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The Pyramid Principle (‘Answer-First’) is fundamental to 
effective business communication

▪ In our daily work, we all are being asked from time to time to prepare a 
PowerPoint presentation and to crisply present a recommendation to busy 
executives, eg when we are requested to digest and summarize stacks of 
information and come up with key findings/recommendations

▪ We often struggle with the process of creating these presentations; we feel
there is not enough time to prepare and we find it hard to determine where to 
start, what should go in and what level of detail to include, and we often only 
have a few minutes to communicate our recommendation 

▪ How can we create a presentation in an efficient way and deliver a compelling 
storyline and effective presentation? 

▪ Applying the Pyramid Principle (‘Answer-First’), a methodology for structured 
communication, is fundamental to effective business communication

▪ It will help you to create the logical structure that ensures a concise and 
compelling message
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The Pyramid Principle (‘Answer-First’) is fundamental to 
effective business communication

▪ The Pyramid Principle concept helps you to…

▪ Define and unravel complex problems and establish the objectives 
of a presentation or document

▪ Assess your ideas and recognize their relative importance

▪ Structure your ideas and reasoning into a coherent and 
transparent argument

▪ Analyze your argument to confirm its effectiveness
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What is meant with ‘Answer-First’ 



Let’s get started with an example: how to structure the 
analysis needed to solve a complex business issue? 

Xx
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Solving a complex business issue with ‘Diagnostic-First’: 
what is wrong with this approach?
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Solving a complex business issue with ‘Diagnostic-First’: 
no hierarchy of questions, difficult to prioritize analysis
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Solving a complex business issue with ‘Answer-First’: 
Hypothesis-driven problem solving approach – Highly efficient! 
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‘Answer-First’ vs. ‘Diagnostic-First’
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Key steps to ‘Answer-First’: understand the question and its basic 
components, generate hypothesis as early in process as possible and
develop robust assertions to test hypothesis
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The Pyramid Principle (‘Answer-First’) - The classic pattern of 
story-telling: Situation, Complication, Question, Answer
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You make sure your presentation is of interest 
by directing it toward answering a question that 
already exists in the audience’s mind, or that 
would exist if they thought for a minute about 
what is going on around them.

• Advice: no more than 3 points in a chained argument. Otherwise: review and regroup

• Branches should be MECE (mutually exclusive and collectively exhaustive) and consistent

• Horizontal order of assertions can be by ranking (important items first), steps (process steps), chronological order (time)

How? – Steps 

Why? – Reasons 

(answer can also be a recommendation)Statement:

Assertions in the pyramid must always be 
summaries of the elements grouped below them
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The key take-aways from The 
Pyramid Principle



The key take-aways from The Pyramid Principle

▪ Start with the answer first

▪ Group and summarize your supporting arguments

▪ Logically order your supporting ideas
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The key take-aways from The Pyramid Principle: 

Start with the answer first

▪ To communicate in a structured way with a busy executive, you should start with the 
answer to the executive’s question first, and then list your supporting arguments. 

▪ This “top-down” structure may be counter-intuitive. For many people, it’s natural to build 
up to a conclusion by first reciting all of the facts, recounting all of the analyses that have 
been done, or reviewing all of the supporting ideas. Then you get to the punch line.

▪ “start with the answer first” means that when an executive asks — “What should we do?” 
— you start your response with, “You should do X,” very crisply and directly. Only then, 
after you have answered the question, should you present your supporting reasons. 

▪ Why?

1. You want to maximize your time with your audience; you want to make your 
recommendation first and foremost. 

2. Many executives often think in a “top-down” manner. They want to focus on the big 
picture (the “answer”) — and don’t want to get bogged down by details. By delivering 
your recommendation in the “answer first” format, you are fitting into the executive’s 
mental model and allowing them to quickly process your recommendation.

3. Finally, you are more persuasive when you are direct. By answering the executive’s 
question first, you sound more assertive and confident. 
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The key take-aways from The Pyramid Principle: 

Group and summarize your supporting arguments

▪ The mind automatically sorts information into distinctive pyramidal groupings in order to 
comprehend it

▪ Your audience will naturally begin to group and summarize your arguments and ideas in 
order to remember them. A grouping of ideas is easier to understand if presented as a 
pre-sorted top-down pyramid structure under a summary thought

▪ The Pyramid Principle advocates that “ideas in writing should always form a pyramid 
under a single thought.” The single thought is the answer to the overall question.

▪ Underneath the single thought, you are supposed to group and summarize the next level 
of supporting ideas and arguments. Then, for each supporting idea or argument, break 
that further into more ideas or arguments until you have formed a pyramid. The Pyramid 
Principle teaches that, “Ideas at any level in the pyramid must always be summaries of 
the ideas grouped below them.”

▪ When you group and summarize your supporting arguments, it’s easy to go from the 
single thought to the next level of ideas without getting too detailed right away.
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The key take-aways from The Pyramid Principle: 

Logically order your supporting ideas

▪ Every presentation needs to be structured to support only one single thought – the one 
that summarizes a final set of groupings

▪ You want to ensure that the ideas you bring together under each group actually belong 
together, are at the same level of importance, and follow some logical structure

▪ There are a few different ways of logically ordering ideas that belong in the same group:

▪ Time order: if there is a sequence of events that form a cause-effect relationship, 
you should present the ideas in time order

▪ Structural order: break a singular thought into its parts, ensuring that you have 
covered all of the major supporting ideas

▪ Degree order: present supporting ideas in rank order of importance, most to least 
important

▪ The Pyramid Principle becomes an extremely powerful structured communication tool for 
making recommendations to busy executives 
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Example of how to apply the Pyramid Principle (‘Answer-First’)
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COMPLICATION

QUESTION

HYPOTHESIS / 
ANSWER

SITUATION

The answer will always be your man point, since you always write either to 
resolve a problem or to answer a question in the audience’s mind



‘Answer-First’ example - First, think about the question 
generically to build a logic tree
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PRIMARY 
ASSERTION

SECONDARY 
ASSERTION

TERTIARY 
ASSERTIONS

ANSWER



‘Answer-First’ example - Final answer: the assertion should 
prove or disprove the hypothesis
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Applying The Pyramid Principle 
to creating a presentation



How to get started with the Pyramid Principle: structure 
your thinking process before creating your slide deck

• Take a sheet of paper and think about your logic tree, always try top down first, 
alternatively work bottom-up

• Write things up and don’t be afraid to re-shuffle and re-phrase the elements several times

• It may seem to be a simple exercise, but it can be quite tricky and complicated!

• Check if it is MECE and get someone else to check if the logic makes sense

• Keep 80/20 in mind and focus on what really has impact and be aware that increasingly 
detailed and complex analysis may not necessarily yield additional insights or increase your 
level of comfort significantly

• Note that 80/20 does not imply less work - it means you spend your time more efficiently: 
spend more time on thinking and building your logic tree and less on building your slides!

THINK FIRST - Only start building a PPT presentation once you 
have your logic tree structure ready and written up on paper!
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Pyramid Structure provides the structure of your
presentation
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Each assertion will become a slide(s), a specific piece of 
analysis
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Heading of each slide 
contains a summary 
statement that is the
summary of the detailed
info presented on the slide

Heading Heading



The Pyramid Structure of ‘Answer-First’ is fundamental to 
effective business communication

Answer-first presents ideas with clarity and uses a

• logical structure that connects with the audience’s needs

• addresses the human mind’s need for order and logical sequencing of 
ideas

• identifies which ideas are important, secondary, or backup and clarifies 
how ideas relate to one another

• ensures relevance of message to audience and promotes concise and 
compelling message
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The Pyramid Structure of ‘Answer-First’ is fundamental to 
effective business communication; Example ‘Answer-First’ vs. 
‘Answer-Last’ communication
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Always start your presentation with introduction: 
Situation, Complication and Question
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Introduction check-list
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Present the recommendation and main assertions… and 
then the key supporting slides with detailed information
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Answer/Recommendation:

Main
assertions:



Seizing the opportunity to make Social Media a more impactful marketing 
vehicle, and a key ingredient of our 2020/21 re-start strategy

• Social Media are key marketing channels, the relevancy and impact of which has grown massively over the last years
• Especially organic (‘free’) social media channels (Owned & Earned) serve as efficient fuel for engagement & conversion while 

also boosting the effectiveness of Paid social media channels
• Sprinklr is one of the world’s leading platforms for managing all Social Media (Paid, Owned & Earned) in one single environment

• Sprinklr has been implemented within SE as Group-wide platform as of 2018 in a bottom-up approach and enables cross-
country optimization of our social media presence

• Within SE the weight in the total marketing mix and the impact in general is still fairly limited
• Relatively low impact of Owned and Earned social media activity 
• Low share of Paid social media spend in the media mix (2019 full year basis: Stage 1-5% / Benchmarks 5-15%)

• Inhouse capabilities and competencies (technology, organization, content) are in emerging state, and markets are in different
stages with respect to implementation and adoption

• How can we make Social Media a more impactful marketing vehicle, and a key ingredient of our 2020/21 re-start strategy?
• Senior management endorsement and encouragement of markets’ team efforts is key

• Social Media team structure: have specific roles in place of doers, thinkers and evaluators, with on-the-job training
• Overarching social media strategy: link earned, owed and paid activities, break the siloes between teams and channels and 

unify goals
• Way of working:  monitor performance of content & channel optimization as integral part of day-to-day job
• Volume & impact: increase frequency and intensity (test & learn) and increase impact on engagement and ticket sales

Situation

Complication

Question
Answer
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LOGIC TREE EXAMPLE
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Applying the Pyramid Princple
for more than creating 
presentations



There are many ways to use The Pyramid Principle 
(‘Answer-First’) beyond preparing presentations

Consider using answer-first also to:

• Structure your analysis 

– Ensures efficient workplan

• Prepare and participate in meetings

– leverages time of meeting participants

• Write emails, memos and letters

– organizes thoughts and logic

• Leave voicemails

– reduces length

– increases clarity
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The Pyramid Principle (‘Answer-First’) is fundamental to 
effective business communication

▪ In our daily work, we all are being asked from time to time to prepare a 
PowerPoint presentation and to crisply present a recommendation to busy 
executives, eg when we are requested to digest and summarize stacks of 
information and come up with key findings/recommendations

▪ We often struggle with the process of creating these presentations; we feel
there is not enough time to prepare and we find it hard to determine where to 
start, what should go in and what level of detail to include, and we often only 
have a few minutes to communicate our recommendation 

▪ How can we create a presentation in an efficient way and deliver a compelling 
and storyline and effective presentation? 

▪ Applying the Pyramid Principle (‘Answer-First’), a methodology for structured 
communication, is fundamental to effective business communication

▪ It will help you to create the logical structure that ensures a concise and 
compelling message
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The key take-aways from The Pyramid Principle

▪ Start with the answer first

▪ Group and summarize your supporting arguments

▪ Logically order your supporting ideas
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Appendix



‘The Pyramid Principle – The International Bestseller on Logic in 

writing and Thinking’ by Barbara Minto
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