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Praise for Get to the Point!

“Schwartzberg sketches out a simple tool kit on how to know, make, 
and sell your point. His book is worth a close read.”
—Hari Sreenivasan, Anchor and Senior Correspondent, PBS NewsHour

“Joel Schwartzberg’s step-by-step guide will help you fi nd your point, 
hone it, and deliver it powerfully.” 
—Mark Ragan, CEO, Ragan Communications

“If every speaker absorbed the contents of this wee volume, every 
speech would be a vital speech.”
—David Murray, Editor and Publisher, Vital Speeches of the Day, and 

Executive Director, Professional Speechwriters Association

“Get to the Point! delivers on its promise, enabling you to effectively 
get to, stick to, and make your point. The lessons enabled me to com-
municate more effectively to my employees, clients, and vendors.”
—Jeremy Miller, founder and CEO, FSAstore.com/HSAstore.com 

“This should be required reading whether you’re presenting an an-
nual report, a book report, or anything in between. It’s that simple, 
incisive, and applicable!”
—Douglass Hatcher, Vice President, Executive Communications, 

Mastercard

“This quick guide will help any busy professional become a more 
persuasive and effective speaker.”
—Lowell Weiss, former presidential speechwriter for Bill Clinton 

“Chock full of clearly written, easy-to-apply tips, Get to the Point! is 
a no-nonsense guide to communicating effi ciently and effectively.”
—Monique Visintainer, Senior Director, Executive Communications, and 

Speechwriter for the President, Concur

“Finally, a book with actionable tools that show you how to make a 
point and stick to it. If you have something important to say, take 
Joel’s advice and use it.”
—Allison Shapira, founder and CEO, Global Public Speaking LLC, and 

Harvard Kennedy School lecturer 
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“Business leaders everywhere should buy copies of this book and 
dole them out like candy to their teams to see their communication 
capabilities transform overnight.”
—Allison Hemming, founder and CEO, The Hired Guns

“I would recommend this book to anyone who wants to be a better, 
more effective communicator.” 
—Risa Weinstock, President and CEO, Animal Care Centers of NYC

“Get to the Point! presents simple solutions to help salespeople sell, 
managers manage, leaders lead, and infl uencers infl uence.”
—Josh Steimle, founder and CEO, MWI, and author of Chief Marketing 

Offi cers at Work

“If I were forced to select only one book for all the technical presenters 
I’ve coached through the years, this would be it.”
—Dianna Booher, bestselling author of Communicate Like a Leader and 

Creating Personal Presence

“Get to the Point! practices what it teaches. It’s a joy to read, and it’s 
also funny. What’s not to like?”
—Sam Horn, CEO, The Intrigue Agency, and author of Got Your Attention? 

“Joel provided one of the most user-friendly trainings I have received 
in my professional career. I would highly recommend him and his 
book for experienced and novice communicators and pretty much 
anyone in between.”
—Daniel Elbaum, Assistant Executive Director, American Jewish 

Committee

“Get to the Point! offers a blueprint for the formulation and delivery of 
effective points, and the incorporation of humor makes this guide a 
quick and pleasant read.”
—Will Baker, Director, Global Debate Initiative, New York University, 

and Chief Information Offi cer, Baker Consulting Associates

“The strategies will force you to rethink every presentation and help 
you make your point more effectively. I loved it.”
—Fauzia Burke, President, FSB Associates, and author of Online 

Marketing for Busy Authors
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Dedicated to the hundreds of students and clients who 
came to me with soft ideas and left with sharp points.
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If you can’t explain it simply, you don’t 
understand it well enough.

—Albert Einstein
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Introduction

When I was in sixth grade, I gave one of my first formal 
speeches. Wearing a blue three-piece suit and wide 

clip-on tie, I competed at a forensics tournament and gave 
a speech about the neutron bomb, a now-obsolete device 
designed to minimize property destruction while maximiz-
ing human destruction through radiation. 

I know, fun stuff for an 11-year-old.

When asked what my speech was about, I simply said, “The 
neutron bomb.” It was a classic book report: lots of infor-
mation about what I cheekily called an “explosive” issue, 
yet it took no position on the issue whatsoever.

I think about that speech often—not just because it was the 
beginning of a thrilling competitive journey I would con-
tinue for the next 11 years—but because it also represents 
the biggest mistake people make in public communication: 
sharing information, but not selling a point. 

I see that little me in many of my students and clients: 
important and talented people with critical things to say, 
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GET TO THE POINT!2

yet who deliver simple “who, what, where” book reports, or 
simply ramble with no clear direction.

These are salespeople who never say, “This product will 
increase your profits,” activists who never say, “This approach 
will save lives,” designers who never say, “This style will 
inspire interest,” and business leaders who never say, “This 
system will make us more efficient.”

One could wave an accusing finger at our educational sys-
tem, our media models, even our parenting styles, but I’m 
less interested in why people are making too many speeches 
and too few points; I’m more interested in helping them 
identify and successfully convey their points.

I ended my competitive public speaking career with a 
national championship in 1990, and what I learned during 
that time and even more since then is this: no matter who 
you are, how you’re communicating, or who you’re com-
municating with, you benefit tremendously from having a 
point. After all, without one, everything you say is pointless. 

No one is better qualified or equipped to make your spe-
cific points than you are, so I hope this book elevates your 
ability to effectively champion your ideas.
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1
The Big Flaw

In more than ten years as a strategic communications 
trainer, I’ve seen one fatal presentation flaw more often 

than any other. It’s a flaw that contributes directly to 
nervousness, rambling, and, ultimately, epic failure, and 
most speakers have no idea that this flaw is ruining their 
presentations:

They don’t have a point.

They have what they think is a point, but it’s actually some-
thing much less.

And here’s the deal:

►► You have to have a point to make a point.

►► You have to have a point to sell your point.

►► You have to have a point to stay on point.
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GET TO THE POINT!4

Many articles about public presentation shallowly advise 
you to “have a clear point” or “stick to your topic” but leave 
it at that. Nowhere have I seen the critical missing piece: 
how to formulate an actual point and convey it effectively. It’s like 
a nutritionist simply telling you to “eat well,” then handing 
you a bill. Good luck with that.

The stakes couldn’t be higher. Simply put, without a point, 
you don’t know what you’re talking about. What you end 
up with—and what we see so often now in many different 
settings—is too many people making speeches and not 
enough people making points. 

Once a presenter has a point, the next most important job 
is to effectively deliver it. 

What do I mean by effectively? Simple: If the point is received, 
the presenter succeeds. If the point is not received, the pre-
senter fails—regardless of any other impression made.

As you read this, you’re probably imagining a classic pub-
lic speaker in front of a packed audience. But the truth is, 
every time you communicate, there’s always a potential 
point. Whether you’re giving a conference keynote speech 
or a Monday morning status report, talking to your mother 
or your manager, composing an email or creating a Power
Point, having a real point is critical to getting what you 
most want from that interaction.

This book will help you make the most of those moments 
by showing you how to identify your point, leverage it, nail 
it, stick to it, and sell it. It’ll also show you how to overcome 
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5The Big Flaw

presentational anxiety and train others to identify and 
make their own points.

Of course, knowing you need a point is useless if you don’t 
know what a point is . . . and most people don’t. Let’s start 
with the basics, kicking off with a famous “I believe.”
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I believe that unarmed truth and unconditional 
love will have the final word.

—Martin Luther King, Jr.
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2
Know Your Point 

We all know a thing or two about points. After all, we refer 
to points all the time:

“Get to your point!”

“What’s your point?”

“Please stick to your point.”

Yet all too often, people confuse a point with something else: 
a theme, a topic, a title, a catchphrase, an idea. We believe a 
good speech can simply be about supply-side economics, the 
benefits of athleticism, the role of stepmothers, or the summer 
you spent in Costa Rica. 

But none of these are actual points.
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GET TO THE POINT!8

Imagine a child’s history paper on the American Revolu-
tion. If you asked him for his point, he might say it’s about 
the American Revolution.

That’s a topic.

He might also say it’s about George Washington and the 
Founding of America. 

That’s a title.

He might even say it’s about the role of perseverance in 
American history. 

That’s a theme.

But a point is unique. 

A point is a contention you can propose, argue, defend, 
illustrate, and prove. 

A point makes clear its value and its purpose.

And to maximize impact, a point should be sold, not just 
shared or described.

So what does a true point look like? It should look some-
thing like this:

A politician’s point: “My plan will expand home-
buying opportunities for the middle class.”

A CEO’s point: “This investment in R&D will ensure 
our company continues to stay relevant.”

A vendor’s point: “My unique services will make you 
more profitable.”
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9Know Your Point 

An advocate’s point: “This movement will save lives.”

A job interviewee’s point: “I will help your department 
accomplish its goals.”

A mother’s point: “Saving that money now means 
you’ll be able to buy something even bigger later.”

A surefire way to know if you have a real point—and suc-
cessfully create one—is to apply a simple three-step test, 
followed by two bonus “point-enhancers”:

Step One: The “I Believe That” Test

Step Two: The “So What” Test

Step Three: The “Why” Test

Enhancement One: Avoiding Split Ends

Enhancement Two: Adding a Value Proposition

These steps are the bread-and-butter of this book, so you 
may want to find your highlighter and take breaks to apply 
these recommendations to your own points and subpoints. 
The best way to learn these tips is to apply them right away.

Step One: The “I Believe That” Test
This is a pass/fail test, and it boils down to this: 

Can your point fit into this phrase to form a complete sentence?

“I believe that ___________________________.”

For example, you can’t say, “I believe that the American 
Revolution.” Or “I believe that George Washington and 
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GET TO THE POINT!10

the Founding of America.” Or even “I believe that the role 
of perseverance in American history.” These are fragments, 
not complete sentences, and your fifth-grade English 
teacher would not be happy.

But you can say, “I believe the American Revolution gave 
our country an enduring democratic identity.” 

Some more grown-up examples:

You can’t say, “I believe that innovations in IT.”

But you can say, “I believe that innovations in IT will 
make us more efficient.”

You can’t say, “I believe income inequality.”

But you can say, “I believe income inequality is Ameri-
ca’s biggest domestic challenge.”

You can’t say, “I believe that investing in infrastructure.”

But you can say, “I believe that investing in infrastruc-
ture is the best way to prepare for our future.”

Try this test right now with a point you occasionally make 
or might make to your colleagues, boss, or potential cli-
ents. Then see if what you thought was your point was 
really something else.

Once your point passes the “I Believe That” Test, move on 
to Step Two. If it’s not quite there yet, keep working at it 
until your “I believe that” is grammatically sound. If you 
need inspiration, read some of the “I Believe” statements 
that separate the chapters in this book.
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11Know Your Point 

Step Two: The “So What” Test
The “So What” Test roots out points that pass the “I Believe 
That” test but may be too shallow to serve as the founda-
tion of a meaningful presentation. These weak points are 
often truisms. A truism, by definition, is inarguably true, so 
there’s no use proposing one, whether your point is that 
“world peace is a good thing” or “ice cream is delicious.”

You might also call this the “duh” test.

You can tell if your point is too shallow or a truism by asking 
two questions: “Is there a reasonable counterpoint?” and 
“Can I spend more than a minute defending this point?” 

More point-focused versions of those earlier examples 
could be “Ice cream is always a better dessert than frozen 
yogurt” and “The United Nations is critical to preserving 
world peace.”

These are points that can be argued with support from 
logic, data, or case studies.

Being able to distinguish between a shallow argument and 
a substantive one is crucial to making a meaningful point.

Now let’s put Steps One and Two together.

Example One:

“The 2016 Election” = Not a point 

(Flunks the “I Believe That” Test)

“The 2016 Election was a huge news event.” = Not a point
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GET TO THE POINT!12

(Passes the “I Believe That” Test, but it’s too shallow—there’s no 
counterpoint.)

“The 2016 Election changed the conventional rules of 
running for President.” = A point!

(Passes the “I Believe That” Test and requires analysis to make 
the case)

Example Two:

“Facebook’s new privacy features” = Not a point 

(Flunks the “I Believe That” Test)

“Facebook has new privacy features.” = Not a point

(Passes the “I Believe That” Test, but it’s clearly true.)

“Facebook’s new privacy features substantially protect 
their users.” = A point!

(Passes the “I Believe That” Test, and it’s something worth 
contending.)

Almost every professional communication—and even most 
personal ones—can be improved by highlighting a point. 
A student once challenged me on this by suggesting that 
the person who introduces speakers or simply welcomes an 
audience doesn’t have a point. 

Indeed, “Introducing Samantha Speaker” isn’t a point.

But “Samantha Speaker’s ideas will help us become more 
effective project managers” certainly is. 

“Hello and welcome!” isn’t a point. 
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13Know Your Point 

But “The learnings from this conference will make your 
Human Resources processes more efficient” certainly is.

By this time, you probably have a usable and substantive 
point—imagine it as the tip of a #2 pencil. But ask yourself 
this: is it the sharpest point possible? The answer to that 
will come from Step Three.

Step Three: The “Why” Test
The “Why” Test is crucial to ensure you’re not using mean-
ingless adjectives—what I call “badjectives.” These are 
generic adjectives that only add dead weight to your point.

Compare these two columns of adjectives:

Column 1 Column 2

Excellent Urgent

Great Profitable

Wonderful Efficient

Amazing Unprecedented

Very Good Galvanizing

The adjectives on the left are nearly worthless in compar-
ison to the ones on the right. When we say something is 
“great” or “very good,” there’s little indication of scale, 
reason, or specific meaning. Yet speeches and written 
reports—and more than a few Tweets—are often loaded 
with badjectives. 
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GET TO THE POINT!14

If you’re using badjectives, or have a suspicion you are, start 
the correction by saying your fully realized point aloud. 

Next, ask yourself: “Why?” and answer that question.

Example One:

I believe hiring a social media manager is important.

(Why?)

Because she can help us build positive buzz around 
our product.

Now eliminate the badjective “important,” and con-
nect the first part (“I believe hiring a social media man-
ager . . . ”) directly to the last part (“ . . . can help us 
build positive buzz around our product.”):

I believe a social media manager can build critical buzz 
around our product.

Example Two:

I believe our marketing strategy is weak.

(Why?)

Because it focuses too much on product benefits and 
not enough on customer needs. 

Like in the previous example, connect the first part 
directly to the last part, eliminating the badjective “weak”:

I believe our marketing strategy focuses too much on 
product benefits and not enough on customer needs. 

Audit your presentation materials constantly to root out bad-
jectives and replace them with more meaningful adjectives. 
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15Know Your Point 

Better yet, don’t use an adjective at all and make the point 
through example.

For example:

Not Good:

“Adopting this protocol will be great for our company.”

Good:

“Adopting this protocol will be very productive for our 
company.”

Better:

“Adopting this protocol will allow our operations to 
run more efficiently.”

All points, but which makes the strongest case to you?

Using badjectives is like when a Little League coach says 
“Come on now, Johnnie!” versus “Keep your eye on the 
ball as it comes to you, Johnnie!” One has little-to-no value, 
whereas the other makes a useful point.

Remember: You don’t want to be your point’s cheerleader; 
you want to be its champion. 

Enhancement One: Avoiding Split Ends
Often, a speaker will sneak two or more points into one 
using “split ends”:

I believe moving our files to the cloud will (1) improve our carbon 
footprint and (2) make us more efficient.
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