You've Bored Me To Tears and Now You Want My Business?
Five Tips for Turning Introductions into Opportunities

By Deborah Shames & Jonathan R. Fitzgarrald

Itis 7:45 a.m. Cup of coffee in hand, you find a seat and wait for the networking meeting to begin—you
are guesting at this group for the first time. The group leader welcomes everyone and says, “With so
many new faces today, | thought it would be a good idea to go around the table and have everyone take a
few moments to introduce themselves and what they do.”

“Oh great, here comes a glorified roll call,” you think. Short of watching paint dry, nothing is as mind
numbing as listening to a group of professionals introduce themselves through clichés, generalities, and
generic value statements.

Elevator speeches, 15-second pitches, brief introductions—whatever you call them—are attempts to
connect and stir interest in a short amount of time. With forethought and preparation, introductions can
be an effective way of generating referrals and even of starting a process that may lead to a strategic
alliance.

FIRST, consider your intention. In the words of Stephen R. Covey, “Start with the end in mind.”
Intention is the driving force behind every successful presentation. It is the singular message or
impression you want to leave with your audience. Pick one intention and make it active. Want more of a
particular type of work? Align your message accordingly.

All too often, professionals think their intention is to educate or inform their audience as to the litany of
services they provide. David Booth, co-author of Own the Room: Business Presentations that Persuade,
Engage and Get Results, says, “If you educate people, you get them to think, but if you persuade them,
you get them to act.”

Sometimes professionals fear that by delivering only one message or focusing on one service, their
audience will not grasp the full extent of their capabilities. In fact, listeners will absorb the one thing you
focus on, which helps gain trust and further understanding. Once trust is established, listeners can (and
will) approach you to learn more about the full range of your capabilities.

SECOND, demonstrate your intention through storytelling. Avoid reciting a menu of services or the
history and reputation of your firm. Instead, think of your intro as an opportunity to tell a story—engage
your audience, differentiate yourself and your message, and be memorable.

Mark Pariser, of Dunn & Pariser, said, “At my last ProVisors meeting, instead of getting up and telling
everyone that | am a CPA who does business management, | told the group a story about a client
problem and how | solved it. After the meeting, a couple of the members told me that my elevator speech
was ‘night and day’ and ‘1,000%’ better than how | spoke about my work in the past. Another member
said that she had a potential client for me.”

Better, increased communication and a potential client—what else could you ask for?

THIRD, catch your audience’s attention through a dynamic opening. Rather than beginning with
“Thank you for having me,” “Good morning,” or “I'd like to tell you a story,” dive off a cliff and deliver a
grabber.

You might reference a current news item, tell a personal story, reveal a lesson learned, share your
perspective on a controversial topic, or ask a thought-provoking question. Use specifics and paint a
picture. If your audience can visualize what you describe, they are engaged.

Avoid the common mistake of beginning with such a colorful opening that it becomes the focus of your
introduction, rather than the story that demonstrates how you help clients. If you were to map out the



structure of an introduction, it would look like: Open (to grab attention), Transition (to relate the opening to
the intention), Body of Content (your business, services and/or methodology), Close (name and
company).

FOURTH, construct your story. ldentify the obstacle. What is at stake? Is there a tight deadline?
What is it that requires your expertise and experience to overcome? The obstacle is typically the client’s
problem or issue for which they hired you in the first place.

Next, reveal the solution you implemented by stating three specific processes that you used to solve the
client’s problem. “Communicating the steps you took to solve a client’s issue demonstrates your
capabilities as a professional and is far more effective than merely telling someone what you're capable
of,” said Sheryl Mazirow, president of Mazirow Commercial Inc.

Close with your name and firm. Speakers have a honeymoon period of 30 seconds or less to capture an
audience’s attention. Since there is nothing novel or surprising about your name or the name of your firm,
why start at a disadvantage? By putting your name and company at the end of your introduction, you
encourage the audience to place the most important of details into long-term memory.

FIFTH, practice. Once you have an overall structure for your introduction, rehearse it. Winging it is a
recipe for disaster. Initially, you will probably include too much information, or new thoughts will come to
you as you say your speech aloud. It is all part of the creative process.

Rehearsals are where you decide what to include and what to eliminate, and how to keep everything
within the allotted time. During a scene in the movie This Is It, Michael Jackson rehearses dance moves
with his band. When the music conductor apologizes for getting the timing wrong, Michael says, “It's OK,
that is why we practice!” Despite his unbelievable talent and years of experience, Michael understood the
need to practice.

Delivery of your introduction should be similar to having a conversation across a dining room table. Many
of us were taught that to be taken seriously in business we had to be formal, rigid, and official in our
posture and language. The reverse is true. When professionals show an easygoing, relaxed demeanor,
they exhibit true confidence and approachability. When you make eye contact around the room, the
audience feels included.

You never get a second chance to make a dynamic first impression. Ninety-nine percent of all
professionals cannot extemporaneously deliver an introduction that is succinct, colorful and serves as a
business magnet. To achieve mastery requires commitment, training, rehearsal and experience.

The more authentic you are, the more people will be drawn to you. To thrive in this fiercely competitive
marketplace, speaking is among the best ways to be seen as the go-to person in your field. Would you
prefer to captivate your audience or watch them mentally walk out the door? If it's captivate you want,
deliver a well-crafted introduction.



