2020‐09‐22

Making your Cocktail
Pitch Sizzle
Karen Thomas & Selina Allu
September 22, 2020

We want to thank the Canadian Child Health
Clinician Scientist Program, the Alberta Children's
Hospital Research Institute at University of Calgary,
and the Women and Children’s Health Research
Institute at the University of Alberta for supporting
these learning sessions for trainees.

1

2020‐09‐22

Agenda for the session
1. Welcome and introductions (Brian Brooks)
2. Overview of the session (Karen Thomas)
3. What is a cocktail pitch (Karen Thomas)
4. Using stories as part of your cocktail pitch (Selina Allu)
5. Using your authentic voice (Karen Thomas)
6. Tools and tips to make your cocktail pitch sizzle
7. Q&A

Karen’s story
Journalist
Media pitcher
Connector
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Selina’s story

Agenda for the session
1. Welcome and introductions (Brian)
2. Overview of the session (Karen)
3. What is a cocktail pitch (Karen)
4. Using stories as part of your cocktail pitch (Selina)
5. Using your authentic voice (Karen)
6. Tools and tips to make your cocktail pitch sizzle (Selina)
7. Q&A
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A cocktail pitch is… good storytelling
Who (tell us about you)
What and why do you do what you do, what do you want to
achieve
The grand challenge
Emotional rollercoaster
Sparking a conversation
Do you have a call to action?

Where is it useful?
Attending a conference, networking with peers
Bio for your LinkedIn and Twitter profile
Study website
When talking to donors, stakeholders, looking for additional
research supports, etc.
Speaking to colleagues, patients and families
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What’s your style?

Focus on the heart
Jargon free zone
Broad strokes
Have fun – bring the sparkle!
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Invite your audience in ….

Courtesy of Dr. Francois Bernier

Invite your audience in ….
Did you
know
elephants
don’t get
cancer?

Dai Kurokawa, NBC News
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Invite your audience in …. “Why don’t elephants
get cancer”?

li‐fraumeni syndrome

Courtesy of Dr. Francois Bernier

A cocktail pitch is….
Simple
Authentic
Brief

“I know a leadership coach who once had
an awful boss, so he’s spent the last 40
years writing books, leading corporate
training and coaching so that no one else
has to work for a bad boss again.”

https://highlyanticipated.net/cocktail‐pitch/
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Agenda for the session
1. Welcome and introductions (Brian)
2. Overview of the session (Karen)
3. What is a cocktail pitch (Karen)
4. Using stories as part of your cocktail pitch (Selina)
5. Using your authentic voice (Karen)
6. Tools and tips to make your cocktail pitch sizzle (Selina)
7. Q&A

How do I turn my science into a good story?

People will only care about your
research, or your work, if it is
presented in a meaningful context.
One of the most effective ways to do
this is through storytelling.
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How do I turn my science into a good story?

Why are stories
important?

Use structure to
build a science
story

Develop a
strategic story to
keep audience’s
attention

Use a “hook”
to capture
your audience

Why are stories important?
As long as there have been
campfires, people have gathered
around them to derive meaning
from experience and to pass
along knowledge and wisdom.
Stories helped us survive, so our
brains evolved to love them.
Photo credit: 20th Century Fox
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www.onespot.com/blog/infographic‐the‐science‐of‐storytelling








Puts new information in a
familiar context
Elicits emotion
Helps with comprehension
and recall
Allows you to engage with
a broader audience

The advantage of a good story …
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Find your hook and develop your story
You can use an opening
hook to capture your
audiences’ attention
Develop a story to keep
the attention of your
audience

Why do we find it hard to tell a
good science story?
 An emotional and creative element is required
to tell a compelling story.
 Not emphasized in scientific training (where you
are taught to be concise, technical and to
remain objective).
However, scientists and science communicators are
starting to see the value of storytelling for sharing
scientific research, especially to non‐experts.
www.backtothefuture.com/cast/christopher‐lloyd
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How do I turn my science into a good story?

Why are stories
important?

Use structure to
build a science
story

Develop a
strategic story to
keep audience’s
attention

Use a “hook”
to capture
your audience

Is there a structure to telling a scientific story?
A. The Dramatic Arc
There are 6 plot elements –
character, setting, tension,
action, climax, resolution.

Climax
Tension

Falling
action

Rising
action
Series of
challenges
Setting

Following this structure, even
loosely, can put your science
story into a familiar context for
many audiences.

Resolution
Time

Modified from Freytag’s “pyramid” or “dramatic arc” showing a five‐part story structure
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9bhx74jUm40

B. The Hero’s Journey
The central … starts in
character
a familiar
(hero)
context

… receives a call
to adventure

Hero undergoes
transformation

that initiates
into a journey
in a new
context

… and returns to
the familiar
context with a
new perspective
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The Hero’s Journey…
1

Photo credits: Disney

Your Scientific Story
You are the
main
character
Your study
background
is your
setting

You set out to
solve an
existing health
problem
(tension)

You undergo a
series of trials,
challenges, and
come up with
solutions
(actions,
methods,
interpretation)

… and finally
emerge with new
knowledge about
the world
(climax ‐ results
and conclusions)
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The most successful stories of science tend to be told with the
intent of solving an important problem.
Unfortunately, when we build our own personal science story, we
tend to either focus on too many details, or stick to a very technical
and narrow topic.
Develop a
Use structure to
Use a “hook”
Why are stories
listeners
may
tune
out….
This is one reason
why
your
build a science strategic story to
to capture
important?

keep audience’s
your audience
That is why you need to develop a strategic
story
and
a hook to
attention
story

keep the attention of your audience.

How do I turn my science into a good story?

Why are stories
important?

Use structure to
build a science
story

Develop a
strategic story to
keep audience’s
attention

Use a “hook”
to capture
your audience
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Purpose,
Inspirational Story
Cautionary Story

What types
of “science”
stories you
can tell?

“What If”, or
“Imagine” Story
Discovery Story

How can I create a “hook” in my cocktail
pitch story?
The ‘Burning Platform’
This approach looks at what will happen if
the goal is not achieved.
Aim – a compelling argument of why change
is important and should be supported.

16

2020‐09‐22

The ‘Burning Platform’

https://www.fda.gov/tobacco‐products/labeling‐and‐warning‐statements‐tobacco‐
products/cigarette‐labeling‐and‐health‐warning‐requirements

The ‘Burning Platform’
http://www.environmentandsociety.org/arcadia/mumps‐post‐
secondary‐environment‐targeted‐advertising‐2007‐2008‐alberta‐
mumps‐vaccination
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‘This is what success looks like’
Shows tangible proof of the impact and
benefits of the evidence/action you are
recommending as part of your story.

‘This is what success looks like’
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‘Collaboration Example’ – support for recruitment from several
international sites

Agenda for the session
1. Welcome and introductions (Brian)
2. Overview of the session (Karen)
3. What is a cocktail pitch (Karen)
4. Using stories as part of your cocktail pitch (Selina)
5. Using your authentic voice (Karen)
6. Tools and tips to make your cocktail pitch sizzle (Selina)
7. Q&A
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Authenticity is key ‐ it’s what gives your
pitch “stickiness”
Use the Active Voice
Why do you do this work?
“They paved paradise and put up a parking lot” Joni Mitchell
“I shot the sheriff” Bob Marley

Headline:
Scientists sniff
out key to
canine size
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Science can
be fun …
and
accessible
Why are tiny
dogs tiny?

Authenticity = stickiness
“Colon cancer is preventable” John Forzani
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Keep it simple,
make it fun,
show joy…

Agenda for the session
1. Welcome and introductions (Brian)
2. Overview of the session (Selina)
3. What is a cocktail pitch (Karen)
4. Using stories as part of your cocktail pitch (Selina)
5. Using your authentic voice (Karen)
6. Tools and tips to make your cocktail pitch sizzle (Selina)
7. Q&A
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BEFORE you dive into your cocktail pitch,
ask yourself these 2 questions:
1.

Who is my audience? What do they know about the
topic already?

2.

What is my message? What do I want them to know, and
for what purpose?
If you can answer these questions, you may be surprised to learn that
what you want to say about your topic may be much less important
than what your audience wants to hear about it.

Perfecting your cocktail pitch
1. Identify your compelling message based on who you are talking to
and what you hope to achieve.
2. Cut irrelevant background, processes and methods if they don’t
move the story forward in a compelling way.
3. Use vivid language. Weave an emotional thread. Help the audience
feel like he or she is there.
4. Make it conversational (avoid sounding rehearsed).
5. Get feedback. Pause. Reflect. Try again. Find someone you trust to
give you constructive, supportive criticism.
6. Embrace discomfort and transformation. Practice makes perfect.
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Example of a cocktail pitch…
In Africa, village water wells are vital to the sustainability of the rural
population. In one community, we counted over 300 people who relied
on a single well as their only source of daily drinking water, often
walking from miles around to obtain it. Last year, the well was found to
be contaminated by waterborne parasites. Hydrolyzier was one of
three companies contacted by the regional government to remedy the
situation. We were selected to install our new water purification
system, the Hydrolyzier MaxLite, primarily due to the speed with which
we could deploy it (in less than 36 hours), and its cost (less than 60% of
its competitors). Today, the people of this village can safely drink from
their well again.
https://strategypeak.com/elevator‐pitch‐examples/

Contact us
Karen.thomas1@ucalgary.ca
soallu@ucalgary.ca
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Additional Resources

Examples of cocktail pitches







https://www.aslo.org/science‐communication/elevator‐pitch/
https://graduateschool.nd.edu/assets/76988/elevator_pitch_8_28_2012.pdf
https://www.indeed.com/career‐advice/interviewing/how‐to‐give‐an‐elevator‐
pitch‐examples
https://highlyanticipated.net/cocktail‐pitch/
https://blog.hubspot.com/sales/elevator‐pitch‐examples

Basic rules
https://thepracticalinnovator.com/tip‐6‐ways‐to‐master‐your‐cocktail‐party‐elevator‐
pitch/

Types of pitches
https://strategypeak.com/elevator‐pitch‐examples/
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1. How can I get people to see
science and care about the
impact it has in their daily lives?
2. How can I simplify complex
subjects without losing the
original meaning?
3. How do I sustain my audience’s
interest?
4. How can I explain my latest
project to others outside my
team if it’s proprietary?
https://multimedia.3m.com/mws/media/1667242O/sosi‐3‐13‐toolkit‐pdf.pdf

Example of basic science concepts explained
using plain language and visuals

www.ted.com/talks/nina_tandon_could_tissue_engineering_mean_personalized_medicine#t‐2221
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Great
resources!
www.sara‐elshafie.com/scicomm/publications

20 slides every 20 seconds…

https://globaldigitalcitizen.org/how‐to‐make‐great‐presentations‐with‐pecha‐kucha
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20 slides, 15 seconds each…

www.ignitetalks.io
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