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1
the importance of preparation

It’s said that when you buy a house the three most important things are location, location and location. It’s a similar story when you’re putting together a presentation, where the three most important things are preparation, preparation and preparation.

Finding sufficient time for preparation can be a challenge for many busy people in business today. But it pays off – not just for you but for your audience too.

Being clear about what you’re intending to achieve is essential for success. Do you want to inform, influence or inspire? Get feedback or entertain?

Your aim is to change your audience in some way – to give them a new perspective, to have them learn something, to make them want to buy your product or service.

The best presentations not only have a clear purpose but are also audience-centred. This means the message and delivery take account of their wants, needs, expectations and concerns. What do they know already about the topic? What’s their attitude to you and your subject matter? Once you have the answers to these questions you’re on the road to delivering a great presentation.

 

If you want to communicate effectively you must set aside time to plan your content and delivery. While preparation takes thought and effort, it pays off. Think of the time spent as a solid investment that will produce great dividends. When it comes to presentations you reap what you sow. If you don’t bother, or skimp on it, you will suffer. You’ll suffer from increased anxiety, muddled messages and a poor reputation. Lack of preparation has been known to damage people’s career prospects. ‘To fail to prepare’, as the well-known expression goes, really is ‘to prepare to fail’.

Most people who deliver business presentations have numerous competing demands that can get in the way of achieving a good result. It may seem easier to take something you have already and throw in one or two extra ideas but the outcome is never as effective as it could be with more thought. Even when you’re busy it makes sense not to cut corners and instead find a way to prioritize your preparation.

There are many benefits to be gained from preparing effectively, both for you and for your audience. For a start you’ll feel confident. You’ll know what you’re talking about, you will anticipate which slide is coming next, and be able to take the whole thing in your stride. Because you have taken time to research your audience you will know precisely how to pitch your message to get the best response. Thorough preparation is good for your reputation and your career. First-rate speakers are always in demand and more successful at whatever they do.

The audience wins too. Here are five reasons why:


	You make it audience-centred.

	You care about the quality of your communication.

	You deliver a clear message.

	You stick to the topic.

	You create a win–win result.



Getting started

It’s a good idea to get started as soon as possible, for four reasons:


	You may need to gather some information, data or images.

	You won’t do your best if you do it all in one go.

	Putting it off makes it harder to get inspiration.

	Other things come along and demand attention.



‘I work best under pressure’

Some people, though, prefer to leave things to the last minute, and that includes presentations. ‘I work best under pressure,’ they say, ‘I need an imminent deadline to get me focused.’ That may or may not be true – sometimes there’s an element of procrastination in this approach – but the result is that you create unnecessary stress for you and any other people who you have roped in to bale you out of a tight spot. With time to reflect on your first draft and then refine and improve it you will inevitably end up with a better presentation. Time is a scarce and valuable resource and needs to be used wisely because presentations place you in the spotlight and can be career or deal makers and breakers.

The dangers of over-preparing

There are, though, dangers in over-preparing, of trying to make sure absolutely everything is right. You can devote unnecessary time to going over and over your material. It’s all too easy to start agonizing over every little detail. The truth is that your audience won’t recall every word you say anyway. Another downside of over-preparing is that for many people it heightens their anxiety level.

The bottom line, whichever way you look at it, is preparation leads to success. If you leave it to chance you’re more likely to feel stressed and deliver, at best, an average presentation.

Clarity of outcome is vital to success

Have you ever sat through a presentation and wondered at the end what it was all about? If your answer is ‘yes’, you’re not alone. When we ask that question on presentation skills courses almost everyone raises their hand. This suggests that speakers are often not clear about their outcome in giving the presentation – and if they’re not clear, the audience won’t be clear either.

Here are some of the things you may be seeking to achieve:


	Informing/updating

	Training or educating

	Explaining

	Building a relationship

	Selling

	Exploring/debating

	Challenging

	Influence, persuade or convince

	Stimulating

	Raising your profile

	Inspiring and motivating

	Entertaining.



Presenting is about change

The bottom line when presenting is to get people to change in some way. It could be their behaviour (filling in an expense claim properly) or the beliefs that drive that behaviour (‘it’s really important that finance is accurate’). Often it’s both.

Articulate as specifically as possible how you want your audience to be different as a result of your presentation. Create a movie in your mind of what you will see and hear and feel. Some examples:


	The person I am presenting to will smile, shake my hand and place an order for 100 widgets.

	The board will grant unanimous approval to my proposal and give me the budget I need.



The clearer you understand your outcomes, the better able you will be to create presentations that achieve them.

Understanding your audience

To communicate with the people in your audience on every level you need to know as much about them as you can, and consider their expectations and attitudes. You want to engage them at every stage, and have them engrossed in what you have to say, which means you need to understand what matters to them. When you know the people who will attend personally, that’s relatively easy. When you don’t you’ll need to do some research, perhaps by asking someone who does, or by talking to the person who asked you to speak. The more information you have about your audience, the better prepared you’ll be on the day. And the better prepared you are, the more likely it is you’ll get your message across. This section explains in detail the areas you need to cover to fully understand your audience.

Our experience of delivering presentation skills courses shows that most people don’t give much thought to things such as age, gender, existing knowledge, cultural mix and attitude. Sometimes they do consider their audience, but rather superficially, and by now you’ll have realized this isn’t enough. One size doesn’t fit all when it comes to presenting. We’ve distilled our collective experience and come up with four core questions you need to answer in order to create an audience-centred presentation.


	Who are they?

	What are their expectations?

	What do they know/understand already?

	What’s their attitude?



1 Who are they?

First and foremost you need to find out how many people are due to attend. It’s totally different creating a presentation for two, 20, 200 or even 2000. The more you discover about the demographics of the group, the more you’ll be able to tailor your approach to meet their specific needs. Things to consider include:


	
Age range Why is age range important? Because you need illustrations and stories that connect to the world in which the people in your audience live.

	
Gender mix The balance of males and females in a group can sometimes affect the approach you take.

	
Education If you need to pitch your message at the right level, and the more education someone has received the better able they will be at coping with complex sentence construction and abstract concepts.

	
Occupation Sometimes you need to take account of the occupation of people attending your presentation.

	
Nationality You may find yourself presenting to people who don’t have English as a first language. Researching your audience means you’re prepared and can avoid using colloquial expressions, unusual words and jargon which may be difficult for them to understand.

	
Cultural/social/political background Many things influence people’s view of the world – their culture, social group, etc.

	
Influencers and decision-makers When you’re pitching or selling it’s essential to know who will be making the decision and who will influence it.



A word of caution. Although this information helps you shape your content and the approach you take, it’s all too easy to pigeonhole people. Take care not to make assumptions that simply don’t fit. The bottom line is that everyone in your audience is an individual. Never forget that.

2 What are their expectations?

When people arrive for a presentation they bring with them various expectations about what’s going to happen. How clear and accurate those expectations are will depend upon a number of factors.

If it’s a regular event, such as a weekly meeting or a monthly briefing, there’s often a standard format and those attending will know exactly how things will go.

But when the presentation is a one-off, or doesn’t come round like clockwork, people may not have clear and accurate expectations.

Another common area where audience expectations are often dashed is over time. They arrive at 2 p.m. expecting the session to last 20 minutes and are still sitting there at three. People start to look at their watches and sit on the edge of their seats wanting to get back to their inbox or off to their next meeting.

That’s why it’s important to consider your audience’s expectations carefully. Having a mismatch between what they think is going to happen and what actually does can be a recipe for disaster.

3 What do they know/understand already?

If you’ve ever sat bewildered through slide after slide crammed with technical information and unfamiliar jargon you’ll realize how important it is to take account of what your audience knows, and doesn’t know, already. When you’re an expert in a subject it’s all too easy to fall into this trap. You forget that other people don’t have your level of understanding and find yourself facing rows of blank faces.
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