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How  to Use PsycHology 
to Be a Better 
Presenter

“ There are always three speeches for every 
one you actually gave: the one you prac-
ticed, the one you gave, and the one you 
wish you gave.”  —Dale Carnegie

which of the following is true of you:

a) after you give a presentation, you usually feel that it was quite successful.

B) after you give a presentation, you are usually tormented by all the things you 
should have done or said differently.

If your answer was a, then this book might not be for you. not because you are 
already a great presenter, but because you might not be motivated enough to learn what 
you need to know about people to be a better presenter.

I’ve given hundreds of presentations in my career, and I’m a popular speaker. People 
say things like, “that was the best presentation I’ve ever attended.” and I’m grateful for 
these kind words. But I’m never satisfied. although I usually think that there were several 
aspects of the just-completed presentation that were quite good, I am my own worst 
critic. Maybe I’m too hard on myself. all I know is that practically before the presentation 
is done, I’ve already identified what to change.

sometimes when I’m coaching people on presentation skills they will say something 
like, “I’m not a great presenter. I don’t know if I’ll ever be a great presenter. I’m never sat-
isfied with the presentations I give.” “that’s good,” I respond, “now I know that you have 
the capability of being a great presenter.” like any great artist or performer, great pre-
senters are constantly striving to improve their performance and their craft.
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In his book Drive, Daniel Pink talks about the research on motivation and mastery. 
People are motivated to master a topic or skill. the drive for mastery keeps us working 
at a task. But, according to Pink, mastery can never be reached—it can really only be 
approached.

every day around the world millions of presentations are delivered. some are great, 
some are mediocre, and some are just downright boring. How much better would the 
world be, how much more inspired would your audiences be, and how much change 
could you make in the world if you improved the quality of your presentations?

there are two sides to every presentation. you are speaking, but an audience is 
listening. If you want to give a great presentation, you need to know a lot about people. 
the more you understand how people think, learn, hear, see, react, and decide, the 
better able you will be to put together a presentation that informs, inspires, and moti-
vates. when you learn about others, you’ll know how to craft and deliver a powerful 
presentation.
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4     THe more uncerTain PeoPle are, 
THe more THey defend THeir ideas

In #3, I mention the idea of cognitive dissonance—the uncomfortable feeling you get 
when you have two ideas that conflict with each other. You don’t like the feeling, so you 
try to get rid of the dissonance by either changing your belief or denying one of the 
ideas.

In the original research on cognitive dissonance, people were forced to defend an 
opinion that they did not believe in. The result was that people tended to change their 
beliefs to fit the new idea.

what happens when people are forced to  
sUpport new Ideas?
In recent research by Vincent van Veen (2009), researchers had people “argue” that the 
fMRI scan experience was pleasant (it’s not). When “forced” to make statements that  
the experience was pleasant, certain parts of the brain lit up (the dorsal anterior cingu-
late cortex and the anterior insular cortex). The more these regions were activated, the 
more the participant would claim that he or she really did think the fMRI was pleasant.

what happens when people aren’t forced to  
sUpport new Ideas?
There’s another reaction that sometimes occurs. What if people are not forced to state 
they believe in something that they actually don’t believe in? What if they are instead 
presented with information that opposes their beliefs, yet they aren’t forced to espouse 
this new belief? In these situations, the tendency is to deny the new information instead 
of changing their beliefs to fit.

If UncertaIn, people wIll argUe harder
David Gal and Derek Rucker (2010) conducted research using framing techniques to 
make people feel uncertain. For example, they told one group to remember a time 
when they were full of certainty, and the other group to remember a time when they 
were full of doubt. Then they asked the participants whether they were meat eaters, 
vegetarians, vegans, or otherwise, how important this was to them, and how confident 
they were in their opinions. People who were asked to remember a time of uncertainty 
were less confident of their eating choices. However, when asked to write their beliefs 
to persuade someone else to eat the way they did, they would write more and stronger 
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arguments than those who were certain of their choice. Gal and Rucker performed the 
research with different topics (for example, preferences for a Mac versus a Windows 
computer) and found similar results. When people were less certain, they would dig in 
and argue even harder.

Takeaways
 When a belief is deeply ingrained, it will be hard to change. Be practical and realistic. 

Try for small changes in belief instead of expecting everyone to have a huge “a-ha” 

moment and instantly change a belief they have had for a long time.

 Ask for a show of hands on certain beliefs during your presentation. This will have a 

twofold effect: it “forces” people to decide, which will make them less likely to defend 

old ideas, and it may help them change their belief if everyone in the room believes 

differently.

 Instead of just giving people evidence that their belief is not logical or tenable or a 

good choice, instead offer the benefits of a different belief.
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