalition—Prime Minister Blair, President Aznar, Prime Minister Berlusconi and many others, Prime Minister Howard of Australia—have all indicated that they believe the U.N. has a role to play as we go forward in the reconstruction and the rebuilding of Iraq.

His answer continued beyond this point, but let’s move on to another question, this one from Hoda Tawfik, of the newspaper, al-Ahram:

Sir, the Israelis said that they presented to you their modification on the roadmap. Have you received anything from the other side, from the Palestinians? And is it still open for change? You have told us before that it is not negotiable. And now on the settlements, on the settlements, as part of the roadmap, eh?…

Her question rambled so diffusely that a man seated directly behind Tawfik smiled. Powell heard the ramble and tried to get her to clarify:

The what?

She tried to explain:

On the settlements, which is part of the roadmap, we see the Israelis are—the activities of building settlements is really very high. We saw it on television. We saw reports…

Powell tried to get her to wrap it up by interjecting:

Thank you.

She continued:

…so what is your remarks on the settlements?

Did you identify the Roman Column? It was certainly not contained in Tawfik’s last words, “the settlements.” If Powell were to deal with that issue, he would again land in the dark danger zone on the left of Figure 10.2 because he would be validating her concern that the settlements were an obstacle to the U.S.-sponsored peace efforts. Any answer would then focus on only a subordinate aspect of the larger U.S. initiative: a peace plan called “the roadmap.” Moreover, Tawfik said that the settlements are part of the roadmap. So, Powell’s first words upon retaking the floor were:

With respect to the roadmap…

By using “the roadmap” as the Key Words rather than “the settlements,” Powell created a neutralizing Buffer. This allowed him to move on to a substantive rather than defensive statement:

…the roadmap will be released to the parties after Mr. Abu Mazen is confirmed, and it will be the roadmap draft that was finished last December.

He continued his answer, but let’s proceed to another question, this one from Khalid Adgrim from the Middle East News Agency of Egypt:

Mr. Secretary, a lot of fears have been made about who is next. And some people believed to be close with the administration said that the regimes backing Cairo and in Saudi Arabia should be nervous right now. How do you address that point? And does the U.S. [have] a plan to spread a set of values at gunpoint, in your view, at this point?

The words “a plan to spread a set of values at gunpoint…” accused the United States of acting as a villainous bully, and Powell could not give credence to that charge. When he retook the floor, he immediately countered the accusation: by applying the noted anti-drug slogan, “Just say, ‘No!’”

No, of course not.5

Adgrim’s question was a variation of the one we often see in courtroom dramas when an aggressive prosecutor asks a defendant, “When did you murder your partner?” This is known as a false assumption question, the assumption being that the defendant has already killed the partner. A non-felonious cocktail party version is “Have you stopped swiping your neighbor’s newspaper?”, the assumption being that you have been swiping the newspaper on a daily basis. And then there is the notorious version that Professor Ronald Hall of Stetson University cited in his book on logic:

One of the most famous is found in the classic question: “Have you stopped beating your wife?” Now clearly if we are required to answer “yes” or “no” to this question we are condemned out of our own mouths as being either a current wife-beater (if you answer “no”) or as a past one (if your answer is “yes”).6

Andy Kessler, the perceptive Wall Street Journal columnist, calls a false assumption a “Trap Question.” He agrees with Professor Hall, saying:

Just by answering, you’re assumed guilty.7

I agree with both the professor and Andy. Never answer a false assumption question. Refute it on the spot. Stop it in its tracks. Just say, “I don’t swipe my neighbor’s newspaper!”

Neither Colin Powell, nor you, nor any presenter is under any obligation to respond to an accusation that is untrue in any other way than with a complete refutation. If you are attacked with a question that contains or implies an inaccuracy, do as Colin Powell did: skip the Buffer and come back immediately with a rebuttal.

After he rebutted with “No, of course not,” Powell went on to support the U.S. position:

The president has spoken clearly about this, as recently as two days ago, over the weekend. We have concerns about Syria. We have let Syria know of our concerns. We also have concerns about some of the policies of Iran. We have made the Iranians fully aware of our concerns.

He concluded with a firm restatement of his rebuttal:

But there is no list.

Next, Powell recognized Jesus Izquivel from Proceso, a Mexican weekly magazine, who asked:

Mr. Secretary, I have a question on Cuba. Can you give us an assessment of what is your advice to the countries that are near to both in terms of the human rights situation in Cuba, especially to Mexico that has been too close to the Cuban government? And a quick second question. There [are] some countries that are calling the United States the “police of the world.” Do you agree with that?

“The police of the world…” This was another question that accused the United States of acting as a villainous bully—another false assumption question. Here again, Powell could not give any credence to this charge in his reply. However, because it was a double question, he fielded them in order, Buffering to the Cuba question first:

First of all, with respect to Cuba, it has always had a horrible human rights record, and rather than improving as we go into the twenty-first century, it’s getting worse.

Notice that Powell began his response with “First of all…,” committing himself to answer the second question (about the police of the world)—which he did as you will see in a moment. While I cautioned you to avoid using enumeration with multiple questions, Colin Powell, as a role model of advanced Q&A techniques, can and does. If you are not Colin Powell, handle one question at a time.

After providing an answer about Cuba, Powell moved on to the second part of Izquivel’s question about the police of the world:

With respect to the United States being the policemen of the world, we do not seek war, we do not look for wars, we do not need wars, we do not want wars.

Just say “No!” to false assumptions.

Powell remained in complete control with every other question in the press conference, listening attentively, Buffering with only the Key Word(s), answering thoroughly, and handling multiple questions with equanimity.

Then Powell called on the man who had smiled at Hoda Tawfik’s rambling multiple question, and he asked:

Mr. Secretary, there seems to be some hopeful sounds coming out of your administration and North Korea on a settlement there. Do you think that there’s likely to be a meeting soon between the administration and North Korea? In what sort of forum?

Breaking into a big grin, Powell said:

Pretty good. You’re trying to get it all at once, aren’t you?8



■ The Making of a Master ■

How did Colin Powell develop his expertise? In his book It Worked for Me: In Life and Leadership, he wrote, “my education came on the job.”9 I also had the rare privilege of meeting him in person and asking my question directly. His answer:

I first learned about presenting and answering questions in 1967, at Officer Training school in Fort Benning, Georgia, in an Instructor Training Course. They taught me to be sure to stand up straight, engage directly with the audience, and avoid affectation.

One of the most important lessons I learned about answering questions is to get to the point quickly. Leave them with a sound bite.

I also learned that there is no such thing as a stupid question, only stupid answers. The rest of the audience may be snickering at what they think is a stupid question, but the presenter must never react that way or talk down to a questioner.

Much of my learning about how to handle questions came from watching people who are really good at it. People like Ronald Reagan and Cap Weinberger*. I observed Reagan’s and Weinberger’s best practices and internalized them. My key takeaways were: show confidence, never let them see you sweat, and always understand who your audience is.

Whenever I face the press, I know that I’m speaking not just to them but to the American people. My relationship with the press is not adversarial. We have the same job: to inform the public. So, I report what we’ve done—without giving away state secrets—and deliver what they want to know.

That same principle applies in business. It’s always important to know your audience. Whenever I speak to a corporate organization, I research their track record, their stock performance, their industry, and I bring up that information in my presentation. I think about what my audience knows and what they want to know. I design my message and my answers to provide what they want.

Fielding questions in business is no different than fielding questions in the military and diplomatic sectors. I anticipate the questions that the audience is likely to ask and what my response will be. I have a random-access memory, and when I hear a question coming, I recognize it and deliver my prepared message in my response.

When I retake the floor, I often precede my answer with the words “With respect to….” This simple technique has two benefits: it gives me a moment to think, and it shows respect to the audience. And that is the basis of all communication: care about your audience and show them respect.10

Now that you’ve learned what to do when you retake the floor, you’re ready to move on to the next step in the Suasive Cycle: Answering the Question.

Most people want to start learning how to handle tough questions by learning how to provide the best answer, yet I’m only getting around to answering here, just past the midpoint of the book—intentionally. The rationale for this delay to stress the importance of mastering Active Listening and Buffering before you answer. Without those skills, you risk giving the wrong answer and hearing the dreaded reaction of the audience’s charge:

That’s not what I asked!

If you do not Listen and Buffer effectively, do not pass “Go” and do not collect $200.11



*   Powell served as a national security adviser in the Reagan administration and as a senior military aide to Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger





Chapter Eleven

Slip, Slide, and Spin

Case Studies: Paul Simon • Robert McNamara • Danielle Kurtzleben, NPR • Through the Looking-Glass • Mike Lazaridis, RIM • Brad Irwin, Cadbury • Robert Redfield, CDC • William Safire • Roger Goodell, NFL • Nick Saban

Slip Slidin’ Away1

Paul Simon


■ Evasion ■

The words in the epigraph are the title of Paul Simon’s memorable song, and they make a perfect leitmotif for the epidemic of evasive answers we hear in political press conferences. As perpetual seekers of truth, journalists ask questions, only to hear word-salad responses that materialize as a puff of transparent particles that promptly vanish into thin air the moment they are spoken.

Politicians have apparently been inspired by Robert McNamara, the U.S. Secretary of Defense during the Vietnam War, who, during an interview in the Academy Award–winning documentary The Fog of War, said:

Never answer the question that is asked of you. Answer the question that you wish had been asked of you.2

Unfortunately, McNamara’s advice about not answering questions has also been taken as gospel by far too many presenters. They call it, variously, “spin,” “pivot,” “reframing,” “tie-back,” or “bridging,” all of which refer to the dysfunctional practice of slipping away from the question, sliding past the answer, and spinning into the presenter’s own message. The latter term, in particular, evokes another song by Paul Simon and his partner Art Garfunkel because, under that “bridge,” the lack of an answer churns up troubled waters.

While presenters have every right to promote their own causes, many do so by skipping both the Buffer and the answer; or, even worse, by putting their message into the Buffer. For example, in response to a “What on Earth makes you think you can survive?” question, a spin Buffer would be:

What is our competitive advantage.

This sentence not only contends—dismissively—that there is no doubt whatsoever that you will survive but that, as a matter of absolute fact, you are way ahead of the game—positioning the Buffer directly in the contentious danger zone of Figure 10.2. Worse, the response fails to answer the question. The purpose of a Buffer is to neutralize, not to spin.

Politicians sometimes evade answers by sliding to an even lower level with a deflection tactic known as “whataboutism.” NPR’s Danielle Kurtzleben is often exposed to “whataboutism” first hand as a political correspondent in Washington. She characterizes the tactic as a “schoolyard taunt, brought to a global level,” and goes on to define it as:

Party A accuses Party B of doing something bad. Party B responds by changing the subject and pointing out one of Party A’s faults — “Yeah? Well what about that bad thing you did?”3

Sadly, much of the media, and the public as well, having become so inured to such puerile devices, rarely hold politicians to full account.

This labyrinthine situation is reminiscent of Alice in Through the Looking-Glass asking Tweedledum and Tweedledee which road leads out of the wood. In response, Tweedledee recites The Walrus and the Carpenter, a lengthy poem that culminates:

But answer came there none.4

Alice tolerated Tweedledee’s evasion, your business audiences will not.


Evasion in Action
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(Video 30) D: Dive into Mobile—The Full Interview Video of RIM’s Mike Lazaridis http://allthingsd.com/20101213/d-dive-into-mobile-the-full-interview-video-of-rims-mike-lazaridis/



Mike Lazaridis, the CEO of RIM, whose contentiousness in a BBC interview you read about in Chapter Two, made another attempt at reviving the declining fortunes of BlackBerry. He appeared at All Things Digital, a high-profile conference run by the Wall Street Journal’s chief technology writer Walt Mossberg and his partner Kara Swisher. When the two reporters sat down for an interview with Lazaridis, Mossberg asked him:

There’s a widespread tangible feeling that you’ve fallen behind.…So something has happened in the last couple of years to your iconic leadership position, or do you—do you disagree?

Lazaridis promptly did:

You know, I have to disagree with that and—and the thing is, the way I look at it is, you know, we’re running a business. We’re providing value to our customers. We built—um—you know, we, arguably, we invented the smartphone. At least the, the—the real push messaging smartphone that’s out there today. Um—we never stopped innovating. We never stopped investing in the R&D, and we decided to go global with our technology. To do that, we targeted the network technology that was available.

Mossberg interjected:

Did it mean you were chaining yourself to the lowest common denominator then? Is that—was that a cost of that approach?

Again, Lazaridis disagreed:

I would argue that what we decided was, we needed to get to multi-core processing because what we realized was these things are, these devices are using a lot of power. And, as we start getting into the high gigahertz problem that we have with laptops, we realized that what we needed to do was to run multiple cores at lower speeds. You know that’s very technical, but you know this has been what has made us successful all along.

Mossberg let Lazaridis go on a bit longer and then said:

I don’t know what those mean, but I am sure they are very good.5

After the interview, Swisher wrote in her blog:

He did not quite answer our questions about why RIM’s flagship BlackBerry seems to have missed a step in the highly competitive smartphone wars compared to its new and more innovative rivals, Apple’s iPhone and Google Android.6

Swisher’s opinion was seconded in an article by the Washington Post’s technology journalist Rob Pegoraro:

Seriously, does RIM not realize whom it’s competing with? The company is all but begging to get crushed by Apple. Serving up word-salad answers or bailing out of TV interviews won’t stave off that fate.7

Mossberg, Swisher, and Pegoraro did not let their subject get away with evasive answers.
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(Video 31) Cadbury CEO’s Sour SquawkBox Interview https://youtu.be/yiq2YaKLQvk



Nor did Betty Quick, the co-anchor of CNBC’s business program Squawk Box. In an interview with Brad Irwin, the U.S. president of Cadbury, the British confectionery company, she asked:

We’ve been talking about cocoa prices for one, how that’s a market where you’ve seen some huge price increases. We’ve been wondering how that’s been affecting you? Cocoa prices, but also other commodities. What’s that mean for Cadbury’s bottom line?

Irwin replied:

Well, we’re—ah—full steam ahead on our business right now and—ah—things are going quite well, so—ah—we’re optimistic about the future.

When interviewees reply to a question about threats as Irwin did by spinning off to a vague positive statement, journalists view it as a “Pollyanna” ploy. They sarcastically characterize the deflection with the words that police use when they chase gawkers away from crime scenes: “Nothing to see here, move right along.”

Quick immediately saw through Irwin’s ploy and pressed him for a direct answer:

But what about commodity prices? They are increasing. How do you deal with some of those higher prices?

In response to a question about cocoa prices, Irwin diverted to chewing gum:

Well, we—ah—as you say, one of the things we do is we innovate our products to improve them and offer better value and one of the products we have now is—ah—Trident Extra Care.

The television screen cut away from Irwin to an animated chart of cocoa prices rising, while Quick pressed her case:

Like what things? If cocoa prices increase by, let’s say by 75% over the course of the year, how do you improve your margins when you’re dealing with those costs?

Irwin retreated to the business equivalent of another ploy politicians use—“No comment”:

Well, I can’t speculate on what, you know, cocoa prices may or may not do in the future.

Quick promptly countered with evidence:

Well, that’s what they have done over the last year. So how do you deal with that?

Irwin went back to his Pollyanna ploy:

Well—the—ah—you know—what we try to do is to innovate our products, offer new products with better value—um—and continue to grow our business…

Quick’s Squawk Box co-anchor Joe Kernen, who had been listening to the exchange, could be silent no longer:

Just offer great products at reasonable prices that taste really good, Brad? Don’t have any comments on anything happening in the industry at large? Can we ask you about competitors, is that a fair question, or we won’t get an answer there either? 8

Like all their media colleagues, Quick and Kernan pursue their prey with bloodhound tenacity.
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(Video 32) Porter Presses CDC Director To Confirm Coronavirus Testing Will Be Free | NBC News https://youtu.be/mKvCAR0Akro



Sometimes, however, journalists are outperformed by legislators. In a congressional hearing, U.S. Representative Katie Porter (D–CA) deployed her extensive experience as a litigator to try to get Dr. Robert Redfield, the director of the CDC at the time, to answer a straightforward question:

Dr. Redfield, will you commit to the CDC, right now, using that existing authority to pay for diagnostic testing free to every American, regardless of insurance?

Rather than answer “yes” or “no,” Redfield replied:

Well, I can say, we’re going to do everything we can to make sure everybody can get the care they need.

Unsatisfied, Porter insisted:

Nope, not good enough. Reclaiming my time. Dr. Redfield, you have the existing authority. Will you commit, right now, to using the authority you have, vested in you under law that provides in a public health emergency for testing, treatment, exam isolation without cost, yes or no?

Again, avoiding a “yes” or “no,” Redfield offered:

What I’m going to say is, I’m going to review it in detail with the CDC and the department.

Porter persisted adamantly:

No, reclaiming my time. Dr. Redfield, respectfully, I wrote you this letter with my colleagues Rosa de Laura and Lauren Underwood, Congressman Underwood and Congressman de Laura. We wrote you this letter one week ago, we quoted that existing authority to you, and we laid out this problem. We asked for a response yesterday. The deadline and the time for delay has passed. Will you commit to involving your existing authority under 42 CFR 70 1.30 to provide for coronavirus testing for every American, regardless of insurance coverage?

Bureaucrats often divert from “yes” or “no” answers to the “We’ll study it” ploy. Having first stated it as “I’m going to review it,” Redfield diverted again, this time with different wording:

What I was trying to say is that the CDC is working with HHS now to see how we operationalize that.

“Operationalize” is technically a word in the dictionary, but in the view of William Safire, the former presidential speechwriter you read about in Chapter Four, it is “bad style.” In one of his best pieces in his brilliant “On Language” column for the New York Times, Safire called the style “verbification…turning nouns, adjectives and the like into verbs.”9 “Operational” is an adjective; “operationalize” is a verb. Safire would probably have preferred Redfield to say, “make diagnostic testing operational.”

“Verbification” is clearly synonymous with “bureaucratese,” and Porter would have none of Redfield’s “operationalizing”:

Dr. Redfield, I hope that that answer weighs heavily on you. Because it is going to weigh very heavily on me and on every American family.

Redfield stayed with his new word:

Our intent is to make sure every American gets the care and treatment they need at this time of this major epidemic and I’m currently working with HHS to see how to best operationalize it.

Ever so politely, the determined legislator dismissed the good doctor’s new word:

Dr. Redfield, you don’t need to do any work to operationalize it. You need to make a commitment to the American people, so they come in to get tested. You can operationalize the payment structure tomorrow.

Finally relenting to Porter’s perseverance, Redfield said:

I think you’re an excellent questioner, so my answer is yes.10

Porter’s persuasive turnabout was a rare event in Washington. Most legislators, despite their resolve, cannot get answers from witnesses whose testimonies are carefully schooled to slip and slide by spin doctors.
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(Video 33) Rep. Maxine Waters to Roger Goodell on NFL Antitrust Exemption & Players Injuries https://www.c-span.org/video/?c4509198/rep-maxine-waters-roger-goodell-nfl-antitrust-exemption-players-injuries



Roger Goodell, the Commissioner of the National Football League was evidently well-schooled for his answer to a question by U.S. Representative Maxine Waters (D–CA) during a hearing at the House Judiciary Committee investigating brain injuries in professional football.:

I want to know, what are you doing in the negotiations that are going on now to deal with this problem and other problems related to the injuries that football players obtain, and its impact on their health later on?

The Key Word in the congresswoman’s question was “now,” the Universal Issue of time, but Goodell answered in the future tense:

Well, again, we’re at the very early stages of negotiations, but I believe that we will be addressing these matters in a responsible fashion that we’ll be able to come back before you in some point in time and say that we have addressed these in a way that’s responsible.11

You cannot shift tenses, you cannot “verbify,” defer to studies, have no comment, use the Pollyanna ploy, move right along, or deliver a word-salad to evade answering your audience as Tweedledee did to Alice.

Instead, follow the advice of my earlier paraphrase of the famous line from the film Field of Dreams: “If they ask it, you must answer it.” As true as that was in Chapter Nine for seemingly irrelevant questions, it is even more so for relevant questions. Every question asked of you requires an answer—unless you have a very good reason. You can decline to answer if you provide valid grounds for a set of specific circumstances:




■ Valid Reasons to Decline an Answer ■


	Competitive. Just as military commanders never reveal details of their forces, positions, or plans, you have every reason to keep the details of your competitive strategy to yourself.


	Legal. Be candid about any litigious situations and defer to legal counsel but then immediately follow with the steps you are taking to protect and defend your ideas.


	Rumors. Leave rumors to social media; they have no business in business.


	Policy. You can cite company policy for not answering but do it positively rather than negatively. Rather than saying what your company doesn’t do—“We don’t provide such confidential information”—say what it does do—“It’s our policy to only provide information in our press releases.”


	Confidential. If you get a question about classified or restricted material, and you say:

I’m not at liberty to reveal that.

…you will sound evasive. You will sound even more evasive if you say:

If I told you I’d have to kill you!




Instead, provide a reason for your confidentiality. Attribute it to security, privacy, plans, or strategy.


Decline to Answer in Action
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(Video 34) Nick Saban Got Testy with Maria in the Postgame Interview https://www.clippituser.tv/c/ypxvyp



Nick Saban had a very good reason not to answer a question a sports reporter asked him. As the head coach of the University of Alabama’s football team, he is a man with an embarrassment of riches: his team has, for more than a decade, overwhelmed most of its opponents every season, and his star players regularly go on to superstardom in the National Football League. As every coach is required to do, Saban submits to a brief obligatory postgame interview on the field, but as every coach’s primary responsibility is to build teamwork, he is not required to answer questions that seek to stir up controversy.

After one game in which he played two excellent quarterbacks, a reporter asked Saban:

Alright coach, everyone had questions about who was going to start at quarterback when this game started. What answers did you have about your quarterbacks after watching both of them play tonight?

Like every other coach, Saban began with the obligatory anodyne sportsmanship answer:

I still like both guys. I think both guys are good players. I think both guys could help our team.

But then he decided that question had crossed a sensitive line:

So why do you continually try to get me to say something that doesn’t respect one of them? I’m not going to, so quit asking! 12

Other than these specific circumstances, no matter how challenging the questions are, you must provide direct answers. Be guided by the Latin phrase quid pro quo, meaning “what for what” or “something for something,” the subject of the next chapter.






Chapter Twelve

The Quid Pro Quo Answer

Case Studies: Code of Hammurabi • Peter Rawlinson, Lucid Motors • Reed Hastings, Netflix • John Legere and Neville Ray, T-Mobile

An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth.1

Code of Hammurabi

1792–1750 b.c.e.

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the first known use of quid pro quo in about 1535 was a medical reference.2 Since then, the phrase, signifying a “what for what” or even exchange, has expanded to refer to legal documents, business negotiations, social exchanges, and even interpersonal relationships. Quid pro quo is also the perfect guideline for the next step of the Q&A cycle: answering questions. The correct way to answer any question is to tell your audience what they want to know.

After you open the floor—and yourself—to questions, your obligation is to respond in full. Other than questions to which you do not know the answer and the special circumstances in the previous chapter, you must provide an answer to any question from any audience member—the Yin for their Yang. Moreover, your answer must address the Roman Column directly.

But now, having developed a position for each of the Seven Universal Issues and related questions that are unique to your industry or company, you are ready to provide a specific answer to any variation of question you receive, as in Figure 4.4, repeated here for your convenience as Figure 12.1.
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Figure 12.1   Match the Variation of the Question with a Variation of the Answer



■ Quid Pro Quo / Seven Universal Issues ■

Here are position statement options for each of the Seven Universal Issues from Chapter Four:


	Price/Cost: “Too high?” “Too low?”

Position: Provide a rationale for your pricing; reference added value such as service, compatibility, or long-term cost of ownership.


	Compete/Differentiate: “How do you compete?”

Position: Describe your competitive strategy; reference product quality, strong partnerships, intellectual property, or customer testimonials.


	Qualifications/Capabilities: “Are you up to the task?”

Position: Cite your relevant experience, prior results, or the broad experience of the team.


	Timing: “Too long?” “Too soon?”

Position: Discuss the reason for timing; reference market forces, trends, or company maturity.


	Growth/Outlook: “How do you plan to get there from here?”

Position: Describe your roadmap and projected timeline.


	Contingencies: “What are you going to do if…?”

Position: Discuss your Fail-Safe strategy.


	Problems: “What keeps you up at night?”

Position: Be candid about challenges and add steps you are taking to avoid or correct.




Let’s now look at two examples of quid pro quo responses to valid challenges.


Quid Pro Quo in Action
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(Video 35) Tesla Knows This Is a Technology Race: Lucid Motors CEO https://youtu.be/KTgkkawjT0U?t=17



Peter Rawlinson, the CEO and CTO of Lucid Motors, an electric vehicle company, provided direct quid answers to a series of challenging quo questions on CNBC’s Squawk on the Street. The first, by co-host Carl Quintanilla, was his version of the “What makes you think you can compete with the 800-pound gorilla?” question:

Where is Lucid’s place going to be in this industry, given a potential entrant from Apple years from now, but more specifically Tesla, obviously GM, committing so much to the industry, Ford, and even the luxury automakers in Europe, as well, starting to ramp things up. Where do you—where does your company fit in?

Rawlinson, an impeccably groomed English gentleman, standing in front of a glamour shot of a sleek white Lucid vehicle framed by a lush green palm frond, nodded knowingly and, in his crisp British accent, proceeded to describe precisely where Lucid fits:

Well, you see our very first vehicle, the Lucid Air, in the background behind me. And we’re aiming initially—unashamedly—at the luxury space. Luxury cars are dominated by the grandee marks: Mercedes, Audi, BMW, Porsche. They all have one thing in common: they’re all gasoline. So, there isn’t an electric luxury car available in the market.3

CNBC’s irrepressible gadfly Jim Cramer then joined the discussion and, with more than a little irony, asked:

I’m exploring the idea of reserving with a credit card the Air Dream Edition, 161 thousand dollars. Why am I doing that?…How many other people are reserving their various Lucid Airs right now? And can you give me a sense of the demand each day?

Rawlinson smiled at Cramer’s sarcasm and replied graciously:

Well, it’s overwhelming, Jim, and I’m really glad you have impeccable taste, Sir. We have a bulging order book, and it’s growing daily.

Cramer then fired off his variation of the “What makes you think you can compete with the 800-pound gorilla?” question, which he overlaid with a “Why do you charge so damned much?” question—all of it delivered with his characteristic high-pitched voice rising even higher as he implied incredulously that it was complete folly for Lucid to even think of competing with Tesla:

What makes me want to pay this much more than a Tesla? Everybody loves Tesla, don’t they? I mean high consumer satisfaction, that kind of thing!

Without missing a beat, the debonair Rawlinson, with perfect aplomb and his continuing dry assurance, accepted Cramer’s status quo:

You’re absolutely right! I mean, Tesla’s done an ama-a-a-zing job. And that’s what’s placed it in its preeminent position. But Tesla recognizes this is a technology play, this is a technology race. That’s why Tesla enjoys such a high market cap.

Then Rawlinson pivoted to the quid for Lucid:

I don’t really see us as a direct competitor to Tesla in the product. But it is a very valid comparison to compare us with Tesla in terms of our technology.…That’s what differentiates Lucid: in-house technology, world-class electric vehicle tech.4

Although I’ve never had the privilege of meeting the estimable Peter Rawlinson, I have no doubt that he was fully forewarned and forearmed to do battle with Goliath-Tesla questions and to counter them with successful David slingshots.
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(Video 36) Netflix Q2 2018 Earnings Interview https://youtu.be/xZN_PwZdsLA?t=335



In Chapter Eight, you read a variation of the David and Goliath match in which the powerful Walt Disney Company, a Goliath in its own right, announced its decision to enter the online entertainment space where Netflix was already a Goliath. When an analyst asked Netflix CEO Reed Hastings about the competitive threat, Reed first Buffered:

There’s a lot of new and strengthening competition…

Then he continued on to a candid quid pro quo acknowledgment of the threat:

…with Disney entering the market—HBO getting additional funding, the different French broadcasters coming together—so that’s all normal and expected. So, it is what it is, we’re not going to be able to change it.

Then asserting Netflix’s position, Reed added:

Our focus is on doing the best content we’ve ever done, having the best user interface, the best recommendations, the best marketing—all the things that we’ve been doing for many years in the past…

Reed then concluded his response by affirming his confidence that Netflix would compete effectively:

…and we’ll keep doing for many years in the future.5

Although Disney represented a genuine challenge to Netflix, and Tesla an even greater threat to Lucid Motors, their respective CEOs acknowledged the issue, and each went on to position his company’s ability to compete effectively.




■ Manage the Time ■

Resist the common temptation to introduce new, tangential information during your Q&A session. Far too many presenters veer off into another presentation after their presentation. Instead, proceed on the assumption that you told a complete story and the only purpose in opening the floor to questions is to clarify or elaborate on the material you’ve already discussed. Unless the audience asks for new material, proceed under that assumption and provide clarifications or elaborations upon request.

Under that same assumption, keep all your answers succinct. Resist the other common temptation to launch into oratory, wax eloquent, or boil the ocean.


Manage the Time in Action
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(Video 37) T-Mobile Q4 2019 Earnings Call: Behind-the-Scenes Livestream https://youtu.be/CHPuI289U-Q?t=2303



During a quarterly earnings call with T-Mobile, ten members of the company’s executive team assembled side-by-side at a long table facing a bank of video monitors to field questions from analysts. One of them, Phil Cusick of J.P. Morgan, addressed a question to Neville Ray, the company’s president of technology:

Neville, what do you see an average 5G versus 4G experience for customers so far? Can you talk about utilization of the 5G network today and how customer experience should change as that network fills up?

T-Mobile’s CEO at the time, John Legere, who was stage managing the calls, looked at Ray and, before handing off to him, said:

And now we dare to turn to Neville Ray to discuss the comparative 5G experiences that he sees. And for those of you that need a short break, I would suggest now.

All the executives erupted in laughter, including Ray, who good-naturedly said:

I’ll be brief…I’ll be super quick…6

…and proceeded to give an answer that lasted two minutes and fifteen seconds.

As the head of technology responding to a detail-oriented analyst, that amount of detail was appropriate, but the general laughter was a clear indication of business audiences’ aversion to long answers.

A simple rule of thumb that will serve for most questions in most settings is to keep your answers to a maximum of 60 seconds.




■ The First Three Steps of Q&A Cycle ■

To summarize all that you have learned up to this point:


	Listen until you identify the Roman Column.


	Buffer with the Roman Column in your Key Word(s) and look for the head nods.


	Answer with a succinct quid pro quo.




With these techniques, you’ll be able the control all the Universal Issues and questions specific to your industry or company—as well as the six special types of questions that require special handling in the next chapter.





Chapter Thirteen

Special Questions / Special Answers

Case Studies: Colin Powell • Ariana Grande • Ronald Hall • Andy Kessler, The Wall Street Journal • Tien Tzuo, Zuora • Jack Dorsey, Twitter • Mark Zuckerberg, Facebook • Mark Koenig and Jeffrey Skilling, Enron • The 1992 Presidential Debate Revisited • Christian Sewing, Deutsche Bank • Steve Jobs, Apple

It is not every question that deserves an answer.1

Publilius Syrus, 4 b.c.e.

While the Seven Universal Issues of the previous chapter encompass most of the questions you are likely to be asked, there are six special types of questions that require special handling.


■ 1. Tangential ■

In Colin Powell’s words, “There is no such thing as a stupid question, only stupid answers.” There is also no such thing as an irrelevant question—but there is such thing as a tangential question, such as:

How come your logo doesn’t have a space between the two words?

Unless your presentation was about logo design, this question is tangential to most common business subjects. The operative principle for handling this question is the same as it is for all questions: quid pro quo. Provide an answer—with one of two options. For both options, first Buffer (the logo design) to keep yourself from snickering, frowning, or rolling your eyes at your valued audience member. Also keep in mind Powell’s admonition to “never react that way or talk down to a questioner.”2

Option One: answer directly:

We chose that style as a branding decision because it a popular style among many companies in our sector, and we want to be current with them.

Option Two: take it off-line:

There are several reasons for our design that I can share with you after the presentation.

If the tangential question is clearly out of bounds, as in the Chapter Nine example of the DJ asking pop singer Ariana Grande—who came on his radio show to promote a song—whether her makeup or phone was more important. In such cases, you can do as Grande did: answer briefly and return to your own subject.



■ 2. False Assumption ■

In Chapter Ten, you read about the two false assumption questions that Colin Powell fielded. One reporter charged that “the U.S. has a plan to spread a set of values at gunpoint,” and another that the United States was acting as “the police of the world.” Because the U.S. has no such plan or policy, the U.S. Secretary of State promptly replied, “Of course not!” He was doing what Professor Ronald Hall of Stetson University and Andy Kessler in The Wall Street Journal recommended in the same chapter: rather than attempt to answer false assumptions, refute them.

Tien Tzuo did just that. I had the opportunity to coach Tien, the founder and CEO of Zuora, an enterprise software company for subscription-based services, for the Q&A sessions for his IPO roadshow. Then, as a public company, Tien had a quarterly earnings call during which Goldman Sachs analyst Chris Merwin asked a question that implied that Zuora was missing an opportunity in the financial services sector:

In terms of one of the questions I had was on verticals. I know that I think from a go-to-market perspective, there was an effort to focus on some of your core verticals. We’ve had a lot of success, but then obviously, we’re hearing about now, big deal in the financial services sector and which has not historically been as big a sector for you. So, can you just talk a bit about your vertical focus from a go-to-market perspective and how that’s playing out relative to your expectations?

Tien corrected the analyst:

Yes, just to be clear, we never said we’re going to limit ourselves with these three verticals.

But then Tien explained how Zuora did plan to enter new verticals—and to do so responsibly:

And so rather than saying, hey, let’s give the sales reps the phone book and have them call every single company, the company they want. Let’s be smart about where we’re seeing the strongest traction.…If we can focus our demand gen efforts in verticals that we believe are growing the fastest and are the most ready to move, that’s going to make us that much more productive.3

Jack Dorsey, the co-founder and the CEO of Twitter, the social networking service, had to be more resolute when he was charged with a false assumption.
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(Video 38) Disinformation Nation: Social Media’s Role in Promoting Extremism and Misinformation https://youtu.be/dw6wJ7dFiPs?t=4740



During a House Subcommittee on Consumer Protection and Commerce hearing on the influence of social media, U.S. Representative Gus Michael Bilirakis (R–FL) accused Dorsey of being uncooperative with law enforcement’s efforts to protect children:

In a hearing last year, we received testimony that since 2016, Twitter has intentionally curtailed sharing threat data with law enforcement fusion centers. Here’s the question: you’re well aware that on Twitter and Periscope, that traffic has increased from bad actors seeking to groom children for molestation, lured females into sex trafficking, to sell illegal drugs, incite violence, and even threaten to murder police officers. Are you willing to reinstate this cooperation, retain evidence, and provide law enforcement the tools to protect our most vulnerable? Yes or no?

Following Professor Hall’s logic, if Dorsey were to answer “yes” or “no,” he would be admitting to the assumption in Bilirakis’s charge that Twitter was not cooperating with law enforcement. Instead, Dorsey refuted the congressman’s charge as categorically fallacious:

First, child exploitation has no place on our platform, and I don’t believe that’s true. We work with local law enforcement regularly.

Bilirakis restated his false assumption:

So, you’re saying this is not true? What I’m telling you? Are you willing to reinstate—reinstate—in other words, it’s not going on now—reinstate this cooperation with law enforcement, to retain evidence, and provide law enforcement the tools to protect our most vulnerable?

Although he tried to be cooperative, Dorsey would not accede that Twitter should start doing what they were already doing:

We would love to work with you in more detail on what you’re seeing, but we work with law enforcement regularly. We have a strong partnership.

Dorsey’s strong assertion caught Bilirakis up short. After a beat, he recovered and, rather than restate his own false assumption, he repeated—and validated—Dorsey’s position:

So, you’re saying this is not true what I’m telling you?

Despite Bilirakis’s concession, Dorsey graciously repeated his willingness to cooperate:

I don’t believe so, but I would love to understand the specifics.

Trying to rephrase his demand, Bilirakis twisted his words into a tangled knot:

Will you commit to—to doing what I’m telling you you’re not doing—ah—in—in the future? Work with me on this?

Dorsey stood his ground:

We will commit to continue doing what we are doing.

Unable to find another way to phrase his demand, Bilirakis finally capitulated:

And what is that?

Dorsey reaffirmed his stance:

Working with local law enforcement.4

By holding the line against five iterations of the same false assumption, Jack Dorsey asserted the complete control and resolve that every presenter must demonstrate in Q&A.



■ 3. Unknown ■

If you are asked a question that is outside your wheelhouse, or if you are asked about some miniscule detail and you do not know the answer, say so. No audience can reasonably expect you to be a walking encyclopedia. But, after you say you don’t know, promise to get the answer from the person in your company who does know and to provide it at a later point in time. To support your intent, ask for a business card.

But if the question is in your wheelhouse, you must answer it directly.

Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg prepared to do just that when he was invited to testify before the House Energy and Commerce Committee on the controversial Cambridge Analytica scandal. In advance of the hearings, Facebook engaged WilmerHale, a prominent Washington, DC law firm to coach Zuckerberg on how to respond to the legislators’ questions. Additionally, as a New York Times story reported, the Facebook communications team set up mock sessions with:

…a team of experts, including a former special assistant to President George W. Bush, to put Mr. Zuckerberg, 33, a cerebral coder who is uncomfortable speaking in public, through a crash course in humility and charm.5

Zuckerberg got the humility part right: he began most of his responses to the questions that U.S. Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (D–NY) asked him by addressing her respectfully as “Congresswoman.”

His answers were another matter.


[image: ]

(Video 39) AOC Grills Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg on Cambridge Analytica and Campaign Ads https://youtu.be/G272R50v6ww?t=23



Ocasio-Cortez asked:

Mr. Zuckerberg, what year and month did you personally first become aware of Cambridge Analytica?

Zuckerberg replied:

Ah—I’m not—not sure of the exact time—but it was probably around the time when it became public, I think it was around March of 2018. I—I could be wrong, though.

Ocasio-Cortez took another angle on the question:

When did Facebook COO Cheryl Sandburg become aware of Cambridge Analytica?

He responded:

I—I don’t know off the top of my head.

Ocasio-Cortez reacted:

You don’t know. Did anyone on your leadership team know about Cambridge Analytica prior to the initial report by The Guardian on December 11, 2015?

Zuckerberg replied:

Ah—Congresswoman, I—I believe so. And that some folks were—were—ah—tracking it internally.

The Congresswoman was about to ask another question when Zuckerberg suddenly remembered:

I’m actually—I do, as you’re asking this I—I—I do think I—I was aware of Cambridge Analytica as an entity earlier I—I don’t know if I was tracking how they were using Facebook specifically.

Ocasio-Cortez took yet another angle on the same question:

When was the issue discussed with your board member Peter Thiel?

Again, the CEO claimed not to know when the issue was discussed with a board member:

Ah—Congresswoman, I don’t—I don’t know that off the top of my head.

The Congresswoman was incredulous:

You don’t know? This was the largest data scandal with respect to your company that had catastrophic impacts in the 2016 election. You don’t know?6
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(Video 40) Asshole https://youtu.be/FSK0v0vTgXA?t=28



Perhaps the most infamous example of evasive answers occurred during a public earnings call in 2001 by Enron, the energy company that eventually crashed and burned in an outrageous accounting scandal. The company’s stock had fallen from around $90 per share to just $60 in the six months prior to the earnings call. A big part of the drop, according to a report in Yahoo! Finance, was due to “hounding” by Highfields Capital analyst Richard Grubman.7

During the earnings call, Grubman continued his hounding by asking Mark Koenig, Enron’s EVP of investor relations this question:

Can you tell us what the assets and liabilities from price risk management were at quarter end, what those balances were?

Koenig replied:

We don’t have the balance sheet completed. We’ll have that done shortly when we file the Q. But until we pull all that together, we just can’t give you that.

Grubman was not pleased with Koenig’s answer:

Well, can I—can I ask you—I mean that’s—I’m trying to understand why that would appear to be an unreasonable request in light of your comments about daily control of all your credits. I mean, you’ve got a trading desk with a $21 billion matched book that’s two times your book value, and you can’t tell us what the balances are?

Koenig danced away:

I’m not saying we can’t tell you what the balances are. We clearly have all those positions on a daily basis, but at this point we will wait to disclose those until all the proper netting and the right accounting is put together. But…

The analyst was incredulous:

But you’re the only financial institution that can’t produce a balance sheet or a cash flow statement with their earnings.8

At that point, Jeffrey Skilling, Enron’s CEO, joined the call and hurled an expletive at Grubman. The notorious incident only accelerated the collapse. Four months later Skilling resigned, and, by the end of the year, the company filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy.

The incredulity that Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and Richard Grubman expressed was based on their reasonable expectations that the information they were seeking belonged directly in Mark Zuckerberg and Mark Koenig’s wheelhouses. A CEO would reasonably be expected to know the details of a major involvement of his company, and an EVP of investor relations would reasonably be expected to have balance sheets at his disposal. To feign not knowing, ignore the question, or decline for no reason are all unacceptable responses to audiences.

What’s in your wheelhouse?

Quid pro quo.



■ 4. Forward Looking ■

Public company management teams are careful not to make forward-looking statements unless they are official revisions of their formal guidance communicated to the entire market at one time. There is always a risk that even the best-laid plans will fail to materialize. As a protection, public companies include a boilerplate “Safe Harbor”9 statement in all written documents and oral presentations, as required by the SEC. If you get a question about the future potential of your business, follow the policy of publicly traded companies: provide guidance but not forecasts. Even if your company is private, maintain credibility and trust by avoiding promises in your presentation and when you answer questions about the outlook of your business.

You can protect yourself and your company with a simple grammatical technique: rather than use verbs in the future tense—”will” or “shall”—use the conditional mood: “expect,” “estimate,” or “anticipate”—words that don’t predict but provide a positive outlook.



■ 5. Downstream ■

If you get a question about content that you will be covering later in your presentation, you have two options for how to respond, depending on the circumstances:

Option One: If the question is independent of intervening information, answer the question in full.

As an example, the content of this book forms the basis and sequence of our Suasive programs. If, while I was discussing Active Listening during a program, I were to get a question (as I often do) about what to do if one does not know the answer to a question—because this a straightforward question—I would promptly give a complete answer:

Say you don’t know but promise to get the answer to them at a later point in time.

Option Two: If the downstream content is dependent on material that you haven’t yet covered, give a partial answer and forward reference the balance of the answer.

Again, using my own material as an example, if, while I was discussing Active Listening during a program, I were to get a question about how to handle a hostile question—not having covered the Buffer yet—I would respond:

The way to handle hostile questions is to neutralize the question, a subject we’ll be covering in detail right after Active Listening.

“Neutralize” is a partial answer and “right after Active Listening” is a forward reference. Both elements give the questioner assurance that their question will be answered.

Contrast this approach to presenters who, in response to a question about downstream content, say:

I’ll get to that later.

“I’ll get to that later” is a brushoff. Never brush off your audience. Respect them and they will respect you. The alternative in unthinkable.



■ 6. Guilty as Charged ■

If a startup company is entering a sector dominated by a larger company, the CEO is likely to be asked this hostile question from Chapter Eight:

There are dozens of startups doing exactly what you’re doing! And then there are all those big companies with their entrenched market share. It’s a jungle out there filled with 800-pound gorillas, and you’re only just getting off the ground! What on Earth makes you think that you can survive?

The underlying issue in this question is essentially the same as the question Marisa (Hall) Summers asked President Bush:

How has the national debt personally affected each of your lives? And if it hasn’t, how can you honestly find a cure for the economic problems of the common people if you have no experience in what’s ailing them?10

Both cases are uncomfortable but true. Startups do have a significant challenge going up against an 800-pound gorilla, and millionaires such as George H. W. Bush do not have any personal experience in what is ailing people caught in an economic downturn.

However, neither the CEO of a startup company nor the President of the United States has to plead guilty to the charge and surrender.

Here is how the startup CEO could respond to the “What on Earth makes you think that you can survive?” question above:


	Buffer: Let me describe our competitive strategy.


	Agree: You’re absolutely right… (then, using the questioner’s words) …it is a jungle out there. (Transparency)


	But…: Don’t agree too long. Step on the brakes by saying: But…*


	Pivot: …that doesn’t mean that there isn’t room for a new player.


	Evidence: Those large companies are top heavy, with multiple lines of business, while our pure-play focus and agility have netted us 15 major customers in our first year of operation.


	Call to Action/Benefit: We’re confident that we can not only compete effectively but will succeed in this market—which makes us a solid investment.




By agreeing to an uncomfortable but true charge, you immediately achieve transparency—a rare quality in this day and age of rampant evasion by so many public figures. Once you have achieved transparency, the pivot then returns control to you and enables you to present your own point of view.

Here is how President Bush could have responded to Marisa’s question:


	Buffer: How can a person of means help/find a cure for… (restating Marisa’s own words) …those who are less fortunate.


	Agree: You’re absolutely right… (then, using more of her words) …the national debt hasn’t affected me. (Transparency)


	But…: Don’t agree too long. Step on the brakes by saying: But…






*   There is a proverbial story about the 1,000-word sentence in which the 999th word is “but,” which invalidates the previous 998 words. In the case of guilty as charged questions, the “but” either diminishes or counterbalances the admission of guilt.


	Pivot: …that doesn’t mean that I don’t care. Everybody cares… (This is where Bush began his answer)


	Evidence: As a matter of fact, I care so much that, during my first administration, I initiated an X, a Y, and a Z program to help people who are less fortunate than I am.


	Call to Action/Benefit: If you’ll elect me to a second term, I’ll initiate even more such programs.




Merely admitting to the charge and leaving it at that would be complete capitulation and surrender. Offering negative information voluntarily puts you into a counterproductive practice known as “Breaking into Jail.”


Breaking into Jail

There is a very good reason for being transparent: accountability. In presentations, unlike in awkward social situations, the elephant in the room cannot and must not be ignored.

In some cases, accountability is mandatory. The SEC requires that a company selling stock to the public for the first time must include a “Risk Factors” section in the prospectus for its IPO. But the roadshow presentation of the offering isn’t required to use the draconian language of the prospectus. Nor is that language required for countless other routine types of business presentations. Yet all presentations must be forthcoming about bad news, or the presenter will be perceived as having something to hide.

The challenge is when and how to handle the revelation. For the “when,” you have two options:


	Be Preemptive: Include the negative information in the body of your presentation.


	Be Reactive: Wait until a question comes from the audience and have a prepared response ready.




Each option has a risk: Offering negative information or admitting guilt raises an issue that the audience may not have considered. Waiting until a question is asked can appear evasive or concealing.

Regardless of which option you choose, you must make full disclosure by acknowledging the negative. But, as soon as you do, follow up immediately with the actions that you and your company are taking to address the issue, rectify the problem, or to prevent its recurrence.

For example, you may:


	be higher priced


	be up against a larger competitor


	be late in delivering as promised


	have had a down quarter


	have lost a key customer


	have had a key executive resign


	have had a delay in your product release


	have had a product trial that failed




Make your agreement about these issues very brief and then say “but” and move on to counter the guilty charge by saying that:


	your price includes value-added service


	you can compete with a larger competitor because you offer a significant differentiation


	you have improved and sped up your delivery process


	you expect a better quarter with new efforts to stimulate new sales


	you have hired a new sales associate to generate new leads


	you have started an outreach to search for a new executive


	you have accelerated your production schedule


	you have made corrections in your product trial




Let’s now look at two business examples of the effective use of the steps in the Guilty as Charged sequence above.



Guilty as Charged in Action
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(Video 41) Full Interview with Deutsche Bank CEO Christian Sewing https://www.cnbc.com/video/2018/06/29/full-interview-with-deutsche-bank-ceo-christian-sewing.html



In Chapter Nine, you read how well Christian Sewing, the CEO of Deutsche Bank, handled a “Why don’t you…” question. In that same interview, he was equally effective in handling a Guilty as Charged question that CNBC anchor Wilfred Frost asked:

It’s smaller than it used to be for Deutsche Bank. I mean, total revenue was 37 billion [in] 2015. Down to 31, I think, billion last year. You are losing revenue there. You—you’re losing staff there. Returns are very low. It’s—it’s a tough task to get to that 10% ROE [Return On Equity] target from here.

Sewing flipped the Buffer and Agree steps but otherwise followed the same framework as above:


	Agree: That is right.


	Buffer: And, therefore, we clearly have a plan to go in trajectory to this 10%.


	But…: Instead of saying But…, Sewing made his pivot with And…


	Pivot: …the real issue is that now….


	Evidence: …quarter after quarter, we show two things: stable revenue and stable franchise. I think we are on a very good way there. And at the same time, that we get the trajectory right on the cost side.


	Call to Action/Benefit: I’m convinced with the measures we have taken and the measures we have already implemented that we are on the right way. And we will show year-over-year an increasing profitability and come then to the profitability which this bank needs.11




Steve Jobs, the luminary founder and CEO of Apple, with all of his successes, was not exempt from being asked a Guilty as Charged question.
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(Video 42) Steve Jobs Insult Response https://youtu.be/FF-tKLISfPE?t=16



At one of Apple’s Worldwide Developers Conference, a man in the audience stood up and said:

Mr. Jobs, you’re a bright and influential man…

The audience broke into laughter at what clearly sounded like a setup for a zinger. Jobs laughed, too, grabbed a stool, held it up defensively, and said:

Here it comes…

Sure enough, the man fired off a zinger:

…it’s sad and clear that, on several accounts you’ve discussed, you don’t know what you’re talking about. I would like, for example, for you to express in clear terms how, say, Java, in any of its incarnations addresses the ideas embodied in OpenDoc.

In his own inimitable manner, Jobs followed the same framework as above in his response:


	Buffer: (Why aren’t you using OpenDoc in Java?) You know, you can please some of the people some of the time, but one of the hardest things when you’re trying to affect change…


	Agree: …is that people like this gentleman are right…


	But…: Instead of saying But…, Jobs made his pivot with a big pause and then, with a shift in the tone of his voice, resumed with …in some areas.


	Pivot: I’m sure that there are some things OpenDoc does—probably even more that I’m not familiar with—that nothing else out there does.


	Evidence: And I’m sure that you can make some demos, maybe a small commercial app, that demonstrates those things.


	Call to Action/Benefit: The hardest thing is, how does that fit into a cohesive larger vision that’s gonna allow you to sell 8 billion dollars, 10 billion dollars of product a year?12




The pivotal steps in the above examples generate many valuable benefits that you’ll see in a moment, but first an important exception to the “Agree” step.



Media Sound Bites

Presenters and speakers often tell their stories to journalists who record the exchange. At that point, the presenter cedes control to the journalist, who is free to reproduce and publish or broadcast any part of the interview out of context.

Therefore, if the CEO of the startup company that competes with 800-pound gorillas was in an interview with a reporter and, in response to the Guilty as Charged question above, said:

You’re absolutely right, it is a jungle out there.

…the reporter could then publish or broadcast those words isolated from the rest of the text and follow it with a commentary:

Startup CEO admits major obstacles to success.

Therefore, whenever you engage in a media exchange, do not agree with Guilty as Charged questions. Instead, immediately counter the charge.

For the startup CEO, the counter would be:

I am fully confident that we can succeed in a competitive environment.

If President Bush had been in an interview with a reporter instead of in a full-length debate, and the reporter had asked the question just as Marisa did:

I have personal problems with the national debt. But how has it affected you, and if you have no experience in it, how can you help us, if you don’t know what we’re feeling?13

Then if Bush had said:

You’re absolutely right, the national debt has not affected me.

…the reporter could have published or broadcast those words isolated from the rest of the text and followed it with a commentary:

President Bush admits he doesn’t understand the impact of the economy.

For Bush, the counter statement would be:

I am fully capable of helping people impacted by the economy because...



Guilty as Charged Benefits

In the framework for responding to Guilty as Charged questions above, the presenter controls the exchange and produces all the following benefits:


	Identifies the Roman Column


	Indicates “I heard you!”


	Neutralizes the hostility or challenge


	Acknowledges the questioner’s concerns with transparency


	Pivots to positive content


	Concludes with a persuasive message




Please note that the last step in each example, the culminating persuasive message, contains the presenter’s Call to Action and/or the Benefit to the audience. Readers of my other books and participants in the Suasive programs will recall that these techniques have special names. Let me introduce them to you so you can add them to your best practice techniques.




■ Point BSM and WIIFY® ■

The audience enters the room for any presentation at Point A: uninformed, unconvinced, and not ready to act. The presenter’s objective, goal, or message is to move the audience from Point A to Point BSM: informed, convinced, and ready to act. This dynamic shift is the art of persuasion. Point B is the call to action.

WIIFY® is an acronym (pronounced “whiffy”) that stands for “What’s in it for you?” based on the more common axiom “What’s in it for me?” The shift from “me” to “you” is deliberate, not just to leverage the power of “you” as a direct connection with the audience but to shift the focus from the presenter to the audience. This shift gives the audience a benefit, and a benefit gives them the reason to move from Point A to Point B. People need a reason to act, and it must be their reason, not yours. The WIIFY is their reason.

A simple way to look at these terms is that Point B is what you want your audience to do, and the WIIFY is why they should do it. In Presenting to Win, I urge presenters to state their Points B and/or their audience’s WIIFYs often throughout their stories.



■ Topspin® ■

By stating Point B and/or a WIIFY at the end of your answer to a challenging question, you produce a strong and confident conclusion. At Suasive, we call this endgame Topspin®. Topspin is a competitive tactic, similar to the tennis term. In tennis, a player adds topspin to a stroke to create forward motion, forcing the ball to bounce sharply, making it difficult for the opponent to return—a power play that gives a player a winning advantage. In Q&A, Topspin is a power stroke that gives a presenter or speaker a winning advantage.

In the next chapter, you’ll learn all about Topspin, the culminating step in the Q&A cycle.





Chapter Fourteen

Topspin

Case Studies: Bruce Lee • General Sun Tzu • Frank Zhao, S&P • Uri Lopatin, Pardes Biosciences • Oscar Munoz, United Airlines • Marc Benioff, Salesforce • Dara Khosrowshahi, Uber • Reed Hastings, Netflix • Melanie Perkins, Canva • Jamie Dimon, JPMorgan Chase Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, WTO • Werner Baumann, Bayer • Max Levchin, Affirm Holdings • Ben Silbermann, Pinterest • Albert Bourla, Pfizer • Mike Tuchen, Talend • David Zaccardelli, Verona Pharma • William Nash, CarMax • Apoorva Mehta, Instacart • Ronald Reagan

Absorb what is useful, Discard what is not, Add what is uniquely your own.1

Tao of Jeet Kune Do

Bruce Lee

Martial arts movie superstar Bruce Lee was also an avid scholar and reader. Among the more than 2,500 books in his library2 was Sun Tzu’s The Art of War. In respectful acknowledgement of the General’s inspiring words, “to subdue the enemy without fighting,” Lee had his character in his film Enter the Dragon say:

My style? You can call it the art of fighting without fighting.3

Lee also provided inspiration of his own in his philosophical writings. Just as the martial arts is metaphor for Buffering, Lee’s closing phrase in the quote above is a metaphor for Topspin:

Add what is uniquely your own.4


■ Topspin ■

Topspin is the polar opposite of spin. The latter has a negative connotation because of its pervasive use by politicians, spin doctors, communications counselors, media consultants, and public relations advisors who urge their clients to deliver their own messages. Unfortunately, many of those clients do so by following in the dysfunctional footsteps of Robert McNamara you read about in Chapter Eleven. His words serve as a perfect definition of Spin:

Never answer the question that is asked of you. Answer the question that you wish had been asked of you.5

You have every right to deliver your own message, your Point B, and accompany it with a boatload of WIIFYs to your audience, but only after you have answered your audience’s questions. McNamara’s misguidance is the “never” part. Replace that with “always” provide a quid pro quo answer or a valid reason for not answering. Earn the right to Topspin.

You’ll note that the icon in Figure 14.1 contains multiple upward swirls—to encourage you to add multiple variations of Topspin beyond your answers. Consider the multiple swirls as stretch goals—just as athletes do when they increase the difficulty of a drill in practice to heighten their execution in the actual event.
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Figure 14.1   Topspin


The swirls are meant to address the tendency of presenters to neglect to ask for the order, or state their Point B, making the audience think “What’s the point?” or, as snarky teenagers put it, “And your point is?” Or the tendency of presenters to neglect to offer benefits, making the audience think, “Why should I care?”

Topspin to Point B and/or a WIIFY answers both of those questions affirmatively.

Culminating your answers with positive words produces persuasive results. Frank Zhao, a senior director of quantitative equity research at S&P, conducted a study on natural language processing, which found that:

Firms whose executives most frequently articulated references to growth- and expansion-related descriptors around I) revenue II) earnings or III) profitability topics outperformed their counterparts by 9.16%, 8.60% and 6.76% per year, respectively.6

At its most basic, Topspin adds value to your answer—which is particularly important when the answer is a deep technical or scientific dive.

Uri Lopatin, MD, is both a physician-scientist and a serial entrepreneur, and although he has spent much of his career successfully developing and building new biotech companies, he never loses sight of the science. As the CEO of Pardes Biosciences, a company that develops novel oral antiviral medicines, Uri worked with me to prepare for the company’s investor roadshow. In our sessions, Uri wanted to demonstrate the early potency data of a Pardes investigational drug with scientific evidence, and he did so with the slide in Figure 14.2.
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Figure 14.2   Pardes Biosciences Slide


Because most investors do not have advanced degrees in chemistry or biology, I asked Uri to explain the slide. He began with this description:

What you see on the left is that this drug candidate is very potent on an absolute basis in lung-like cells—as we give more drug (x-axis), it suppresses virus replication (the y-axis) all the way to the limit of detection (maximal effect). On the right we see that effect mapped differently—as a percentage of maximum effect. It takes a very small amount of drug (x-axis) to achieve the maximal effect (y-axis), in the absence of any toxicity to cells (lower straight line).

When he finished, I said, “Now tell me why this slide should matter to investors.”

Uri replied:

The reason this is important to you as an investor is, to be successful, biotech companies want our drugs to be very potent against our target—in this case part of a virus, without hurting other things (toxicity) in cells. In general, the “stronger” or more “potent” a drug is—the less of it we need to show a desired effect. We use these numbers—which reflect effects in cells—to understand our target dose in humans. This [graph] suggests we have a potent drug candidate in cells, and we are optimistic that we can exceed these levels in humans, so what you are looking at is some of the data that support advancing into human clinical trials. If we are correct, we are very excited by the potential to see similar effects on virus in humans.7

By concluding the technical information with a WIIFY, Uri made the slide meaningful both to investment fund managers who are not scientists, as well as to analysts who are—and who must evaluate whether the science is sufficiently viable and stable to warrant an investment.

As a matter of course, I have the same exchange with every presenter who wants to deliver complex information—whether it is data analytics, genome sequencing, silicon circuitry, Artificial Intelligence, or software coding—to financial audiences. I ask that, following the description of technical material, the presenter adds a sentence that begins with:

The reason this is important to you as an investor is…

… and then concludes with Topspin to a WIIFY.

That same approach is applicable in every other direction—with financial pitches to scientific audiences and in every presentation to every audience. Your audience must fully understand your Call to Action and the reason for them to act.

While Topspin adds value to the answer to any question, it becomes even more valuable after the answers to the Seven Universal Issues because it counterbalances the challenges in the questions—particularly questions about serious problems.
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(Video 43) WATCH LIVE: United Airlines CEO Oscar Munoz, Other Airline Executives Face House Committee https://youtu.be/WzmMXzq-w0I?t=8646



United Airlines suffered an infamous public relations black eye when, to accommodate airline employees traveling to meet their schedules, security officers forcibly removed a passenger from a sold-out flight and injured him in the process. Another passenger recorded the incident on a mobile phone, and the video went viral on social media. In the aftermath, United’s stock took a hit.8

The airline did its best to rectify the incident, but the subject came roaring back to the public forefront a month later in a televised congressional hearing on transportation and infrastructure. During the hearing, Representative Lloyd Smucker (R–PA) tore into United’s CEO Oscar Munoz:

I am very disappointed that you are not changing, or at least not mentioning a change to the policy of how you would select a passenger for removal. That is unbelievable to me, that, after that has occurred, you would not take, for instance, the very last passenger that shows up at the gate, rather than some other algorithm to choose an employee. So, I am very disappointed about your response, in that regard.

Munoz Buffered to the one neutral word in Smucker’s scolding:

Our policy…

Then he told Smucker what he wanted to know: how United planned to adjust their policy to avoid the problem in the future:

…our practice, our go forward sort of situation would be, as much as possible, to ameliorate the possibility of those actual events happening. And with regard to reducing our overbooking, making sure crews get there on time, and, most importantly, once you are on board one of our aircrafts, you will not be removed, and certainly law enforcement will not be allowed, other than for safety or security. So, I think we have covered most of those issues…

Having provided a quid pro quo answer, Munoz moved on to Topspin by offering a WIIFY to customers:

…and, of course, we will offer incentives and financial remuneration, along with alternative solutions to get to your destination…

And a WIIFY to Smucker:

So, it is a start, sir, and I think we will move forward. You will see us do that…

And a Point B to Smucker:

…and I hope I do earn your trust.9

Because he demonstrated transparency and accountability about a major problem as well as a plan to avoid its recurrence, Munoz was able to use Topspin to counterbalance the negativity. May all of your problems be minor, but when they occur—and they will occur—you can follow the steps Munoz took:


	Buffer to neutralize.


	Be transparent and accountable.


	Provide a quid pro quo answer.


	Topspin to Point B and/or a WIIFY.





Earn the Right

Let me culminate the value of Topspin by reinforcing an important requisite: you must earn the right to Topspin by first providing the quid pro quo answer. The politicians who characteristically slip, slide away from answers with Robert McNamara-instigated stonewalling or the equally unacceptable “whataboutism” and jump directly to Topspin—have not earned the right to do so.

Nor has the presenter who reacts to a challenging question about formidable competition by replying:

Let me describe our competitive advantage.

Nor has the presenter who reacts to a challenging question about high prices by replying:

When you consider the total cost of ownership of our solution, you’ll see that it will save you money in the long run.

In both cases, the Topspin is leapfrogged into the Buffer without having provided an answer. You saw both of these defective cases in Chapter Eight and again with the Buffer and in Chapter Eleven with the answer. The tactic invalidates the questioner and the audience.

Never Topspin in the Buffer. Use the Buffer only to identify and neutralize the key issue. Move on to provide a quid pro quo answer to your audience’s question. Only then can you Topspin.




■ The Suasive Q&A Cycle ■

Topspin culminates all the skills you need to handle each step of the Q&A Cycle you first saw in Chapter Five, in Figure 5.1. I’ve repeated the image here as Figure 14.3, this time with the addition of the techniques you’ve learned in what is now the Suasive Q&A Cycle:
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Figure 14.3   The Suasive Q&A Cycle



	Yield the Floor: Use Active Listening and subvocalization to identify the Roman Column.


	Retake the Floor: Buffer to the Roman Column to neutralize.


	Answer: Provide a succinct quid pro quo answer or a valid reason for not answering.


	Add Value: Topspin to Point B and/or WIIFY.





The Suasive Q&A Cycle and the Seven Universal Issues

Let’s now apply the full Suasive Q&A Cycle to each of the Seven Universal Issues.


1. Price/Cost


	Question: Where do you get off charging so damned much?


	Buffer: Our pricing rationale is…


	Answer: Describe product capabilities, compatibility, added services, or the total cost of ownership.


	Topspin: In the long run, you’ll actually pay less.




After the Buffer strips out the “so damned much” and the answer provides a rationale for the pricing, the Topspin then counterbalances the challenge by saying, essentially, that the product is worth the price.
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(Video 44) Salesforce CEO Marc Benioff: Slack Deal Makes Salesforce “a Whole New Type of Company” https://youtu.be/4PCGu343LS8?t=6



Marc Benioff, the founder, chair, and CEO of Salesforce.com, the giant Customer Relationship Management (CRM) company, paid $27.7 billion to acquire Slack, a business communication platform.

Jim Cramer, the host of CNBC’s Mad Money, whose attempt to rattle Peter Rawlinson of Lucid Motors you read about in Chapter Twelve, tried the same aggressive tactic with Marc Benioff. When Marc appeared on the program, Cramer fired off a “Why did you pay so much?” question delivered with his characteristic strident edge:

OK, so look, I know—I know your deal style! And I’ve been listening to these different analysts and some are saying the deal’s too big! And some are saying he has to do it because he’s out of growth! And here’s one:

Cramer held up a fistful of papers and read from the top sheet:

“Salesforce Engagement, they gotta do it! The timing is curious…”

With a dramatic wave, Cramer flung the sheet in the air behind him and read from the next page as if he were a football announcer excitedly calling a touchdown:

…[Microsoft’s]“Teams has already won!” I mean this guy’s saying that all the time. I hear the deal’s too big! How are the last two too-big deals?

Marc neutralized the “big deal” by removing the loaded adverb “too” as well as the judgmental adjective “big” and Buffering with just the neutral “acquisition”:

Well, Jim, of course whenever you do an acquisition…

Then he pivoted to the purpose of the acquisition:

Customers are re-architecting how they are working. They’re building a 360-degree view of their customers. They’re building a 360-degree view of their employees. They have—they want the ability to work from anywhere and connect to their customers from anywhere.

Next, Marc added Topspin with a WIIFY to investors:

And you look at the opportunity today, incredible! Number one, selling from anywhere. I mean, there’s never been a more important point in history to have your B2B [Business-to-Business] sales force or even your B2C [Business-to-Customers] sales force to be able to connect directly with your customer or service from anywhere.

He added another upward swirl to the Point B of the acquisition:

Our customers are performing so well because that’s how our product was built from the beginning. Now with Slack it provides this incredible, incredible window into a collaborative interface onto all of our services…

And then he culminated with Topspin to a WIIFY for “the whole enterprise”:

…and the whole enterprise as well.10

Marc Benioff responded to Jim Cramer’s challenge—that he paid too much for Slack—by telling him that the purchase was worth the price. In Chapter Eight, you read how Uber CEO Dara Khosrowshahi faced the opposite charge—by Cramer’s CNBC colleague Andrew Ross Sorkin—that the company’s IPO was priced too low.
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(Video 45) Watch CNBC’s Full Interview with Uber CEO Dara Khosrowshahi Ahead of Its IPO https://www.cnbc.com/video/2019/05/10/watch-cnbcs-full-interview-with-uber-ceo-dara-khosrowshahi-ahead-of-its-ipo.html



Let’s look at Khosrowshahi’s response that began with a Buffer:

Pricing a deal is an art not a science…

...and then continued on to position the price in relation to stock market conditions and the interests of shareholders:

…so, we will probably have had it imperfectly, but we thought at this price, it reflected the environment. And listen, the environment is uncertain right now. Anytime there is uncertainty in the market, investors are going to be a little hesitant to put eight billion of their dollars to work, and we wanted to put our stock with a group of funds who we know aren’t just going to hold for the next week, but they are going to hold for the next year and hopefully for the next five years.

Khosrowshahi then concluded his answer with Topspin to Uber’s Point B, the true value of the price:

So, when we looked at the environment and we balanced how we really think of this company long term, this was a great result. Eight billion is plenty for us to build and grow on top of.11

While one CEO was charged with paying too high a price and the other with pricing an offering too low, both responded to the charges with a positioning rationale and a strong reaffirmation that the price they settled on was right.



2. Compete/Differentiate


	Question: What on Earth makes you think you can survive?


	Buffer: The way we compete is...


	Answer: Describe competitive strategy, product innovation, strategic partnerships, customer success, industry praise, or market share.


	Topspin: I’m confident that not only can we compete effectively but that we will succeed in this market.
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(Video 46) Netflix Q2 2018 Earnings Interview https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xZN_PwZdsLA&feature=emb_logo



We return to Reed Hastings of Netflix for a third time in this book because every step of his response to an analyst’s question about the competitive threat posed by the powerful Walt Disney company serves as a perfect role model for every one of the techniques you’ve learned: Buffering, quid pro quo answer, and Topspin. Let’s revisit the entire sequence:


	Analyst Question: Moving to the other elephant that was already in the room, just checking a bit on the competitive landscape. Obviously, a lot going on between Disney and Comcast and Fox and Sky, so need to check in and—and hear what you’re thinking in terms of what impact on Netflix, however that result turns out and there’s any particular result better or worse for your own competitive fortunes.


	Buffer: There’s a lot of new and strengthening competition with Disney entering the market—HBO getting additional funding, the different French broadcasters coming together...


	Answer: So that’s all normal and expected. So, it is what it is, we’re not going to be able to change it. Our focus is on doing the best content we’ve ever done, having the best user interface, the best recommendations, the best marketing—all the things that we’ve been doing for many years in the past…


	Topspin: …and we’ll keep doing for many years in the future.12
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(Video 47) E939 Canva CEO Melanie Perkins: On Growing Australian College Startup into Global Unicorn w/15m MAUs https://youtu.be/8TBSg79Gf0M?t=2081



Jason Calacanis is a successful entrepreneur and angel investor; as such, he always has the competitive landscape uppermost in mind. In an interview on his podcast with Melanie Perkins, the CEO of Canva, a graphic design platform, Calacanis asked her:

Did Adobe create a competing product, or are they threatened? You think they’re threatened by you guys, or they just think it’s like a different class of user?

Perkins was not about to be presumptuous enough to position Canva as David to the Adobe Goliath:

I don’t know, we just kind of stick to doing our thing—like we’ve got a really strong focus on serving our community, and that’s really where our team’s attention and focus is.

Calacanis smiled at her diplomacy:

You got some media training!

But he still wanted her to address her competition:

What about all these other competitors? I know there were, like, a ton of them—Figma, Visually—all these ones but, none of them have hit any kind of scale. What—what do you think the differentiator has been for Canva?

This time, Perkins went right to the differentiator:

Right from the start, we really set out to solve a really significant pain point…

She proceeded to discuss how Canva’s online collaborative platform addressed the growing market demand—a requisite subject for investors—by providing graphic design at low cost.

Then Perkins concluded with validation that her company was succeeding— which was her Topspin to Canva’s Point B:

It’s been pretty powerful. I’ve been just blown away by our community. So, we’ve got 150,000 YouTube videos that have been made about Canva. People are tweeting about it. They’re having their own Facebook groups with, you know, tens of thousands of people. Just all over the place.13

Like investors, business reporters also have competition uppermost in their minds.
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(Video 48) JPMorgan CEO Jamie Dimon on Markets, Economy, Returning to Office https://youtu.be/x8-eUse5hg8?t=14



In an interview with Jamie Dimon, chair and CEO of JPMorgan Chase, Bloomberg’s Ed Hammond made competition the point of his second question:

You recently told your bankers they should be scared expletive—about the threat posed by financial technology companies and others coming into the industry. Isn’t that a bit defeatist?

A survivor of many financial crises and a lion of the banking industry, Dimon was not about to admit defeat:

A little bit, but I didn’t mean it quite that way. So many years ago, we sent an airplane full of people to China to go over competition. So, JPMorgan itself is doing great…we just have to be prepared for intensified competition. We’re ready for it.

In dogged pursuit, Hammond wanted details:

But prepared how? What does that mean? Do you have to go and buy something?

Dimon was ready with details galore:

No. So, we already have 5,000 branches. We’re opening all—we’re opening another 400 next couple years in all 48 states.

And of course, Topspin to JPMorgan Chase’s Point B:

We’re very competitive, and we expect to win.14



3. Qualifications/Capabilities


	Question: What makes you think you can be any good at being the CEO of a public company when you’ve never done it before?


	Buffer: My qualifications include…


	Answer: Describe prior experiences that map to the new role, such as having run a unit of a public company on a profit and loss basis, or having run the private company as if it was already public. Add that board members and other senior staff have had public company experience.


	Topspin: Taken together, I’m confident that I can not only meet the challenge effectively but continue the success we’ve had as a private company as we become a public company.
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(Video 49) WTO: I Am the Most Qualified for the Job—Okonjo-Iweala [FULL VIDEO] https://youtu.be/XZcVUPaMbnA?t=130



In Chapter Eight you read how Dr. Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala effectively Buffered a reporter’s challenging question about her qualifications to be Director-General of the WTO. Look at her response again and you’ll see that her Buffer went directly to the Topspin with her Point B:

I hope I’m the candidate that is chosen and is backed because I think I have the qualifications and the leadership characteristics to do the job and I’m sure Africa will come behind my candidacy.15

Dr. Ngozi was clearly so confident about her qualifications, she didn’t bother to rebut or offer counterevidence or proof points.
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(Video 50) Bayer CEO Baumann: ‘Way Too Early’ to Say on Roundup-Related Cash Call https://www.bloomberg.com/news/videos/2020-02-27/bayer-ceo-way-too-early-to-say-on-roundup-related-cash-call-video



During the Bloomberg Television business program Surveillance, co-anchor Anna Edwards asked Werner Baumann, the CEO of the Bayer pharmaceutical company, about the qualifications of his company’s Supervisory Board:

Does the Supervisory Board, with the strengths that you’ve just described—is there a lack of expertise though in agriculture and in the U.S.—in the areas that you are experiencing these difficulties—do you, I mean, the new chairman comes with, I think, an accounting background—a German business background—do you think that you need more expertise in the supervisory board on agriculture in the U.S. business?

Rather than deal with “lack of expertise,” Baumann Buffered to neutralize by saying:

If you look at the composition of our board…

He then went directly into his proof points, detailing the credentials of individual members who had served on the boards of PwC, the United Nations, J&J, and Gilead Sciences and then concluded by countering the lack of expertise charge with Topspin to Bayer’s Point B.

So, I would say very, very strong balance of expertise at the board.16

We can’t know whether Baumann was familiar with the S&P study on positive language from earlier in this chapter, but he certainly spiced up his answer with four uses of the adverb “very” in his reply, concluding with a double “very” in his Topspin.



4. Timing


	Question: What’s taken you so long?/Why don’t you wait?


	Buffer: We chose this time because…


	Answer: Describe readiness, timing, or trends.


	Topspin: That’s why I’m confident that this is the right time.
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(Video 51) Watch CNBC’s Full Interview with Affirm CEO Max Levchin https://youtu.be/Rkq8sf5NSBM?t=360



When Morgan Brennan, the co-anchor of CNBC’s Squawk on the Street, had an opportunity to interview Max Levchin, she knew that, as the co-founder of PayPal, the enormously successful payments company, as well as two other startups, Levchin would be priming his latest company, Affirm Holdings, for the public market. Following suit, Brennan asked him what was taking him so long:

I gotta ask about Affirm. Plans to go public?

Levchin laughed and explained the time factors:

You know, the company is eight years old. At some point, your investors start making hints and elbow gestures. So, at some point, yes. I’m not in the huge hurry. But I think that the biggest curse of a Silicon Valley company, or any technology company can do to itself is go public at a valuation that’s somewhere between two and five billion dollars. Once you clear that, your stock becomes a little bit more stable, but the volatility you take on as a two billion dollar stock, one billion dollar stock, you know, wake up the next morning and you’re suddenly half the evaluation.

Then, in his Topspin, Levchin reaffirmed Affirm’s Point B—that waiting to go public was the prudent choice:

So, the volatility is probably the primary reason companies like mine are hesitating.17

As interested as CNBC’s investor audiences are for new opportunities, the audience and attendees at the startup-focused TechCrunch Disrupt Conference are even more eager to rush to market, go public, and get rich as fast as possible.
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(Video 52) Live from Disrupt SF 2017 Day 1 https://youtu.be/NhrIKJyWeus?t=17283



So, when Ben Silbermann, the co-founder and CEO of Pinterest, the social media network, sat down for a fireside chat with TechCrunch’s Matthew Lynley, the reporter promptly asked Silbermann what was taking Pinterest so long to go public:

It seems this year, especially after Snap went public, a lot of people were just racing to get out there. The window—IPO window—was opened. Why wait? Why, why continue to stay private?

Rather than racing to get out, Silbermann wanted to grow his company:

I still think that we’re working on building our core advertising systems. We’re working on growing our user base, and then the other reason is we’ve been really fortunate. We’ve been fortunate to have investors that are willing to kind of go with us on this journey.

Then, in his Topspin, Silbermann confirmed the rationale for waiting, Pinterest’s Point B.

So, we didn’t want to take on the overhead this moment of being a public company when we felt like there was a lot of stuff we could do and we had the capital, and the runway to do it.18

Waiting for the right time proved judicious for both Silbermann and Levchin. When Pinterest went public, its stock rose 28% on its first day of trading19; and Affirm Holdings jumped 98% on its first day.20

Waiting was not what Albert Bourla advised.
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(Video 53) Pfizer’s CEO Hasn’t Gotten His Covid Vaccine Yet, Saying He Doesn’t Want to Cut in Line https://www.cnbc.com/2020/12/14/pfizers-ceo-hasnt-gotten-his-covid-vaccine-yet-saying-he-doesnt-want-to-cut-in-line.html



As the CEO of Pfizer, the global pharmaceutical company, Bourla appeared on CNBC’s Squawk Box at a very low point in the COVID-19 pandemic, when both the infection and death rates were soaring, and the unproven vaccines had yet to be released. Health and science reporter Meg Tirrell asked him a “Why not wait?” question:

What do you tell those folks who might be saying, “I am going to wait a few months before I get this one”?

In Bourla’s opinion, waiting was not a wise option:

I would tell them I wish the situation was not so critical so that they can have the luxury to think about it. But the situation is as deadly as it could be right now, with the amounts of deaths or new cases that we are facing. So, they need to think it wise[ly]…

Bourla concluded his answer with Topspin to a WIIFY for all humans:

The decision not to vaccinate will not only affect your health or your life unfortunately, it will affect the lives of others and likely the lives of the people you love the most…

Then, he added a universal Point B:

Trust science.21



5. Growth/Outlook


	Question: How do you plan to increase your revenues?


	Buffer: Our growth strategy is…


	Answer: Describe new products, new markets, or new partnerships.


	Topspin: That’s why I’m confident that we can continue to attract new customers and enter new markets to generate new revenues.




As the CEO of Talend, a cloud integration company, Mike Tuchen took the company public and then led it on an ascending path of hockey stick growth. He shared that story in his presentation at the JMP Securities Technology Conference. After his presentation, Mike sat down for a fireside chat with Greg McDowell, JMP’s Managing Director, who asked how Talend intended to continue its streak:

I think one of the most impressive components of this story, as you mentioned, is the eight quarters in a row of accelerating growth, and I guess I just wanted to start with sort of what gives you the confidence that, you know, the tailwinds you have in this market are—are going to continue?

Mike began his response by Buffering with a synonym for “tailwinds”:

Right now, those big trends…

Then he gave Greg substantive details and evidence:

…big data and cloud are just like a freight train, and those things are not slowing down. And so really for us, as we become the best in the market in those areas, our win rates are going up, our deal latencies are decreasing. So, we’re selling more, and we’re selling it faster. And as a result, our sales productivity is going up.

Next, Mike went on to Topspin with a WIIFY for investors:

So, everything is telling us right now that these, not just these huge trends are gonna continue…

And another swirl of Topspin to a Point B for Talend:

…but our position with them is looking very secure.22

Greg McDowell’s question about whether the tailwinds are going to continue was about the outlook for Talend being able to maintain a positive momentum. A negative variant of the Growth/Outlook question arises out of a problem and is usually phrased as “What are you planning to do to keep the problem from happening again?” or “How do you plan to fix the problem?”


	Question: Your last product missed the release date by a month. How do I know that that it won’t happen again with the next product?


	Buffer: Our new product production plan is…


	Answer: Describe new checklists, personnel, monitors, tools, or systems.


	Topspin: I’m confident that not only will we release the product on time, but it will be error-free and fully functional.




In Chapter Nine you read about how Adam Kiciński, the joint CEO of CD PROJEKT, was able to handle a long three-part question from an investor. The first was about a three-week delay in releasing the company’s latest game and culminated with a “How do I know this this won’t happen again?” question.


	Question: Going back to what you said in the middle of June when you last delayed the game — I think you specifically ruled out delaying it again beyond November 19. My question is why is it different this time; why you’re confident that you can get this game out on December 10?


	Buffer: We are in a very different situation now…


	Answer: …releasing on the 19th was possible as well, but we believe that having these extra three weeks will enable us to get more things ready to our satisfaction.…we’re glad to have more time and believe this is the right move. I know three weeks doesn’t seem like a long period…


	Topspin: …but it actually doubles our available time starting from the moment the decision was made; this can greatly help us with those technical matters regarding current-gen.23






6. Contingencies

In Chapter Two, I compared business audiences to customers considering an automobile purchase: both kick the tires. Business audiences want to know whether potential problems have been anticipated and they usually phrase such questions as “What are you going to do if…?”—also known as a Contingency question.


	Question: What are you going to do if one of your leading customers goes with one of your competitors?


	Buffer: Our contingency plan is…


	Answer: Describe customer concentration, new products, or new markets.


	Topspin: I’m confident that we can continue to maintain and even grow our revenue stream.




In an earnings call, Verona Pharma, a public company that develops treatments for respiratory diseases, announced positive results for their Ensifentrine drug in a Phase 2 trial called ENHANCE. But Jefferies Financial Group analyst Suji Jeong questioned the results with a “What are you going to do if?” question:

[If the] ENHANCE program doesn’t show benefit in exacerbation rate, do you plan to run additional studies to show exacerbation benefits?

Verona CEO David Zaccardelli, knowing full well that investors do not like to hear about additional studies because they cost more money and take more time, promptly diffused the risk potential by putting the exacerbation factor into context:

As you know, the ENHANCE trials are not specifically designed to be exacerbation endpoint studies, both by numbers of patients as well as duration.…We will look at that after the studies are completed and determine if that is something that we’d want to do.

And then he concluded with Topspin to Verona’s Point B:

But we—at this time, don’t believe it’s essential for the success of Ensifentrine.24

A variation of the “What are you going to do if…?” question is the “What are you doing to do when…?” question. During an earnings call for CarMax, the large used-car retailer, CEO William Nash was asked such a question by Exane BNP Paribas analyst Chris Bottiglieri:

Once we exit this bizarre credit world that we’re in, where losses are lower, right, but higher unemployment, if things go back to kind of pre-COVID trends. Do you expect the change in fee structure to stick?

Nash Buffered:

It’s hard to say if it’s going to stick.

Then he answered:

This is a very fluid environment. We’re always looking to optimize the platform clearly. Clearly, it’s a very positive credit environment in which we’re operating right now.…One thing I want to drive home is, again, our structures with our partners; we have many partners in place. They provide the quality offers that we are able to give our customers in all the economic times, bizarre economic times and good times as well…

And then he concluded with Topspin to CarMax’s Point B:

We’re poised for growth. So, we feel real good about our platform right now.25



7. Problems


	Question: What keeps you up at night?


	Buffer: What is top of mind for me is meeting our production schedule…


	Answer: Describe adding more capacity, personnel, or check points.


	Topspin: By doing so, I’m confident that we can fulfill our customers’ expectations on time.
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(Video 54) Instacart CEO on Scaling the Business to Meet Covid-19 Pandemic Demand https://youtu.be/a9dAvY_nX_U?t=165



In an appearance on a CNBC financial program, Apoorva Mehta, the CEO of Instacart, an online grocery delivery service, proactively posed the “What keeps you up at night?” question as a rhetorical question and provided his own answer:

You know, a lot of times people will ask me what keeps me up at night. Well, what would keep me up at night is when one of our groceries is not growing fast enough, and you’re not able to be there for the customers enough.

He then described what his company was doing to help groceries grow faster:

At Instacart, we provide not only all the picking technology, all the delivery technology, we also give the retailer the ability to be there for their customer, whether it’s on their apps or on the e-commerce platform…

Mehta then added Topspin with a WIIFY for the retailer’s customers (Instacart’s customers)—consumers:

…the ability to really merchandise and create the same wonderful experiences that they had in the offline world…

And then concluded with Topspin to Instacart’s Point B:

…and to do that online.26




The Suasive Q&A Cycle Summary

You can counter any charge—that accuses your company, product, or service of being too expensive, too cheap, too small, too big, too late, too early, too light, too heavy, too narrow, too broad, too anything—with Topspin. But you must first neutralize the negativity with a Buffer and provide a substantive answer directly related to the Roman Column in the question before you Topspin.

As good as are all the preceding Topspin exemplars, there is still one better: a Topspin delivered by the Great Communicator.



Topspin Coda
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(Video 55) Reagan–Mondale Debate: The Age Issue https://youtu.be/LoPu1UIBkBc



Ronald Reagan was 73 years old when he ran for a second term as president. His opponent, Walter Mondale, a senator from Minnesota, was 56 years old. When the two candidates met for a debate at the Municipal Auditorium in Kansas City, a panel of journalists posed questions. One was Henry Trewhitt, the diplomatic correspondent for The Baltimore Sun, who asked President Reagan:

You already are the oldest president in history, and some of your staff say you were tired after your most recent encounter with Mr. Mondale. I recall yet that President Kennedy had to go days on end with very little sleep during the Cuba missile crisis. Is there any doubt in your mind that you would be able to function in such circumstances?

Reagan replied promptly with a crisp three-word answer:

Not at all.

And then he delivered a Topspin for all time:

And, Mr. Trewhitt, I want you to know also I will not make age an issue of this campaign. I am not going to exploit for political purposes my opponent’s youth and inexperience.27

The audience broke into peals of laughter and so did Mondale, who knew he was in the presence of a master of the game.

You can follow the examples of positive role models above by listening, Buffering, answering, and then pivoting to Topspin—your own cause with Point B and/or the benefits to your audience, their WIIFYs.

In your practice, prompt yourself and/or your colleagues by using the gesture that I use when I coach my clients: Point your forefinger skyward and twirl it: Topspin.






Chapter Fifteen

Finishing Touches

Case Studies: William Shakespeare • Aaron Skonnard, Pluralsight • Girish Mathrubootham, Freshworks • Jayne Gonzalez, Freshworks • Rachel Brand • Mike Salameh, PLX Technology • The CFO and the Six Q&A Sessions • Sundar Pichai, Google

Speak the speech, I pray you.1

Hamlet

William Shakespeare


■ Preparation ■

Before we culminate the Suasive Q&A Cycle, let’s return to the four steps of preparation you read about in Chapter Four, summarized here:


	Research. Learn the background of your audience.


	Anticipate. Assemble a list of tough questions.


	Distill. Find the Roman Columns within the questions.


	Position. Match your positions to the issues or the subjects of the Roman Columns.





Preparation in Action

Aaron Skonnard, the co-founder and CEO of Pluralsight, a provider of technology skill development and engineering management solutions on a cloud-based platform, did all of the above in preparation for his company’s IPO roadshow Q&A sessions. Aaron solicited tough questions from his executive team, his investor relations and communications teams, and the investment bankers at Morgan Stanley and J.P. Morgan. From the extensive lists they sent him, Aaron distilled a very short list—not of questions but of about a dozen or so Roman Columns of the Universal Issues, along with some that were unique to Pluralsight. Then he added a brief positioning answer, selective evidence to support the answer, and Topspin that related back to the Roman Column.

In Figure 15.1, you can see the answer, evidence, and Topspin that Aaron created for one of Pluralsight’s Roman Columns: “Business Model.”
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Figure 15.1   Extract from Pluralsight Q&A Preparation Document


When Aaron and James Budge, his CFO, rehearsed for their roadshow, they could glance at this concise view and get simple prompts for their replies—for any variation of a question that related to the Pluralsight Business Model.

When Girish Mathrubootham, the founder and CEO of Freshworks, a company that provides SaaS customer engagement solutions, was preparing for his IPO roadshow, he asked his team to prepare a talking points document based on the Suasive Q&A Cycle. Jayne Gonzalez, the company’s Senior Director of Corporate Communications, led the task and came up with a grid similar to the Pluralsight document. And then Jayne took it a step further by adding an extra column with different Topspins for media interviews—as every presenter must do for every unique audience.

In Table 15.1, you can see how the Freshworks grid positioned replies for two questions.


Table 15.1   Extract from Freshworks Q&A Grid




	Question

	Buffer

	Answer

	Topspin INVESTORS

	Topspin PRESS






	There are many other solutions out there

	What makes Freshworks different is…

	Our software bridges silos that traditionally exist between customer support, sales & marketing.

	We’re confident in our ability to address the huge market opportunity in CX, ITSM, S&M.

	A more complete solution than the competition, in a market in dire need of a fresh approach to software.




	Why should a customer choose Freshworks

	Freshworks’s solution provides…

	Over 52,000 companies, across 120 countries. Multichoice (CX), Klarna (CX), Shopify (IT), TaylorMade (IT).

	This creates a diverse revenue stream across all industries, which reduces revenue risk or customer concentration.

	Freshworks is what the Fortune 5 million need and the Fortune 500 want — modern, affordable, easy-to-use software.







Girish, along with Tyler Sloat, his CFO, then proceeded to rehearse their Q&A sessions by having the Freshworks team fire questions at them. With their succinct, compact grid at hand, they got their prompts at a quick glance.

Take a lesson from Freshworks and Pluralsight’s 35,000-foot views and create your own 35,000-foot view of the potential challenging questions you might be asked—before your next Q&A session.

Take a lesson, too, from how the Freshworks and Pluralsight C-level teams—and countless other teams at countless other companies at all levels of management—rehearsed for their high-stakes events using a special practice technique called Verbalization.




■ Verbalization ■

In Chapter Four, you read about “murder boards,” the practice sessions that Supreme Court nominees go through to prepare for their confirmation hearings before the Senate Judiciary Committee. When Justices John G. Roberts and Samuel Alito were nominees, their consultant Rachel Brand asked them:

…tough questions, argumentative questions, annoying questions…in the nastiest conceivable way, over and over and over.2

Brand’s triple iteration of “over” is the operative point here. Readers of the other books in this trilogy know that I recommend rehearsing your presentation aloud just as you will deliver it to an actual audience in a process called Verbalization. Verbalization does not mean talking about your presentation, such as:

On this slide I’m going to say something about…

That’s not Verbalization. Talking about your presentation is not an effective way to practice; any more than talking about tennis would be an effective way to improve your serve. Verbalization means speaking the words aloud just as you will to a live audience:

Welcome! Thank you for taking the time to attend our…

Verbalization is the equally important in preparation for your Q&A session. Just as the Pluralsight and Freshworks teams fired questions at their CEOs and CFOs, have your team or your colleagues fire questions at you. Verbalize your responses aloud. Then repeat. And repeat again. Have your questioners repeat each question, and you repeat your response, several times over.

Q&A practice sessions are the equivalent of spring training in baseball, previews of Broadway shows, and mock rehearsals for political debates. Athletes, actors, and politicians practice for their appearances far more often than you do. By the time they get to their Opening Day, Opening Night, or television studio in prime time, they have iterated their specialty skill countless times. You do not have that advantage. Your high-stakes Q&A sessions are far less frequent, interspersed with other matters of everyday business.

In your practice sessions, Verbalize your Buffers. Verbalize your answers until they are succinct and to the point. Verbalize your Topspin to every answer.

As Shakespeare had Hamlet instruct the Players in the epigraph of this chapter:

Speak the speech, I pray you, as I pronounced it to you, trippingly on the tongue: but if you mouth it, as many of your players do, I had as lief the town-crier spoke my lines.3

Verbalize repeatedly. Each iteration will crystallize your ideas. Each progressive iteration will give you greater clarity of mind. The more you Verbalize, the more smoothly your words will flow. I recommend this technique to all my clients—and particularly to the CEOs and CFOs preparing to meet their demanding investors. Prepare for your own Q&A sessions as if you are preparing for your own IPO roadshow.


Verbalization in Action

Several years ago, I coached Mike Salameh, the CEO of PLX Technology, an IC manufacturing company, for his IPO roadshow. Throughout the program and particularly in the Q&A session, I stressed the importance of Verbalization. Mike took my advice, and the roadshow and offering went off without a hitch, culminating in a successful launch of PLX as a public company.

Three months later, Mike called me, sounding troubled. He had just had his first quarterly earnings call, during which he announced positive results. But he mishandled a couple of the analysts’ questions, and after the call, the company’s stock took a hit. I asked him what went wrong, and he said he did everything he’d learned and Verbalized extensively using flash cards.

That was indeed what went wrong. Questions written out in full sentences on flash cards are likely to be very specific and straightforward, without the randomness of spoken questions. This is the same point I made in Chapter Four about lists of questions: audiences do not ask questions as written but as long, random, nonlinear Fast Thinking rambles. If you have not practiced listening to unstructured speech in real time and deciphering the Roman Column, you can get caught up in the ramble and stumble in your answer. But if you’ve distilled your questions, you’ll be able to identify the key issue in the ramble and then respond with your prepared talking points. Look at how concise Aaron Skonnard made his notes above (see Figure 15.1).

To prepare for the next earnings call, Mike Salameh had several prep sessions with Scott Gibson, PLX’s CFO, and Mike Hopwood, the VP of Sales. They asked each other spontaneous rambling questions and helped each other improve both their answers and delivery. The next earnings call and the following ones went much more smoothly.

In preparing for your Q&A sessions, enlist members of your team and/or your colleagues and have them fire tough questions at you—as rambles. (It will not be difficult; most people ramble quite naturally.) Practice listening for the Roman Columns. In short, you need to hear the questions Verbalized—as much as you need to Verbalize your responses. As Rachel Brand said, “over and over and over.”

Think of Verbalizing as volleying to perfect your tennis game.

Several years ago, I coached the CFO of a software company for her appearance at an industry conference in which presenting companies were asked to deliver their company pitch six times in one day. This format gives the many conference attendees—prospective investors, partners, and customers—several opportunities to see many different companies. At each of the six sessions, the presenters deliver their company pitches and then open the floor to questions. Given the Seven Universal Issues, most questions are variations of the same themes.

After the conference, the CFO called to give me feedback. One of the most interesting points she made was that there were far fewer and less challenging questions in the afternoon sessions than in the morning sessions. She attributed the difference to the Verbalization that came about from her three iterations in the morning sessions; when the afternoon audiences observed her respond with greater assurance, concision, and control, they backed off the challenging questions.

Legislators, unlike prospective investors, partners, and customers, do not back off when they ask challenging questions. Google CEO Sundar Pichai was fully aware of that challenge when he was called to testify before the House Judiciary Committee. He prepared for his testimony by having multiple mock hearings in California and Washington.

Pichai’s preparation paid off. The Washington Post reported that:

…after nearly four hours of rambling questions and partisan bickering, Google chief executive Sundar Pichai emerged on Tuesday from his first-ever testimony to Congress almost entirely untouched.4

You may not be a CEO preparing for a congressional testimony or a CFO preparing for an industry conference, but your Q&A session is just as important for your cause. Your company can perform as well as Google, and you can deliver a compelling narrative with poise and assurance, but if you mishandle a zinger from your audience, your “stock” may take a hit.

In the next chapter, we’ll culminate all the techniques you’ve learned in this book with a positive role model from an expert in the art of war.






Chapter Sixteen

The Role Model

We will go around, over, through, on top, underneath, and any other way to get through!1

General Norman Schwarzkopf

U.S. Army, Commander Desert Storm

Just as a parent cannot have a favorite child, it is difficult for an author to choose a favorite work or for a coach to have a favorite technique, but of all the techniques you’ve learned in this book, the one that exerts the most control is the Buffer. In Chapter Eight, I analogized the Buffer with martial arts because both serve to deflect aggression rather than attempt to counter force with force. Or, to reiterate General Sun Tzu from the epigraph of that chapter:

To subdue the enemy without fighting is the acme of skill.2

Nearly two and half millennia after Sun Tzu, another general—although engaged in an intense military battle in which his forces were countering enemy forces with force—gave a master class in the most advanced form of Buffering: Key Word(s)—without any Paraphrases or Double Buffers to buy thinking time. His master class was also a model of listening, answering, and Topspin.
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(Video 56) U.S. CENTCOM Military News Briefing https://www.c-span.org/video/?16688-1/us-centcom-military-news-briefing



During the 43 days of the Gulf War, General Norman Schwarzkopf held about half a dozen press conferences in the Desert Storm press room in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. Each of those sessions was very brief, but despite such minimal exposure, “Stormin’ Norman,” as he came to be known, became an instant global celebrity. He attracted attention because, in each of those sessions, broadcast live around the world, the general exhibited complete command and control in handling the journalists’ questions, using all the same techniques you’ve learned in this book. That’s why he’s our culminating positive role model (see Figure 16.1).
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Figure 16.1   General Norman Schwarzkopf


A particular case in point is the press conference of February 24, 1991. After nearly a month of air bombardments, the coalition forces launched a massive ground offensive, and Schwarzkopf came to the lectern to describe the first day’s actions to the pool of reporters.

He began the session by reading a brief opening statement he ended with the following words:

So far, the offensive is progressing with dramatic success. The troops are doing a great job. But I would not be honest with you if I didn’t remind you that this is in the very early stages, we are a little more than twelve hours into this offensive, and the war is not over yet.

Then Schwarzkopf removed his eyeglasses and looked out at the roomful of reporters and said:

That concludes my prepared comments, and I am now ready to take a very few questions.

“A very few questions.” In fact, the entire Q&A session ran just two minutes and 48 seconds in real time, during which the general fielded 10 questions. The role model did what you must do in your sessions: manage the time. Schwarzkopf started by setting the audience’s expectations, and so must you. When you open the floor to questions, you can say that you have no time for questions or that you have all the time in the world; either way, set the timeline. Schwarzkopf did, and then proceeded to fulfill it. He continued his time management by counting down the last few questions toward the end.

But first things first. When Schwarzkopf opened the floor, a reporter asked:

Can you give us an idea of how long, based on what you know now, if things go according to plan, how long do you anticipate this thing is going to last and how do you account for the fact that the opposition has been so light so far?

A double question: “How long?” and “Why so light?” If you get multiple questions, pick only one, Buffer it, answer it, and then say, “You had another question.” Because Schwarzkopf was confident he could remember the two, he committed to answering both by starting with “First of all...”

First of all, I want to say that the opposition has probably been so light so far because of the excellent job that all of the forces have to date done in preparing the battlefield. With regard to your second question, it’s impossible to say how long it’s going to take…

“It’s impossible to say how long it’s going to take”—meaning that Schwarzkopf had no intention of answering the other question about forecasting the length of the battle. Instead, he said:

Let me put it this way. It’s going to take as long as it takes for the Iraqis to get out of Kuwait and the United Nations resolutions to be enforced.

“…the Iraqis to get out of Kuwait and United Nations resolutions to be enforced” was Schwarzkopf’s Topspin to Point B.

If, after your business presentation, you are asked, “How long is it going to take until you release the next version of your product?” you can Buffer using the Roman Column time:

It’s impossible to say how long it’s going to take…

Now, having earned the right by giving a candid answer, you can move on to your Topspin:

…but I can tell you that when the next version is released, it will have the same high quality as all the other products in our superior pipeline and produce the same rich set of benefits to our customers.

That’s your Point B and your audience’s WIIFY. Seize the opportunity.

The general then recognized the next reporter, who asked:

There have been some reports that there has been an ongoing situation, but can you at least tell us whether we have any forces in Kuwait City? There have been reports of some paratroopers seen over Kuwait City, these reports by Kuwaiti residents.

The Roman Column in this question was about confidential strategic information that the general could not possibly tell to a worldwide television audience which was sure to include Iraqi intelligence. In business, Q&A sessions often occur at conferences where competitors are very likely to be in the audience. No businessperson has any obligation to reveal strategic information nor do military spokespersons. Schwarzkopf asserted his position by just saying “No”:

I’m not going to in any way discuss the location of any of the forces involved in the battle to date.

Without missing a beat, the general then turned to another reporter, who asked:

General, have any U.S. or allied troops encountered chemical or biological weapons?

The Key Words in the question were “chemical or biological weapons” and Schwarzkopf rolled them into his answer as a Buffer.

We had some initial reports of chemical weapons, but those reports to date, as far as we’re concerned, have been bogus. There have been no reported chemical weapons used thus far.

Just like Colin Powell, Norman Schwarzkopf used the Key Words as his Buffer. And like Powell, not once during the entire Q&A session did Schwarzkopf use a Double Buffer such as “You’d like to know if our troops encountered any chemical or biological weapons,” or a Paraphrase such as “Did our troops encounter any chemical or biological weapons.” In each of the ten questions Schwarzkopf fielded, he Buffered only with the Key Words and rolled them into each of his answers. Remember that the Key Word Buffer provides no thinking time but, when you get it right, the speed of your response makes you appear thoroughly prepared and in complete control.

The next reporter asked:

Would you say that things are going better than you expected at this stage or about on par or slightly worse?

Better, on par, or slightly worse? A multiple-choice question with three options. Schwarzkopf, being a Topspinner, chose the high ground:

So far we are delighted with the progress of the campaign.

This next question came from a reporter who—as someone in your audience is very likely to do—asked a convoluted question, made more convoluted by a halting delivery:

With one exception—un—the—uh—contact with the enemy was described—you say—as light. Can you provide any details at all…

Schwarzkopf started to answer before the reporter even finished:

…about the exception?3

Before you see the general’s answer, think. Specifically, what does the reporter want to know? The rest of this page is left blank for you to think about your answer.

The reporter wanted the general to provide details of the “exception” to the “light” or the heavy engagement. Did you get it? Schwarzkopf did. Here is his answer:

This afternoon, about two hours ago, one of the Marine task forces was counterattacked with enemy armor. The Marines immediately brought their own artillery to bear; they also brought their anti-tank weapons to bear. We also brought our Air Forces to bear, and the counterattack was very quickly repulsed, and they retreated. I can’t tell you the exact number or loss of tanks…

“I can’t tell you the exact number or loss of tanks.” In other words, he did not give the reporter any of the details she wanted. Schwarzkopf’s reply was entirely Topspin: “…artillery, anti-tank weapons, Air Forces…” In essence, “We kicked their tails!”

…but there were several tanks that were lost in that particular battle. About two more questions.

“About two more questions.” Now he started to count down and, as he did, his answers became shorter and shorter. He also refused to take follow-on questions (a privilege you do not enjoy in business Q&A sessions). The next reporter asked:

Has the resistance been light simply because the Iraqis are retreating, or are they simply not engaging you, or are they surrendering? What exactly are they doing?

The epitome of succinctness, Schwarzkopf replied:

All of the above.

Another reporter asked:

You say the opposition is light. Is this because you have avoided a frontal confrontation with them, or are you going around, or over, and is that why there is little opposition?

Schwarzkopf responded:

We will go around, over, through, on top, underneath, and any other way to get through!

The same reporter tried a follow-on question:

General, have you gone through sir? Is that why it’s light?

Ignoring the man, Schwarzkopf turned to another and pointed:

One more.

This journalist asked:

General, have you encountered the Republican Guard yet?

Moving briskly, Schwarzkopf responded:

Some.

This journalist also tried a follow-on question:

What kind of resistance have you gotten from that?

Schwarzkopf also ignored this follow-on question and turned to another man:

Alright, last question.

The last question came from a reporter in a striped shirt:

General, are you going to pursue the Iraqi soldiers into Iraq, or are you going to stop at the Kuwait–Iraq border?

Schwarzkopf looked straight at the man and said:

I am not going to answer that. We are going to pursue them in any way it takes to get them out of Kuwait.

Then the general slapped his palm on the lectern, turned on his heel, and walked out, saying over his shoulder:

Thank you very much.

One of the other reporters called after him:

General, when will we see you again? Tomorrow at six?4

The general did not reply. He left his last words trailing in his wake, resonating throughout the press room, and out into millions of television screens around the globe: “We are going to pursue them in any way it takes to get them out of Kuwait,” his Point B, his Topspin.

General Schwarzkopf had a number of unique control factors working for him that you and most people in business do not share. In his press conferences, he was the solicited party, and his audiences were the solicitors. In your Q&A sessions, the shoe will be on the other foot: you will be the solicitor, and the audiences you are trying to persuade will be the solicited. Most of Schwarzkopf’s information fell under the cloak of tactical secrecy; most of your business information must be open and aboveboard. Schwarzkopf had no need to give his media audience the one WIIFY every journalist wants: news; you have an obligation to give your audiences as many WIIFYs as you can.

Nevertheless, Schwarzkopf serves as an excellent role model for all the techniques you’ve learned.


■ Summary ■

To summarize all that you’ve learned in this book even further, Figure 16.2 is a simple graphical representation of the dynamics of a conventional Q&A scenario. The first downward triangle in black indicates a challenging question, plunging at you like a dart to the heart. Most presenters, being results driven, rush to provide an answer, parallel to the question, represented by the downward white triangle.
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Figure 16.2   Conventional Q&A Dynamics


To assert control in your Q&A exchange, listen for the Roman Column during the question in the black triangle. Then intervene with the two upward gray triangles (in Figure 16.3).
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Figure 16.3   Controlled Q&A Dynamics


The first gray triangle is a Buffer composed of the Key Words of the Roman Column, and the second gray triangle, which brackets the answer, is Topspin to your Point B and/or your audience’s WIIFY. These upward thrusts control the dynamics of the exchange. Between the two, you must provide an answer or a valid reason not to answer.

The winning sequence is:


	Use Active Listening to identify the Roman Column


	Buffer to neutralize with only the Key Word(s)


	Provide a quid pro quo answer with supporting evidence


	Topspin to Point B and/or WIIFY




Managing all these techniques is no easy matter, for they require an entirely new set of skills that are contrary to natural human instincts and to legacy business practices. The challenge is then doubled: to overcome the instincts and to learn the new skills. It is a task well worth the effort, for the outcome is also doubled: Survive in the line of fire—and thrive.

The last sentence is my Topspin to a WIIFY for you. Good luck!
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	TNC:172 Kennedy-Nixon First Presidential Debate, 1960

https://youtu.be/gbrcRKqLSRw?t=1055
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https://youtu.be/MTdKa9eWNFw


	HealthSouth CEO Richard Scrushy

https://youtu.be/sTLUyFo8iQ4?t=118


	Quentin Tarantino interview: ‘I’m shutting your butt down!’

https://youtu.be/GrsJDy8VjZk?t=269


	Mark McGwire Senate Testimony

https://youtu.be/Ftq_IwlHmN0?t=7465


	Unauthorized Wells Fargo Accounts (56:10)

https://www.c-span.org/video/?415547-1/ceo-johnstumpftestifies-unauthorized-wells-fargo-accounts


	RIM CEO Mike Lazaridis ends BBC interview

https://youtu.be/Q6iGe7vuGeQ


	‘Messing with the wrong guy’: Cleveland Cliffs CEO berates analysts on earnings call

https://www.cnbc.com/video/2018/10/19/messing-with-the-wrong-guy-cleveland-cliffs-ceo-berates-analysts-on-earnings-call.html


	Wells Fargo CEO John Stumpf “Completely Unprepared” | Squawk Box | CNBC

https://youtu.be/fxvzV7D54Xo?t=30


	Famous debate moment: Bush, Sr. checks his watch in 1992

https://youtu.be/hBrW2Pz9Iiw


	Bush, Clinton, Perot: The second 1992 presidential debate

https://youtu.be/eg7-QJrJZV0?t=2904


	David Rubenstein | Full Address and Q&A | Oxford Union

https://youtu.be/wuzz3R2MUN0?t=1688


	Watch CNBC’s full interview with Uber CEO Dara Khosrowshahi ahead of its IPO (0:45)

https://www.cnbc.com/video/2019/05/10/watch-cnbcs-full-interview-with-uber-ceo-dara-khosrowshahi-ahead-of-its-ipo.html


	Netflix Q2 2018 Earnings Interview

https://youtu.be/xZN_PwZdsLA?t=337


	WTO: I Am The Most Qualified For The Job - Okonjo-Iweala [FULL VIDEO]

https://youtu.be/XZcVUPaMbnA?t=141


	Avio CEO: Our market is very dynamic, competitive

https://www.cnbc.com/video/2017/04/10/avio-ceo-our-market-is-very-dynamic-competitive.html


	Snap CEO Evan Spiegel | Full interview | 2018 Code Conference

https://youtu.be/SQYBLeV6sbM?t=32


	Elon Musk on Tesla’s Auto Pilot and Legal Liability

https://youtu.be/60-b09XsyqU?t=66


	Boeing CEO Dennis Muilenburg answers questions at the company’s shareholder meeting (4:56)

https://www.cnbc.com/video/2019/04/29/boeing-ceo-dennis-muilenburg-answers-questions-at-the-companys-shareholder-meeting.html


	Full Interview with Deutsche Bank CEO Christian Sewing

https://www.cnbc.com/video/2018/06/29/full-interview-with-deutsche-bank-ceo-christian-sewing.html


	Ariana Grande Scolds Power106 Radio DJs About Equality in Awkward Interview (Be Yourselfie)
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	Delta CEO Ed Bastian | Full interview | Code 2019
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	Barclays scandal: interview with BBA’s Angela Knight
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	Prof. Mohamed El-Erian Interview on Global Economy - Wharton Business Daily, SiriusXM
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	Webinar REPLAY - A Roadmap for Fixed Income Investing in a Low Rate Environment
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	Zoom CEO addresses ‘Zoombombing:’ We had some missteps
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	C-SPAN Foreign Press Briefing – April 15, 2003

https://www.c-span.org/video/?176198-1/foreign-press-briefing


	D: Dive Into Mobile–The Full Interview Video of RIM’s Mike Lazaridis.

http://allthingsd.com/20101213/d-dive-into-mobile-the-full-interview-video-of-rims-mike-lazaridis/


	Cadbury CEO’s sour Squawkbox interview

https://youtu.be/yiq2YaKLQvk


	Porter Presses CDC Director To Confirm Coronavirus Testing Will Be Free | NBC News

https://youtu.be/mKvCAR0Akro


	Rep. Maxine Waters to Roger Goodell on NFL Antitrust Exemption & Players Injuries

https://www.c-span.org/video/?c4509198/rep-maxine-waters-roger-goodell-nfl-antitrust-exemption-players-injuries


	Nick Saban got testy with Maria in the postgame interview
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	Tesla knows this is a technology race: Lucid Motors CEO
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