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Preface: A Tangled Mess of Thoughts, and a Sharp Pair of Scissors

My friend, have you ever had such a moment?

Your mind is stuffed with thoughts, like a ball of yarn played with by a cat, a thousand threads, a million ends, yet you cannot find the one to pull. You open your mouth to speak, only to find your words have become a pot of boiling porridge, bubbling and steaming, yet you cannot see a single whole grain of rice.

You write emails, reports, proposals. You write reams and reams, thousands of words, thinking yourself thorough and complete. But when the other person finishes reading, they frown and ask: "So, what exactly are you trying to say?"

This, dear friend, is the longest distance in the world that you spoke for ages, and the other person did not understand.

Do not be disheartened. This is not your fault, or at least not entirely. From childhood we are taught to "say a little more," to "be a little more detailed," yet few ever teach us how to "say it more precisely," how to "say it more concisely." Our brains are naturally gifted at diverging, blooming in all directions like fireworks, but not at converging, focusing on a single point like a laser.

And this little book is your sharp pair of scissors. What it cuts is not the wings of your thoughts, but that tangled mess that binds you. What it teaches is not some profound, unfathomable doctrine, but a minimalist, eminently practical tool: the Pyramid Principle.

Do not be frightened by the word "principle." It is not complicated. One might even say it merely takes the most natural way of thinking that already exists in our brains, combing it clear and laying it out neat. Its core is but four words: Conclusion First.

Consider, if you will, the opening of any tale that ever gripped you. The author did not spend ten chapters laying groundwork before revealing his purpose. No. he took his most central thesis and, like a nail, drove it into your mind from the very start. "Call me Ishmael." "It was the best of times, it was the worst of times." "Happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way." One sentence, and you are captured. That is the pyramid.

This handbook has three chapters. Chapter One teaches you how to find and state that "conclusion." Chapter Two teaches you how to build solid "reasons" to support that conclusion. Chapter Three teaches you how to arrange those reasons in good order, so that logic walks on its own.

It is short, because I believe that truly useful truths need no lengthy discourse. It is direct, because I admire frankness, if one sentence can say it clearly, why use ten?

Let us begin. From now on, no more rambling. Get to the point.

Chapter One: Lead with the Conclusion, Don't Make Your Listener Guess

Section One: Your Biggest Problem Is Making People Wait Too Long

Let us first tell a story.

Once upon a time, in a certain town not unlike your own, there lived three blind men. And it came to pass that a traveling circus brought to that town an elephant, a creature none of them had ever encountered. The three blind men, curious as cats, begged permission to touch the beast and thereby know its nature.

The first blind man, grasping a leg, cried out: "An elephant is like a pillar!"
The second, touching an ear, declared: "No, no, an elephant is like a fan!"
The third, seizing the trunk, pronounced with great authority: "You are both fools. An elephant is like a snake!"
And they argued, and they argued, and they argued, until the sun went down and the circus packed up and left, and not one of them was any wiser about the elephant.

My friend, many times, we are those three blind men. We hold a fragment of the truth in our hands, yet we rush to speak, rush to argue, forgetting the most crucial thing what the listener needs is not your process of groping, but the whole elephant.

You say: "Regarding this project, I recently contacted the suppliers, and they say raw materials have gone up in price. Then I looked at the market and found competitors are cutting prices. Also, our team morale is a bit low, someone took leave last week..."

You speak for five minutes, and the listener is still in fog. They do not know what you want. Do you want a bigger budget? Do you want to delay the project? Do you want to lay people off?

You have made them wait too long.

The human brain is born craving certainty. When you toss out one scattered piece of information after another, the listener's brain automatically enters "detective mode," trying to piece together a conclusion from your words. This consumes enormous energy, and what they piece together may very well not be what you intended.

Therefore, the first and most central rule of the Pyramid Principle is this: Conclusion First.

Take your final "elephant," your most central point, that single most crucial nail, and say it first. Put it at the very front. In one sentence.

Section Two: One Sentence Is the Tip of Your Pyramid

The shape of a pyramid has its apex at the top and its base below. Your expression should be the same.

That "apex" is your one-sentence conclusion. It must satisfy three conditions:


1.  It is a conclusion, not a topic.
o  Bad example: "Let us talk about the problem of declining sales." (This is a topic)


o  Good example: "I believe the main cause of declining sales is overpricing, and we need to cut prices by 15%." (This is a conclusion)


2.  It must be specific, not vague.


o  Bad example: "I think we should do better." (Meaningless)


o  Good example: "I propose we cut our marketing budget by 20% next quarter and put it all into social media promotion."


3.  It must be "one sentence."
Not a paragraph, not three sentences. Just one. One you can say in a single breath, one the other person can remember upon hearing. If you cannot finish it in one sentence, it means you have not thought it through clearly.



Consider how the great storytellers do it. "Call me Ishmael." Three words, and you know this is a tale of a wanderer. "It was the best of times, it was the worst of times." One sentence, and you know this is a tale of contradiction, of revolution, of lives torn between two poles. The master does not make you wait. He gives you the key at the very door.

Your one sentence is the key to your entire expression. It gives the listener a map, an anchor. Everything you say afterward fills in the details of that map, reinforces the ropes of that anchor.

The listener will think: "Ah, so that is what he means. Very well, let me hear why he says so."

You see, "guessing game" has become "lecture." The difference in efficiency is worlds apart.

Section Three: In Practice: Turning a Pot of Porridge into One Sentence

Theory is grey, but the tree of practice is evergreen. Let us see how to turn that pot of porridge into one sentence.

Scenario One: You want to ask your boss to add staff.


  Pot of porridge: "Boss, everyone has been very busy lately. Project A is due for delivery, Project B is kicking off, Jenkins took sick leave, we are all working overtime, and I feel we are at our limit... Do you think, perhaps, we could consider...?"
  Boiled down to one sentence: "Boss, to ensure both Projects A and B are delivered on schedule, I request one temporary addition to the team."



Scenario Two: You want to persuade a friend to try a new restaurant.


  Pot of porridge: "That restaurant just opened. I heard several people say it is good. I think it is Italian food. The atmosphere is nice too. It is in the West End, though the prices might be a little steep... Do you want to give it a try?"
  Boiled down to one sentence: "Let us try that new Italian restaurant tonight. I hear the atmosphere and the food are both first-rate, and it is worth a visit."

















Scenario Three: You want to point out a problem in a report.


  Pot of porridge: "Last month the customer complaint rate rose by 5%. We analyzed it and found it was mainly caused by delivery delays. The Manchester warehouse has been overflowing recently, possibly because the promotional campaigns were too concentrated..."
  Boiled down to one sentence: "Last month the customer complaint rate rose 5%, mainly due to delivery delays from the overflowing Manchester warehouse. We need to immediately adjust the promotion rhythm and add temporary warehousing."



Exercise:
Take a piece of paper and write down the one thing you most want to make clear to someone recently. Then, force yourself to write your core conclusion in just one sentence. Cannot do it? Then you still need to keep thinking. Done it? Congratulations, you have found the tip of your pyramid.

Chapter Two: Support from Above, Let Reasons Stand Firm

Section One: Three Reasons, No More, No Less

A conclusion alone is dictatorship, a command. The listener will ask: "On what grounds?"

So you need reasons. Reasons are the base of the pyramid, the support for that apex. A pyramid without a base is a castle in the air, one push and it topples.

So, how many reasons?

The answer is: three. No more, no less.

Why three? Because it is the number the human brain most easily accepts. One reason seems thin; two reasons are a bit like a seesaw, not quite stable; four reasons are verbose, and the listener cannot remember them. Three reasons form a stable triangle, comprehensive yet concise.

Consider the tales that have endured. Three wishes granted by a genie. Three trials set before a hero. Three ghosts visiting a miser in the dead of night. Three is the number of completeness, of wholeness, of a story well told. Two feels unfinished; four feels padded. Three, and the mind rests satisfied.

Of course, this is not an iron law. Sometimes two reasons suffice, sometimes four are needed. But "three" is an excellent starting point, a default you should try first. It forces you to think about what is most important, what can be discarded.

Remember: reasons exist to support the conclusion, not to pile up. Every reason must be like a pillar, firmly holding up the conclusion above.
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Section Two: The MECE Principle: Mutually Exclusive, Collectively Exhaustive

Three reasons sound simple. But these three reasons cannot be just any random assortment. They must satisfy a golden rule: MECE.

MECE is an acronym for four English words: Mutually Exclusive, Collectively Exhaustive.

What does this mean?


  Mutually Exclusive: Your reasons cannot overlap. You cannot say "Reason one is the price is high, reason two is the cost is expensive." These two are actually the same thing.
  Collectively Exhaustive: Your reasons together must completely cover all possibilities. You cannot mention only "the price is high" and omit "the service is poor."



For example. You want to categorize the guests at a dinner party. You can divide them by whether they arrived by carriage or on foot. This satisfies MECE. But if you divide them into: those who arrived by carriage, those who arrived on foot, and those wearing blue coats, this is not MECE, because "those wearing blue coats" may overlap with either of the first two groups, and it is not exhaustive either (there are those wearing coats of other colors).

In a pyramid, your three reasons should be three independent, non-overlapping pillars that together fully support the conclusion.

For instance, your conclusion is "We should invest in this project." Your three reasons could be:


1.  Enormous market potential (covers the demand side)
2.  Our clear technological advantage (covers the supply side)


3.  High financial return (covers the result side)



You see, these three reasons are independent of one another, yet together they form a complete business judgment. This is the power of MECE. It makes your argument like a net with no holes, nothing escapes, nothing overlaps.

Section Three: In Practice: Building Three Pillars for Your Conclusion

Let us practice. Suppose your conclusion is: "I suggest we change the location of our annual team-building retreat from Brighton to Edinburgh."

Now let us build three MECE pillars for it.

First pillar: Cost.
"Trains and hotels to Edinburgh cost 30% less than Brighton. At a time
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