
What are the
top four secrets 

to a winning
pitch for my

PhD research?

‘Your ability to pitch the value  
of your research determines your future.’

SANDY McDONALD



In 2013, Microsoft did a study on the effect of 
digital technology on human attention.  

One finding was surprising.  
Tech savvy people are getting  
better at processing  
information, where  
human attention  
is a scarce  
commodity.

But the ability to  
sustain focus has  
diminished, from 12  
seconds in 2000 to only  
eight in 2013, even when  
the appetite for more  
stimuli grows  
insatiably.

The report’s advice
Chief among the report’s advice for communication that  
grabs some of this limited attention in the people you want  
to reach is to:

• be personal

• defy expectations

• create involvement

• deliver a clear call to action.

This perfectly describes a brilliant story. 

It also illustrates how PowerPitch works.  

The science behind stories
There is sound science that proves exactly how character-driven, 
emotionally-charged stories work to focus attention and recall,  
and persuade people to act. 

When you work purpose-led story into a clear and coherent pitch  
structure you can expect a positive result.

Four secrets to a winning pitch for  
your PhD research



Consider the Three Minute Thesis competition. It asks presenters to 
condense their 80,000 word thesis, which would take nine hours to 
read, into 180 seconds, or less than 500 words. 

The challenge leads to a number of communication issues as people:

• Struggle to work out which key messages best               
summarise the impact of their research

• Deliver screeds on the how, but ignore the why

• Fail to use language everyone understands

•  Neglect stories as a powerful communication tool 

•  Skimp on researching the right audiences and their needs

•  Present their pitch rather than perform it.

Can you avoid these issues?
Yes. To begin, you must establish the context  
for your pitch.

It starts with your purpose and your targets –  
why you do what you do, and for whom.  

As a PhD candidate, you’ve made a massive  
investment in energy, time, and your future  
to gain your doctorate. That doesn’t mean  
you’ve clearly articulated your purpose. 

How do you achieve all of this in a short pitch?  

SECRET 1.  GET PERSONAL
Bamboozled by bamboo
At a recent PowerPitch event, one of our participants described his research work on the properties and 
capabilities of bamboo. 

His knowledge of its physical and chemical attributes was vast. His outline of his study methods, protocols, 
and discipline was meticulous. But the purpose for his research — the Eureka moment he hoped would 
reward him and the world for his painstaking study — remained a mystery.

We kept asking him why each stage of his research mattered. Together, we established that if he proved his 
thesis, renewable and biodegradable bamboo had astonishing potential for the transport industry.

It could replace plastic and petro-chemical derivatives as the primary material for vehicle interiors. More, it 
could divert millions of tonnes of toxic plastic waste from landfill.

At the end of the training,  he realized his personal quest — to rid the world of unnecessary plastic waste — 
was also his purpose, and a story worth telling.



Why do we start  
with a personal why?  

It’s good for your health 
Aristotle first argued that true happiness could by found by  
doing what was worth doing.  Now current researchers  
have shown that beyond pleasure, meaning in life has a 
significant beneficial effect on our wellbeing, including:

• Better sleep in older people

• Less delinquency in younger people

• Reduced risk of death measured against people  
with no purpose

• Lower levels of inflammatory gene expression  
and higher levels of antibody and antiviral genes.

These alone should encourage us all to clearly  
define and live by our purpose.

That unruly little creature at the back of your brain  
is only interested in your survival, not your quest for learning, adventure or change.  

It hates any form of inquiry because questioning could lead to rejection. Rejection signals exclusion.  
When your Stone Age ancestors were excluded, they were dead.  

Your lizard brain controls all the Fs in your life: flight, fight, freeze, fear, feed, and fornicate. They summarise the 
lizard’s cognitive approach to life and its attitude to low- or risk-free survival.

The lizard in your brain doesn’t think telling stories is a good idea.  But redirect purpose into the equation — aligning 
why you do what you do with the stories that illustrate your 
purpose and you persuade the lizard that it’s not only safe,  
but productive to tell them. 

Now we have the lizard sorted,  
let’s look at how we  
can meet the next  
two secrets for a 
winning pitch.

Others listen to and respect 
people driven by purpose.  
Why? Remember these two findings to engage attention:  

• Be clear, personal and relevant  

• Deliver an unmistakable call to action.

When you communicate from clarity of purpose:

• Your message eradicates fluff, confusion, and jargon

• You’re confident in telling purpose-led personal stories that 
engage and boost recall, because they flow from a strongly 
held belief

• Everything is relevant and appropriate

• Your call to action to others is easy to follow.

Your  
lizard brain  

wants you to stop 
asking why



SECRET 2.  DEFY EXEPCTATIONS
Marco Polo and demin jeans fulfill  
a train-lover’s dream
Thanks to PowerPitch, PhD candidate, Chuhao Liu, has six thousand more  
reasons to love trains and science.

Chuhao is the winner of the 2018 Cooperative Research Centres Association’s Showcasing Early Career 
Researchers competition. 

It featured six finalists each delivering five-minute oral presentations at the association’s May conference in 
Sydney. Chuhao took out the $6,000 cash prize despite English being his second language.

A PhD candidate in Australia’s Rail Manufacturing CRC, Chuhao 
intrigued the audience with his connection between Marco Polo’s 13th 
century Chinese explorations, China’s new rail link to Europe, and two 
pairs of denims.

His simple analogies helped illustrate a complex problem: reducing 
ballast damage, prolonging rail life, and reducing maintenance costs.

His research focused on the optimal aperture size of a polymer geogrid,  
a flexible netting inserted into the crushed rock ballast that  

supports the tracks.

Resolving the issue would also give rail 
manufacturers a more accurate 

standard. These advances would 
underpin the future of the 
Australian and international rail 
industries, and fulfil a lifelong 
personal dream.

Watch Chuhoa Liu’s winning pitch



SECRET 3.  CREATE INVOLVEMENT
There is no better way to create an immersive experience for your 

audience using language alone than through story.

As you now know, character-driven and emotionally-charged stories 
change our brain activity.  They release oxytocin (connected to empathy 

and building trust) and cortisol (focusing attention).  We need both of 
these responses when we are communicating.

Everyone is a custodian or curator 
of hundreds of great stories.

You’re the custodian of your 
own experiences and stories. 

And you can curate others’ 
properly attributed stories. Both 

pack a powerful message.

Failing your way to to success
North Carolina University has an initiative called ScienceFail.

The convenors put the event together recognising that so many of our human and global  
challenges are science-based. They saw that a disconnect between scientists,  

researchers, and the public is a problem.

They believe they can bridge the gap through human truth and stories.

Every scientific discovery has untold stories of dead ends, road blocks, and failures, and every  
scientific paper has a personal story behind it. These stories humanise science and  

connect the scientists to the public.  

Stories like these join people because they show vulnerability. Fellow scientists  
nod their heads knowing they too have experienced similar frustrations. 

Non-scientists feel empathy and respect for the persistence 
 and effort researchers put into solving problems.   

Either way, we see a space in which a deeper 
understanding is created.

In PowerPitch training, we involve participants  
who don’t know one another in telling  

stories to each other. 

We ask afterwards how participants feel  
having connected to a relative stranger.  
The response is universally enthusiastic.



SECRET 4: MAKE A CLEAR CALL TO ACTION
When you pitch your research idea or the results of your hard won PhD, you want several outcomes from 
your listeners.

When you get your pitch right, they should know in 30 seconds or less what you are doing, and why 
you are doing it. At the end of your pitch, they will understand how your research will aid humanity, 
contribute to the planet and all its inhabitants, and bolster the future.

They will like you and feel warmly towards you and the work you are doing.

They will consistently engage throughout your pitch, never losing focus.

They will comply with your requirements because they understand fully where you are going and what 
you want them to do. Depending on your audience and the forum in which you address them, you can  
ask them to:

• Take an interest in a topic or thesis to which they may be  
complete strangers

• Change their opinion or position on a subject they 
thought they understood

• Agree to a dialogue or a meeting

• Read your proposal for funding

• Collaborate with you on further research.  

A data heavy,  
statistics focused,  
pitch focusing on the  
how and not the why 
will fail.

We believe in YOU
We believe that through your energy in 
undertaking and completing your PhD, 
humanity, or the creatures and systems that  
rely on us (and us on them) will benefit from 
your efforts.  

If you want to pitch the impact of your research 
powerfully and to achieve your intention for the 
pitch, come to our next PowerPitch workshop. 

The details are here
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http://sandymcdonald.com/power-pitch


What others say 
about PowerPitch

Roger McDonald’s career began as journalist and editor. 
Since then, he has run marketing communication 
businesses for over 30 years. 
He specialises in online and offline content origination and 
has written and edited many books, e-books, and articles 
across a wide spectrum of subjects.
He brings to this training his considerable skill as a writer, 
editor, and poet. 
He also uses his knowledge of rythmn and cadence to 
enhance participants’ understanding of how to make their 
stories more compelling.

e. sandy@sandymcdonald.com   

w. sandymcdonald.com   

m. 0408 935 905
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Sandy McDonald is an author, TEDx speaker,  facilitator, 
and communication coach. She works with PhDs, 
individuals, business owners, executives, professionals, 
and academics to bring clarity and introduce story into 
their complex communication world, on and offline. 
She is the director of sandymcdonald.com and founder  
of the charity, CreateCare Global.
After 22 years running a successful marketing 
communication company, she used purposeful 
storytelling to start a global community that comforts 
and raises awareness of millions of African orphans.
She believes that stories told from clarity of purpose, 
principles, and intention, ignite the energy to change the 
world.  Her book, Get It Right Online, details how.

It was an excellent day’s training for a group 
of researchers working in audiology. The 
content was varied, fun, always challenging 
and pitched perfectly for the audience. As the 
day evolved our students grew in confidence 
and skill.  We ended the day with a series 
of pitches that were both consummately 
professional and utterly engaging. 
Jane Sewell, HEARing CRC 

It was a fantastically hands on 
workshop. I was blown away with 
how much progress can be made in 
such a short space of time with the 
right insights and coaching expertise, 
and Sandy has this in spades . . . she 
has a rare ability to inspire people.
Jacqueline King, Excellerate

Sandy spent a day with our very sceptical 
researchers, Within that short space of time she 
won them over, and transformed their typically 
very academic talks into passionate, engaging 
presentations to industry.  Sandy’s guidance and 
enthusiasm transformed the way we now talk 
about our research. 
Nathan Qadros, CRC for Spatial Information

The event went so well, with a 
special thanks to you and Roger.  I’ve 
asked the students to provide me 
with feedback, and so far they’re 
all singing the praises of the PhD 
pitching as their more beneficial 
activity, which is terrific!
Katie Rizzo, CRC Railway 
Manufacturing

My eyes have been opened to the under-
recognised power of story to influence and excite. 
It has changed the way I communicate through 
all means, whether this be in patient interactions, 
teaching, presentations, social media or grant 
applications. Story-power is a tool that can 
deeply enrich understanding and empower 
change; quite possibly my secret key to success!
Dr Ada Cheung, University of Melbourne

‘We won! Thanks for your support 
and encouragement. Without your 
help, I could hardly have achieved 
this award!’
Chuhoa Liu, PhD candidate

I saw the winner’s 
presentation at the CRCA 
Early-Career Showcase. 
He was fantastic. If you 
can help someone turn 
railway ballast into 
something so interesting 
and entertaining, you 
must be doing 
something right.
Adam Barclay,  
CRC for Contaimination 
Assessment and 
Remediaton of the 
Environment

Your PowerPitch people


