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Imagine someone tells you this: “First, I’ll tell you about the robbery our parents 
committed. Then about the murders, which happened later.”

If you test it, that statement takes all of about 8 seconds. But already you’re 
totally gripped by the drama. You want more.

Of course, what follows had better be good. But, if first impressions count, and 
you know they do, this person is off to a good start. Because 8 seconds are 
all we get in our fast-paced, distracted world to convince others to buy into our 
message. Eight seconds: A moment that’s gone almost as soon as it arrives.

Whether you’re on stage, face to face, speaking on the phone or writing, every 
one of those seconds counts. If you don’t get your audience in the palm of your 
hands in that moment, your effectiveness as a communicator will slip away.

Paul Hellman doesn’t tell us the ending to the story about robbery, murder and 
mayhem. (In fact, it’s the opening of the novel Canada by Richard Ford.)

But you get the picture he’s painting. And, as an international speaker and 
consultant for leading global businesses, he has developed and refined a 
strategy for making the most of those seconds.

“The premise of this book,” he announces, “is that people’s attention spans 
are ridiculously short, that sometimes all you get is a moment, and that these 
moments count.”

“(E)ven if you’re working at home, the moment you get on the phone and say 
‘hello,’ people will infer all sorts of things about you - your intelligence, your 
attitude - just by your voice.” 

He tells us that we must master three communication skills to succeed: capture 
attention by creating focus, use variety when we speak, and demonstrate the 
elusive quality of personal presence.

You’ve Got 8 Seconds
Communication Secrets For A Distracted World
By Paul Hellman
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Capture Attention With Focus
Have you ever been in a conversation, wishing the other person would get to the 
point? Or is somebody else wishing the same about you?

It can be done very quickly and effectively. Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg 
Address, one of the most powerful and moving speeches ever delivered, was just 
272 words long.

Even if you can’t emulate that, an effective communicator mentally edits what 
they’re about to say by asking themselves whether it’s worth sharing. The 
answer, of course, depends on the audience and the circumstance.

But bearing in mind their likely time poverty, they’ll quickly give you clues that 
you’re fading with familiar signals - tapping pencils, yawning, checking their 
phones and otherwise demonstrating distraction. If that happens, you’re in 
trouble and must make an urgent course correction. But how?

The Fast Focus MethodTM 
Observing the audience or knowing the individual, in effect putting yourself in 
their shoes, is the key to identifying what they want to know so you can make 
those precious seconds count.

Hellman’s technique for this is called The Fast Focus MethodTM.  He wants us 
to “be the audience” by answering three implicit questions on their minds. They 
want to know:

• Why should I listen to this? In other words, what’s the purpose of your 
message and what’s in it for me? “Your audience, it turns out, has 
absolutely no reason to listen to you,” says the author. Give them one. 

• What exactly are you saying? What’s your main message or big idea? 
Tell them upfront. Focus on one point and keep it simple - 10 words 
or less. “That way,” says Hellman, “when you walk into a board room 
expecting to deliver a 20-minute presentation and the CEO says, ‘Sorry, 
you’ve only got 5,’ you know what to cut.”

• What should I do with this info? Give them a call to action, spelling out 
the next step they should take. Start with an action verb. For example: 
“Use ground rules” rather than “Ground rules are good.” He adds: “If 
there’s nothing to do, then the call to action can also be: what to think 
(e.g., ‘If you only remember one thing, remember . . .’) or what to feel 
(e.g., confident . . . or excited . . . or proud, etc.).” 

More Ways To Focus
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Beyond answering these three questions, you can also focus your message by 
starting with your conclusion - a particularly powerful technique if you only have a 
couple of minutes to deliver your message. Get straight to the point. Begin at the 
end.

Another tactic is to wrap your message inside a relevant story. We all love 
stories. To do this effectively, start by outlining a situation or challenge, 
identifying the obstacles that stood in the way, explaining the action you (or 
someone else) took, and declaring the result - SOAR for short.

For example: You’re in the PR business and your client wants exposure (the 
situation). Previous attempts to get publicity have failed (the obstacle). So, you 
identify new media targets and develop relationships with them (the action). 
Result: Two top level media interviews for your client. 

And the message? It could be about persistence paying off, the importance of 
trying new approaches, or your ability to succeed where others failed.

Watch Your Words
Finally, Hellman warns us about the dangers of using inappropriate words, which 
can blur the message and sometimes confuse and mislead.

For example, you can sidestep the negativity of a word like “unfortunately” by 
using a phrase like “it turns out,” as airline JetBlue does. This is one of Hellman’s 
pet peeves. Never say “unfortunately,” it’s bad news and it’ll ruin your 8 seconds.

Also, avoid jargon, which simply bamboozles an audience and encourages them 
to turn off. Likewise, most acronyms (of which there are an estimated 5 million 
in the world today) don’t work as reminders unless they’re linked to the terms 
they represent, like SOAR, or SMART - a description of goals that are Specific, 
Measurable, Achievable, Realistic and Timely.

Furthermore, as mentioned earlier, avoid using the passive tense. For instance, 
instead of saying “Your years of service are appreciated,” make your words really 
work for you by saying something like, “We really value your expertise and know-
how.”

And filler words? Ums and ahs are okay in small measure, but they get annoying. 
Instead, try varying your stopgaps with alternatives like “well,” “now,” “so,” and… 
“and.” And if you’re really unsure what to say next, pause and move around as 
you gather your thoughts.

Another avenue for misuse of words is the field of written messages, notably 
emails. If you want your emails to compete for and capture attention, do these 10 
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things:

1. Ask a question in your subject line

2. Update the subject line every day in a sequence of messages

3. Don’t send messages when you’re upset

4. Don’t send them to everyone - just the need-to-knows

5. Avoid abbreviations

6. Always follow up within a few days if you’re expecting a response

7. Make a phone call (or write a letter) instead when that’s more appropri-
ate

8. Always respond or acknowledge receipt of a message

9. Adapt your style, including the salutation, to the receiver &

10. Edit, edit, edit to get to the point.

Choose your words carefully and reflectively.

Capture Attention With Variety
You’re in a workshop - and a guy walks in with a ladder and starts to change a 
lightbulb. Not very exciting, but enough to distract everyone’s attention.

Be the lightbulb guy, urges Hellman. In other words, by doing something different 
and unexpected, you can control an audience’s attention. That’s what he means 
by capturing attention with “variety.”

Obviously, you don’t literally change a lightbulb. But you can vary your talking 
speed, tone and visible energy level, you can mix short sentences with longer 
ones and take pauses to emphasize your points. You can use props, which could 
be anything that captures the imagination or illustrates a point.

A good technique for stimulating your audience’s attention is to think of the three 
aspects you want to appeal to: their head, heart and hands.

• Head: What do you want your audience to think? Do they want facts and 
figures? Should you ask thought-provoking questions?

• Heart: How do you want them to feel? Tell them compelling stories, ask 
them to picture a scene, or even talk about your own feelings.

• Hands: What do you want them to do? Can you model the desired 
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behavior? Or issue a call to action?

Analogies: The Easy Way To Explain Anything
One of the biggest turn-offs for an audience, whether a group or an individual, is 
to tell them things that are difficult to understand. However, some topics can be 
tough to grasp or too complicated to explain in a precious few seconds.

A powerful way of meeting this challenge is to use analogies, comparing the 
subject matter to something else that’s easy to understand.

One example: You’re an executive coach. You want to give a dynamic and easy-
to-visualize description of your job. You say: “I’m like a lion-tamer except that I 
work with people.” Informative, amusing perhaps, interesting; and all in a few 
seconds.

More About Stories
When you’re trying to deliver memorable facts and inspire others, lists often don’t 
work, so don’t put them in raw format on a PowerPoint slide. Tell a story that 
grips the imagination.

While you may not have something as dramatic as the murder story we opened 
with, you should aim to have your audience wondering what happens next, so 
they hang on your every word.

To do this, the author offers us what he calls his 2.5 Step Method™:

• Step One - open with a problem; better yet, a problem followed by a 
dilemma, followed by a disaster! For example, you’re stuck in an open-
air multi-story parking lot, your car won’t start, then it starts snowing. You 
finally get going but as you’re heading down the spiral ramp, another car 
comes hurtling towards you.

• Step Two - close your story with a resolution and a business-relevant 
point.  The other car misses you by inches, which illustrates your point. 
Maybe it’s about concentration, blaming others, not paying attention, 
navigation skills and so on. Says Hellman: “When speaking to a 
business audience, you need a compelling point. A good story has 
multiple points, which means you can refashion it for different audiences 
and different purposes.” 

• Step 2.5 - move from the first line to the last line quickly. In other words, 
skip the irrelevant details, which means cutting everything in the middle 
by half. Hence the 2.5 steps.
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How To Ask The Best Questions - 
And Answer The Worst

Effective communication is a two-way process. It’s not about simply telling your 
audience something. Asking questions and letting others speak will not only help 
you understand issues but also convey your interest to others and perhaps even 
help them solve their own problems.

“When you ask a skillful question, you raise the IQ of the room, and you stand 
out - it’s another 8-second moment,” says Hellman.

Most often, your questions should be open - that is to say, they can’t be 
answered with a simple “yes” or “no.” 

Also, don’t ask questions that might make the responder look stupid. If it is tough 
or risky, explain why you’re asking it.

Example: Don’t ask “Is this a high-performing organization?” Instead, say, “I’m 
committed to making this a high-performing organization - I’m sure you are too 
- and that’s a never-ending process. I’d love your perspective on what’s working 
and what’s not.” 

You can also use the story-telling technique to elicit information. For instance, in 
an interview, instead of asking about a firm’s corporate culture, you might say, 
“Can you tell me about someone who’s been really successful here and how they 
did it?”

And when you’re asked a question, answer it if you know the answer, ask the 
questioner a counter-question to elicit more information (and perhaps reveal a 
deeper issue) or if you don’t know the answer, defer responding and find out the 
answer.

In a group situation, you might also refer the question to others (“What does 
everyone think?”), or you could use it as a bridge to make another point - as 
politicians do all the time!

Presentation Tricks
If you’ve ever endured a boring presentation, especially one with slides, you’ll be 
familiar with one of the most ineffective types of communication. How much can 
you remember from a presentation where you battled to keep your eyes open?

Once again, when you’re presenting, it’s crucial to GET TO THE POINT. Don’t 
waste time repeating your talk’s title (which is already on the screen), thanking 
everyone for attending, or promising to be brief (you’re already wasting time).
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Instead, use these opening tips to stimulate attention and interest:

• Start with a question. It creates curiosity and encourages participation.

• Extend this idea by running a short, true-false quiz.

• Use the word “you” as in “You’re probably thinking…” People are mainly 
interested in themselves.

• Invite them to visualize by starting with the word “Imagine…”

• Use a clever analogy - like the lion-tamer/executive coach.

• Tell a story.

• Show or demo something.

• Use a key word or number, as in “81,000 hours” (pause) “That’s how 
much time you’ll spend at work in your life.”

• Use a relevant quote. For instance: “Every time you speak, you are 
auditioning for leadership.”

• Tell them an unusual fact. 

Move when you talk, avoiding the podium; step forward when you want to ask 
a question; use open, positive body language; and move your eyes from one 
individual to another to create a sense of inclusiveness.

How long should your presentation be? Renowned Silicon Valley entrepreneur 
Guy Kawasaki recommends the 10-20-30 rule: “Don’t use more than 10 slides, 
don’t talk more than 20 minutes, and, my favorite,” says the author, “don’t use 
less than 30-point font.”

Above all, remember: Be the audience.

Capture Attention With Presence
The concept of “presence” can be somewhat elusive, difficult to define, yet we all 
know it and admire it when we see it. 

Paul Hellman’s simple definition is that it’s just an inference made by others 
based on how a person acts.

But, of course, there’s the rub. How should you act if you want to exude 
presence?

Act As If
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Sometimes, we act like we know how to do something when really, we don’t. 
William James, the father of American psychology called this “acting as if.” These 
days, we may know it as “fake it till you make it.”

It’s a basic truth, says Hellman, that a person can appear confident without 
necessarily feeling it. The trick is not to assume that others know what’s going 
on inside you. They don’t. They’ll draw their conclusions from your external 
behavior.

Don’t undermine yourself or your presentation by making excuses upfront - like 
“don’t expect too much” or “I only just received my slides.” Keep your concerns 
under wraps and act with boldness.

Just imagine how you’d feel, the author suggests, if the pilot on your next flight 
announces: “Gosh, this is the first time I’ve ever flown such a big plane. Our flight 
today may be a little jumpy. God knows, I am.”

Keep it inside. And if you consistently act with confidence, eventually the feeling 
will show up naturally.

Ten Actions To Increase Your Presence
Three factors influence the way other people see you - your physical image 
(do you look and sound the part?), your drive (do you get results?) and your 
temperament (do you have the right disposition?).

The author has tested more than 1,000 workshop participants against these 
concepts, inviting them to say where they feel they’re doing well and where 
they’re lacking. How do you stack up on them? Score each from 1 to 10 to get an 
idea.

Image
1. Nonverbals: You project confidence with voice and body language. 

This behavior includes the way you make eye contact with your 
audience (three to five seconds per individual before looking away) 
and who you choose to look at (not just the people you like or who are 
influential).

Your words should match your body language - in simple terms, for 
example, don’t smile if you’re delivering bad news, and don’t look 
miserable when the message is upbeat.

1. Optics: You look after your physical appearance and use appropriate 
language and behavior to show that you set high standards for yourself. 
Your social media presence also influences the way people perceive 
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you.

Do you dress appropriately for the situation; unlike the accountant the 
author refers to who wore his overcoat the whole time he was with a key 
client? 

Or, on LinkedIn, are you making the mistake of never inviting anyone 
to link with you, or getting your timing wrong by inviting someone to 
connect just after you met them? (Typically, you should wait till the next 
day.)

Nor should you be too pushy by telling someone “I’m adding you to my 
LinkedIn network. Please accept.”

Drive
3. Focus: You are focused on what’s important. Keep your eyes and 
mind on your current interaction. Don’t keep checking emails or your 
phone in meetings.

“Maybe you can multi-task, maybe you can’t (neuroscientists say you 
can’t) but either way, it sends the wrong message,” the author writes.

4. Energy: You exude physical, emotional and mental energy.

Get yourself in the right mood before you start work. Use exercise, 
music and/or meditation to metaphorically “warm up” for the day ahead.

Psychologists have also demonstrated that smiling and laughing, even 
when they’re faked, can positively influence your mood.

And move more, sit less. Moving gives you mental, physical and 
emotional energy. Try a 10-minute fast walk to get your energy flowing.

5. Initiative: You offer ideas for continuous improvement and innovation.

That includes being prepared to take risks and encouraging others to 
do the same. Playing it safe can be dangerous and signals a lack of 
courage.

6. Commitment: You make and honor commitments and take 
responsibility for decisions and situations.

“The fastest way to build trust is to make promises, then keep them,” 
Hellman says. “And the fastest way to destroy trust is to do the 
opposite.”

Remember, you’re being watched. So, when things go wrong, 
demonstrate your ability to bounce back - and fast.
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Temperament
7. Humility: You admit and learn from mistakes. You seek others’ input.

Develop the skill of making others feel important and foregoing the 
credit others give you.

The former CEO of JetBlue Airways, David Neeleman, used to help 
clean the airline’s planes once a week. He also helped unload luggage. 
And if he was on the flight, he served snacks and beverages.

He did this regularly, letting employees know not only that all jobs are 
important but so too are the people doing them.

8. Command: You take the lead. You speak your mind.

Be like a train conductor, says Hellman, speaking of a personal 
experience he once had when a conductor gave him firm, no-nonsense 
instructions about how long he could take a platform break, after which 
the train would leave without him. 

People know you’re in charge, you make the decisions and they look 
to you for information. You assert leadership and they respect your 
authority.

Your job isn’t to get everyone to like you. It’s to do what’s right.

“Care about what other people think,” said the ancient philosopher Lao 
Tzu, “and you will always be their prisoner.” 

9. Optimism: Take a positive approach to solving problems and 
performing tasks.

Your expectation affects your own and others’ behavior more than you 
might think. Striking an optimistic note gets the best out of everyone.

10. Composure: You visibly stay calm under pressure.

Don’t be defensive when things go wrong or when others disagree with 
you.

Try the tactic used in improv theater, which calls on you to accept and 
modify others’ ideas rather than reject them, by using the phrase “Yes, 
and…”

If you’re asked a tough question, say “I’m glad you asked.” And if you’re 
verbally attacked say: “I appreciate your directness. Please go on.”
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And if your performance is justly criticized ask: “Can I tell you what 
happened?”

“Here’s what we’re trying to figure out,” Hellman says. “What is it about you and 
your presence that makes others listen or not listen?”

How did you score?

It’s important with lists like this, he adds, to avoid being overly self-critical: “No 
one is great at everything. What are your strengths? Build on them.”

Conclusion
You present yourself to others every day, many times over, so you have plenty of 
8-second moments in which to demonstrate your focus, variety and presence.

That means there are plenty of opportunities to practice the tactics and 
techniques Paul Hellman gives us. 

You don’t have to be born with these three skills, just be willing to develop and 
practice them. Start by picking just a couple of areas to focus on. And practice, 
practice, practice.

“And whatever you practice,” he advises, “act as if your message matters. 
Because it does.”


