GEES Subject Centre Enterprise, Skills & Entrepreneurship Curriculum Resources

Example 8: Selling ideas, an enterprising activity for many modules: the elevator pitch

Pauline Kneale, University of Leeds

Level: All

Number of Students: Any, can be done as an individual or group activity

Type of Exercise: This depends on how it is set up. It might be 15 minutes within a module with individuals or groups making pitches to two or three other groups, or it might be a tutorial activity.

Summary
In order to get ideas across to inaccessible bosses American staff discovered that they could find the right boss in the elevator and pitch their ideas in the short time the elevator was in motion. Hence the concept of the 'elevator pitch'. This concept can be used by students in many different learning scenarios. Essentially participants are asked to create and present either a 30 second, or a one minute or three-minute presentation.  For example, students in a tutorial group might be asked to give one minute presentations of their proposed dissertation methodology, main argument for an essay, a three minute pitch to persuade a member of staff to grant them a work placement or year in industry position. This has the potential for activities within group work when individuals within groups put forward the ideas to progress the task in hand, and in giving updates to tutors on the progress so far. With a large class, the two-minute pitch to technicians for equipment can be helpful in getting through requests from large numbers of groups. Essentially, the process requires the participants to really focus on the message they want to get across to be precise, and to be confident and enthusiastic.   Wherever this process is used it would be important in debriefing the students to point out that this kind of pitch is extremely useful at job interviews, recruitment fairs, in telephone interviews. Preparing yourself to persuade someone of your case in a short and sharp manner is a good technique to have at your command.   We are not in this case suggesting that students should be riding up and down in lifts waiting to find the right person, but they may find cross-referencing to 'elevator pitch competitions'  both amusing and a way of making the participants take this activity seriously. Type elevator pitch into Google, and you will find pages and pages of links.

As an entrepreneurial activity it has its original place in the curriculum in persuading the boss to take on board and possibly fund your idea. The US examples tend to be dominated by marketing people.

~~/~~

Aims and Learning Outcomes
To develop students skills in making short and pointed presentations.  To give them practice in selling their ideas.

Support Materials
Adapt the following for a student handout

Elevator pitches are used as a way of getting essential information across to people in a very short space of time. The name derives from American businesspeople making pitches to the bosses, whom they could only catch in the company elevator. This activity is now recognized as a management technique and the subject of competitions in the USA.  (For examples type elevator pitch into Google) Your pitch must persuade tutor / fellow group members / competing groups ………………

Points to bear in mind when preparing your pitch:

a) Be aware of the expertise of your audience. You need to use appropriately technical language, and not waste time on essentials and facts that he/she will already know. 

b) Get your unique selling point (USP) across from the start. Aim to make your message memorable, your points need to stand out from others being made on the same day. 

c) Be enthusiastic, confident and sure of your information. Take time to practice in advance. It is difficult to complete the task in such a short time without having rehearsed your argument.

d) In selling your idea look beyond the immediate process or service. Aim to show the wider benefits to your tutor, course, community, subject area … etc.  In elevator pitch terms, this is looking to show that you have an idea and a wider vision.

Cut and paste from the tasks below to suit your class or adapt the idea for your own module / workshop.

Pitch Topics: 

· Course related: 

· a new field class in Italy/Greece/Mexico/China …

· a new module in Antarctica Studies/Poverty/ ….

· purchase a relevant journal for the Student Common Room , e.g. New Scientist/Economist/Geology Today …

· no formal examinations for your degree course.

· A Traidcraft snack dispenser for your building. 

· Water cooler for the laboratory/Student Common Room/ 

· Generic / Entrepreneurship related:


· Imagine that you have just invented ….  Your task is to create a 30s / 360s pitch to sell it as a concept to your group.  Eg: Paper clip / post it note/floppy disk/deckchairs/massage wheel/egg slicer/fizzy water/weekend break/artificial nails/balloons …

· For interview/employment  preparation useful topics are:

-
my USP (unique selling point) to the company/organisation is …

-
the attributes  I have to bring to this company are ….

-
the skills and experience  I can bring to this organisation/company

-
In my first year at work  I would like to achieve …

We suggest that if this is run as an in-class exercise students require about 20 minutes to prepare their pitch.  Suggest they take the first 10 minutes to get the main points together, and 10 minutes to practise their pitches. Then move to pitching to other groups in the room. Giving 20 minutes to this, allowing groups to move round and get three or four opportunities to speak really helps students to develop their thinking and speaking skills. Actually pitching an idea or concept the first time shows you how you can adapt to do a better job the second time. 

Assessment. 

This has not been formally assessed but I take bags of sweets and ask each group to award it to the best ‘pitcher’.  Maltesers/ Revels (that the group usually shares) make good prizes.  

Evaluation

Student Comments:

The whole idea seemed bizarre, and our group were not keen to get organized. It is worse than putting a poster together, because you have to really think about what you want to say. 

Doing the pitches in the groups was really fun and quite entertaining. It really made you think about how you wanted to get your message across. 

I don't really come across as an enthusiastic person normally, but you have to get involved when time is so short.

You find that you are changing what you say when you repeat the pitch to the next group. Even though we had practiced quite a lot we were changing a story as we pitched to each new group.

I can see that using this idea at an interview could be quite helpful. It does stop you rabbiting on and on when you don't have much to say. Trying to isolate USPs for our project did make us look at what we were going to do in a lot more detail. 

I don’t like having to do things quickly, I don’t think  this sort of exercise is very suitable. I like to be able to talk around are subject and to be able to bring in other parts of an argument. I think that people will take time to talk to you for much longer than you say. Why would people want just to have half of the story? 

In my view most of the time we want students to write and speak extensively. This is therefore a rather artificial exercise but one which gives students opportunities which are relevant in real life situations. The first student comment above and the last is not untypical. I would argue that at least once or twice in a student’s career, being made to think through and express the fundamental points is a good intellectual exercise and one which has considerable payoff if they then use it in real job situations. It is worth reinforcing the point that many people in business will not be prepared to listen if you waffle, that they expect arguments on one side of the paper not an extended essay and they expect points to be put across with considerable clarity. This is essentially an exercise that gives some practice in that arena.

Advice
Be very encouraging from the start. The tutor needs to be enthusiastic. Aim to pitch the process in 120s to demonstrate what is required. Point out that this is a quite difficult  task to do but that it can be really helpful when faced with people who you want to impress and who have very little time to spend with you for example at interviews, when you start work,  during vacation, casual or placement employment.

If participants do one pitch only they will get something from it, but they will get a great deal more if they can move around and pitch their ideas to other groups. The student comment above indicates that when they repeat the pitch they refine it and develop it into something that is more persuasive, more accurate and more to the point. 

While this activity can and has been done in a tiered lecture theatre, a flat floored room with space to move around is helpful.     
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