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13    GLOBAL OUTLOOK
14    IN PRACTICE
15    INFOGRAPH
15    OFF THE WIRE
16    HOT TOPIC
17    COOL TOOL
17    FAST FACT
18    TRICKS OF THE TRADE
19    PRACTICAL POINTERS
19    INNOVATIONS

intelligence

Base your presentation  
structure on where in  
the world you’ll be.
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International Presentations:  
Top-Down or Bottom-Up?
BY IAN BROWNLEE

G LO BA L O U T LO O K

If you’re preparing to deliver a presentation abroad, consider 
cultural expectations. While presenting with a bottom-up 
structure—starting with your proposal and then justifying 

it—may work at home, people from other areas of the world 
may prefer a top-down approach where you follow a logical 
structure to support your final proposal. Most people use both 
structures, but cultural educational systems help determine 
which one is more appropriate in business settings.

Where should you use these approaches? What makes them 
different?

According to Erin Myer’s book, The Culture Map, the countries 
where organizing your presentation with a top-down structure 
(also known as “principles first” or “deductive reasoning”) is com-
mon include France, Spain, Portugal, Germany, Austria, Russia, 
Mexico, Brazil, Argentina, Japan, and Singapore. This approach 
grabs your client’s attention with essential information before 
touching on the finer details of what you can offer. You move 
from your client’s current position to its problems, to the conse-
quences, to the options available to it. Then comes your proposal.

Many people prefer top-down thinking because it begins 
with the details that justify your proposal. The belief is that if 
your client agrees and accepts the main ideas, everything that 
follows will be correct.

Meanwhile, The Culture Map advises that the bottom-up 
approach (also known as “application first” or “inductive rea-
soning”) is popular in Canada, Australia, the United Kingdom, 
the Netherlands, Sweden, and Denmark. It begins with the spe-
cific details of your proposal. Next, you introduce a laundry list 
of issues, organizing them into groups based on similarities. 
Only then do you present the key explanations for your think-
ing. This appears to be based, in part, on the American concept 
of getting to the point fast so that the audience doesn’t be-
come bored and disconnect.

When cultures prefer a bottom-up approach, they often do 
so because it shows (ideally) that important details have not 
been missed or underevaluated. Also, the way information is 
grouped can lead to discussions or different interpretations.

Before making an international presentation, find out 
which type of structure your client will prefer. Remember, 
you never get two opportunities to make the same presenta-
tion to one audience.

Ian Brownlee is the owner, president, and senior trainer at 
Brownlee & Associates; brownleeassociates@gmail.com.

Bottom-Up Presentation Structure

Top-Down Presentation Structure

Describe the facts of your  
client’s situation.

Explore the problems that  
situation creates.

Present the options and alternatives  
available to your client.

Conclude with your proposal.

Describe the strategies behind  
your proposal.

Give practical examples of how what  
you propose has worked before.

Explain next steps.

Start with your proposal.
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