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When planning
and presenting your
next presentation, 
positively prime your
mind for maximum
performance and 
creativity. 
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I
magine it is an hour before you
take the stage for your most
important presentation to date.
Or you are at a TV studio for
your first big network inter-

view. Perhaps you’re about to make that
very important pitch. The stakes are
high, your heart is beating fast, your
palms are sweating, and your mouth is
like cotton.

Nervous energy gives you an edge,
up to a point. But, in times of height-
ened anxiety, neurons in the prefrontal
cortex of your brain (your brain’s CEO
and decision center) are inhibited. That
leads to foggy thinking, specifically
when it comes to peak performance.
Your brain’s focus is directed instead
toward the threat, whether real or
imagined. 

That’s good if a saber-toothed tiger
is barreling down on you. Not so good
if you are about to give that important
presentation.

With recent advances in neuro-
science, we are better able to determine
what triggers us positively and nega-
tively, as well as how to prime our
minds for success. You also can apply
this to your work as a speaker to make
your message “stickier” and increase
your impact and influence with 
your clients.

How can priming your mind
increase your clarity, confidence and
creativity?

Kim Serafini, a leading expert on
positive priming from Queensland,
Australia, was working with a large,
publically traded travel company. At the
end of an intensive three-week training,
the new sales agents were so stressed
that they didn’t perform well on the
final test. So, Serafini implemented a
short “positive priming” program that
the prospective agents accessed for a
few minutes, twice a day throughout
their training. 

After the three-week training, the
students were less anxious and more
competent. When these new agents
went into the field, sales were up over
previous groups. It was so successful
that the organization decided to extend
the program to other departments. 

WHAT IS POSITIVE PRIMING?
Your brain processes massive amounts
of information. To create shortcuts,
unconscious (implicit) associations and
biases are formed, and these can be
influenced. If I showed you the color
yellow, and then asked you to think of
a fruit, there’s a high likelihood it
would be a banana. If you watched a
movie clip of Rocky scaling the “Rocky

PRIME
for PEAK PERFORMANCE
YOUR MIND
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shift your mood. Romano plays
“Happy” by Pharrell Williams to
help her stay optimistic. It’s cer-
tainly hard to listen to that and not
smile. What music consistently lifts
you up and expands your thinking?
Have it handy for the next time you
need a boost. 

• Gratitude. There is a growing body
of research on the profound effects
of gratitude and its ability to prime
your mind for success. Before speak-
ing, think about one thing you’re
grateful for, and notice the shift in
your energy. Or better yet, start a
gratitude journal. 

• Apps. There are apps such as Hap-
pify, and MindPT (created by Ser-
afini and used in her work with the
sales agents), that help to positively
prime your mind and shift from a
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place of stress and anxiety to a 
state that inspires higher 
performance.

So, how can you utilize what
you know about the brain and
positive priming to make your
messages have a bigger, more 
lasting impact? 

Your ability to recall informa-
tion is, in part, determined by how
much the hippocampus fires while
in the process of learning. The
brain has to be focused on the task
in order to facilitate long-term

memory. 
How do you accomplish that with

your audience’s increasingly short
attention span? Here’s how:

SHORT. The most effective way to
make your message stick is to deliver 
it in short, focused, bite-sized, easily
consumed bursts, often referred 
to as “learning nuggets.” Optimal 
micro-learning segments are two to
seven minutes long. 

SPACED.When exercising, it’s during
periods of rest that muscle building
takes place. Likewise, creating space
between each learning segment is nec-
essary for retention and transformation
to happen. �

VARIETY. Include as many modalities
as possible. Bill Cates, CSP, CPAE, has a
micro-learning program called Rapid
Fire Referrals. Each twice-weekly seg-
ment has a two- to three-minute video,
an audio version, and a transcript of the
audio. Clients can watch, listen, read
and write/highlight. Other modalities to
consider are quizzes and gamification, or
involvement in social communities. Each
of these uses different parts of the brain,
and help form a more complex neural
circuit, which increases retention. �

INVOLVE. Another way to engage
your audience is to get them involved

Steps” in Philadelphia, chances are
you’d feel more empowered. Positive
priming can consciously amplify the
results you want to achieve. 

There is considerable research on
this, most notably the work of Bar-
bara Fredrickson, PhD, a professor
of psychology at University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill, and her
Broaden and Build Theory. It states
that when you focus on positive
emotions, like joy, gratitude or
love, neurotransmitters, such as
oxytocin, serotonin and dopamine, 
are released. Consequently, your mind
expands, and you can come up with new
and more creative ideas and possibilities.

Rena Romano, an emerging keynote
speaker, acknowledged that it can be
daunting getting those first paid book-
ings. She knows she has life-changing
lessons and stories to share, but if she
doesn’t get the bookings, she doesn’t
feel on purpose. She said, “Hearing a
bunch of no’s is a creative killer. And
sometimes I just hit a wall.” To get back
to a positive, expansive mindset,
Romano reads success books, watches
uplifting videos, and listens to inspira-
tional podcasts. She often goes for a
walk or changes her environment. 

Here are some additional ways you
can positively prime your mind and
perform at your best every time:

• Breathing.Whenever you feel anx-
ious, one of the fastest ways to
release tension is to bring awareness
to your breath, and gently increase
your inhale and exhale. It sounds
simplistic, but it works!

• Awe. Surround yourself with awe-
inspiring beauty. Select artwork for
your workplace with expansive
visual feasts, visit an art gallery,
spend time in nature or your local
botanical garden.

• Music. Long recognized for its pos-
itive priming effect on the brain,
music is one of the easiest ways to

The brain has 
to be focused on 
the task in order 
to facilitate long-
term memory. 
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in the creation of your program. For
Cates’s most recent project,
Referral Repair Shop, he sent out
a survey to determine the greatest
challenges or breakdowns that his
readers were having in the referral
process. He culled it down to the
25 most basic issues, and created a
short, quick response to each. You
can see his program at www.Refer-
ralRepairShop.com�

MOBILE. Programs or tools that can
be accessed from a mobile device
make great adjuncts to your presenta-
tions. Sylvia Henderson, MBA, CEO of
Springboard Training LLC, works with
entrepreneurs who want to move their
ideas into action. She became frustrated
when, even with a detailed blueprint,
her clients failed to move forward. So,
she teamed up with a company that
integrated her content into its app,
resulting in a micro-reinforcement tool
that her clients could access directly
from their phones. This supported
them in moving past their emotional
and mental blocks, and achieving the
results they desired. View Sylvia’s app
at www.ideastoinco.me.

INCLUDE. As soon as you step in front
of an audience, the amygdala (deep
inside the brain) will unconsciously
decide if you are a friend or a potential
threat. Unless they immediately feel safe
and that they belong, their unconscious
bias will erode and undermine your
message. The amygdala is quick to learn,
slow to forget. In other words, first
impressions really do matter. 

Diversity and inclusion expert,
Lenora Billings-Harris, CSP, 2016
Cavett Award recipient and an NSA
past president, said the first two to
three minutes of a presentation is a cru-
cial time to show that you know your
audience, you care, and you are one of
them. To accomplish this, she
researches where she is going, and

often incorporates tidbits about the
locale and the community into her 
message. Local newspapers are a great
resource. She also looks for ways to 
use or reference local languages. 

Quotations can give powerful 
credibility to your message, but
Billings-Harris warns, “Don’t only
quote dead white guys!” Be sure to
have lots of diversity in your quotes
(age, gender, ethnicity, etc.), so that 
you more accurately represent your
audience and draw them in. 

STORY. The brain is hardwired to
remember stories. Sally Strackbein,
Chief Story Finder of Defining Story®,
works with her clients to discover sto-
ries that bring meaning to their facts.
Strackbein always loved hearing and
reading stories. She discovered why sto-
ries are important when she commis-
sioned a brain scientist, Kristopher
Bough, PhD, to write a paper on story-
telling and the brain (www.Defin-
ingStory.com Articles). 

Unlike facts, stories are stored
in multiple areas of the brain,
which makes it easier to remember
them. So, when you want your
message to be memorable, pair
your facts with stories. The more
sensory and emotional details you
include in your stories, the more
memorable and actionable your
presentation will be.

IMAGE. Your brain has cells
called mirror neurons. These

cells respond equally, whether you
observe a person doing something, or
you do it yourself. Current research
suggests when you use positive images,
for example, of a person smiling, it
releases “feel good” neurotransmitters
within an observer’s body. These neuro-
transmitters enhance receptivity. 

Just like with quotations, be sure
your images reflect the diversity of your
audience. Billings-Harris suggests using
pictures from the organization in your
presentations, when appropriate. When
she interviews participants in prepara-
tion for a program she will find ways to
incorporate something they said, along
with a professional image of them.
Now, audience members see pictures 
of colleagues, not just leaders, and they
become more alert as they might 
be next.

When planning and presenting 
your next program, positively prime
your mind for maximum creativity 
and confidence. Then, incorporate
these techniques to reinforce your 
message in the minds of your audience
to increase your impact and influence. 

Liz Fletcher Brown is a work-life integration

catalyst. She helps leaders utilize the power

of the brain to create more balanced lives.

Brown is a past president of NSA-DC. Visit

www.LizFletcherBrown.com.

Be sure your 
images reflect the 
diversity of your 

audience.  
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