
HOW TO ENGAGE
YOUR AUDIENCE

LIKE A PRO 

When you head into your next presentation or speech, two-thirds of your audience is predisposed to not listen to 
you. Whoa. That’s a pretty rough statistic to have to beat, which is why it’s absolutely critical you nail the beginning 
of your speech. I’ve addressed the importance of your appearance and non-verbals; but what comes out of your 
mouth in the first few minutes and how you speak will determine how engaged your audience will be. 

If you don’t start your speech with something that captures their attention, you’re going to lose them immediately—
this is what I call the Primacy Effect. People internalize the first things they hear, not what immediately follows. They 
perceive information presented early in a presentation as more valuable and meaningful than what comes next. So 
make your opening words count. Whatever you want to glue into the minds of your audience, say it first.



LEARN FROM THE 24-HOUR NEWS CYCLE 

The August 23, 2015 headline of The New York Times read: “A 
Plunge in China Rattles Markets Across the Globe: Stocks around 
the world tumbled in volatile trading on Monday, leaving investors to 
wonder how much government officials can and will do to insulate 
the global economy from the turmoil. The upheaval in the markets 
began with another rout in China that drew comparisons to the 
1987 crash in the United States known as ‘Black Monday.’” 

The large-type front-page headline, like the one above, became 
popular in the late nineteenth century when increased competition 
between newspapers led to the proliferation of bold, attention-
grabbing headlines. Readers were immediately drawn to the words, 
and soon newspapers employed all manner of typographical 
embellishments to grab people’s attention, including bold type, 
underlined phrases, and italic words. 

Mere words? Hardly. Newspapers skillfully arrange sequences of 
words in ways that make us feel the full impact of important stories. 
Sometimes it’s horror, contempt, and anger: “GERMANY AND 
ITALY DECLARE WAR ON U.S.” Other times, it’s pure inspiration: 
“THE CROWNING GLORY. EVEREST IS CLIMBED!” 

SPEAK LIKE A NEWSPAPER REPORTER WRITES

While we can’t necessarily see the words you speak, these very 
same principles apply to your presentations. Think about how you 
say the headlines above out loud or in your head. Think about how 
you change your tone or the spacing of the words. 

It’s difficult for listeners to absorb everything a speaker says, 
especially when a series of ideas is coming at them in such rapid-
fire succession, which is why I encourage my clients to highlight key 
feelings, attitudes, and words by emphasizing certain phrases more 
boldly than others. When we speak, there are a variety of techniques 
that will make our meaning clear, including emphasis, intonation, 
rhythm, and strategic pauses. 

In addition, what we don’t say can help our message. When giving 
a presentation, you can punctuate your speech in a variety of ways, 
including with physical gestures. You can raise your eyebrows. Furrow 
your brow. Take a moment to smile. All these physical movements 
can help you draw your audience’s attention to a particular element 
of your speech. It’s also a visual guide for your audience. While they 
can’t see the punctuation written on your script or memorized 
in your mind or felt in your heart, they can see your expressions, 
gestures, and carefully emphasized message. 

HELP YOURSELF OUT WITH THESE 5 TIPS

How you deliver your speech is critical in capturing and maintaining 
attention; however, it helps when you kick your presentation off 

with a hook that forces your audience to want more. Consider using 
some of these opening tactics, which have proven highly successful 
for both my clients and me over the years:

1. Find an intriguing news headline. There’s a reason the 24-hour 
news cycle exists—people are intrigued by effective headlines. 
Audiences appreciate something timely that they can all 
relate to. Don’t rely on celebrity stories; find something that 
has applicability to the people in the room. The aim is to find 
common ground and then have people in the audience ask 
themselves the question, “Where is he going with this?” 

2. Unearth a mysterious date. Don’t lead with an obvious date. 
Look for a date in history that will initially puzzle people. 
“The date was April 13, 1973. An event occurred that day 
that changed the world. It’s a shame no one noticed. What 
happened?” You’re building suspense as people start thinking 
to themselves, “I don’t know what happened on April 13, 1973.” 
If done well, they’ll eagerly await the punch line. 

3. Tell a personal story. Be relatable right from the start. Showing 
your humanity and vulnerability will set the tone for everything 
that follows. People love it when well-accomplished speakers 
show their flaws and that they are just like them. 

4. Open with a memorable quote. A famous quote from a well-
respected or revered individual can help introduce your ideas 
in a way that provides the audience context about the topic 
at hand. Deliver the right quote, and you’ll start to see heads 
nod in affirmation. You can just hear everyone in the audience 
saying to themselves, “You’re right. I agree. That’s so true!”

5. Go visual. You can build an air of mystery by rolling out a series 
of cryptic slides that lead an audience to an unexpected place. 
If you are speaking about the power of value investing, create 
a scene for a distinct and colorful introduction. Instead of 
an image of Warren Buffet, display a bottle of Heinz ketchup 
and a can of Benjamin Moore paint. Put on an apron from the 
Pampered Chef, and hand everyone some peanut brittle from 
See’s Candy.

Want to get your audience’s attention? Get them invested from 
the beginning. Apply the same tactics used in prose—they are just 
as applicable! If you can get your audience to invest in you from 
the beginning, you’re well on your way to having a successful 
presentation. Hook them from the start and be sure to lead them 
where you want them and clinch the end; leave them struck with 
awe, inspiration, admiration, wanting more.
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