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INTRODUCTION





  

    

      

        

          ‘Everything becomes a little different as soon as it is spoken out loud.’




          Hermann Hesse


        


      


    


  




  Let’s begin with a story.




  A graduate – we’ll call him Tom – goes for an interview with an advertising agency.




  Ushered into a meeting room where the walls are covered in cork tiles and the chairs are the most uncomfortable he’s ever sat on, he waits for the arrival of his interviewer. As the clock

  ticks, he rehearses in his head his interview technique and recalls the considerable research he’s done into the agency’s client list. At last the door bursts open and a human dynamo

  strides in, with shirtsleeves rolled up, tie loosened, and a steely stare. The dynamo introduces himself as one of the three partners, the first letters of whose names make up the agency’s

  title. Suddenly all Tom’s youthful confidence, in place till a moment ago, evaporates.




  The interview starts with some quick-fire questions. Why did Tom take his particular degree and what did he find most interesting about it? He’s halfway through a lengthy explanation about

  the difference between two of the writers he studied, when he realizes that the dynamo is staring out of the window, clearly not listening to what he is saying. Tom now learns

  something that will stay with him for years to come: that it is essential to make sure his audience is engaged, all the time, with what he’s saying. Luckily, his interviewer notices

  Tom’s confused silence and asks him to run through once more what he’d just been saying. The result of this unexpected request is that Tom ends up unwittingly digging himself deeper

  into a hole by speeding up the stumbling account of what he learned on his university course. Taking pity on him, the interviewer suggests that they start again, right from the beginning.




  While Tom might have had little idea of what to expect from the interview, his interviewer knew exactly what his own objectives were. It was obvious that Tom had prepared himself, and once

  he’d calmed down, he was able to answer the questions with considerable insight and enthusiasm. It was easy to see he’d respond well to direction, was willing to learn, and was capable

  of standing his ground. Tom was offered the job.




  But that wasn’t the end of his particular learning process. Tom now had to gain and keep the attention of both his colleagues and clients by making sharp and effective presentations.

  These, he realized, were a vital part of selling the agency’s ideas.




  A couple of months into his time with the agency, a meeting was called to discuss progress on the design of a number of new products. In his junior capacity, Tom prepared the agenda, booked the

  meeting room and briefed his boss, who then, to his horror, announced that Tom would be presenting one design because, although he’d only spent a relatively short time at the agency,

  he’d been the one working closely with the team.




  Tom froze. He’d had no time to prepare, he hadn’t developed a plan for the presentation and he’d no objectives to work towards: nothing. There was however

  an actual three-dimensional pack design and, clearly flustered, he started to talk about what the design had tried to do. After thirty seconds or so his speech began to speed up, his mouth took

  over from his brain and he found himself talking utter rubbish. He realized all too quickly that in the short time he’d been at the agency he hadn’t taken on board the skills to do what

  was now required of him. Sweat began to trickle down his back.




  Fast-forward six months. Tom is now making regular presentations and building his confidence. Another review meeting on the projects for which he was responsible is called, attended by the same

  cast as before, but this time his boss isn’t there. The location is the client’s offices and so Tom is careful to finish all his planning and preparation for the meeting, including the

  visuals, the day before. On this occasion he feels he really couldn’t be better prepared, having rehearsed his presentation from notes, run through all the support materials, put them in

  order the evening before and covered a range of questions and relevant answers with a colleague.




  The meeting starts well until he shows the visuals. Disaster. The first slide – these were the days before PowerPoint – is upside down and out of place. The others are either back to

  front, inside out or on their side; everything is in the wrong order. It simply isn’t possible to adjust and carry on, the presentation has to be halted, a break taken, and then the whole

  thing resumed.




  Returning to the office in near despair, Tom discovered that after he’d finished checking the material the night before, a cleaner tidying things up on his desk had dropped the slide carousel. Not double-checking the material again before the meeting was careless. Another lesson learned: don’t leave anything to chance or to anyone else, and always

  check everything at least twice.




  Given that bad experiences are supposed to come in threes, the last presentation debacle snuck up on Tom towards the end of his first year. He’d graduated to working on another account, a

  piece of government business, which required presentations to be made to third parties. The whole account team was involved with developing and putting the presentation together, but Tom had been

  the one to actually give the presentation, while his boss performed a backstop, support role. It was a process with which Tom was now very familiar.




  On the day in question, Tom had arrived back from a short break late the night before and had had no chance to rehearse or to even look at the material before heading cold into the presentation.

  The room was full of serious-looking men in suits and ties and hardly a smile between them. There was much rattling of cups and shuffling around before the audience settled down to listen. Putting

  up the first slide, Tom turned to the audience and totally forgot the opening he’d given so many times before. In fact, as the ground gave way beneath him, he’d have had difficulty

  remembering his own name. The silence seemed to extend into eternity.




  But instead of continuing to gape at the audience he turned to the first slide, which served to remind him of the key opening points. His mouth opened and he heard himself begin the

  presentation: from there on in it was smooth sailing, with visuals and words all merging into a seamless whole.




  In the taxi back to the agency, everyone seemed happy and his boss complimented him on his opening pause, which had certainly got the audience to pay attention! So, the

  learning process continued with two more important lessons. First, Tom knew to never walk into a presentation cold, however many times he might have given the presentation before. Second,

  he’d learned how long a pause or silence could last without it being uncomfortable for the audience. He would never be accused of not leaving enough time or air between sections and key

  phrases of subsequent presentations.




  Coming to the end of his first year and taking stock of his achievements, Tom felt, with some justification, proud of his progress. From being the lowliest of account people, he’d become

  someone who’d caught the eye of the creative department and management. He’d earned the right to compete for the title of up-and-coming spirit of the agency. Central to his learning and

  development had been his inherent grasp of the fundamentals of spoken communications. Being able to hold the attention of his audience throughout every presentation was the result of listening,

  planning, timing and simplifying. And allowing for the unexpected.




  The commercial world is dominated by the spoken word in all its various guises, and being a ‘good’ presenter is seen as one of the most powerful tools in the career-development

  toolbox. For those climbing the greasy pole of corporate career development, the ability to successfully handle an extraordinary general meeting, face the TV cameras in a crisis or represent the

  corporation’s views in a takeover battle, are viewed as far more important skills than penning closely argued memos, however well written they might be. Similarly, in the public-service

  arena, the skills required to produce masterpieces of prose are less important than being able to verbally pitch concepts and policies.




  Given that it’s no longer acceptable to avoid making presentations by getting others to do them for us, is there a way that we can be sure of success? I believe there is, and that

  we’re all capable of effective spoken communication. From the moment we learn to speak we begin to argue and make a case for ourselves; first in our families, and then in our schools,

  universities and work environments. If we’re capable of holding a conversation then we’re also capable of using those same conversational skills to construct and deliver good

  presentations.




  Unfortunately, much of the time we’ve no idea why on one day we communicate really well and on the next we fail to get and hold our audience’s attention. Until we’re required

  to give regular presentations and it is pointed out to us that our performances aren’t perhaps all that consistent, we haven’t had to engage with thinking about what makes them

  successful. But there are a number of fundamental principles that, if applied, will ensure your presentations are consistently effective. I attempt to identify for you in this book what makes for

  effective spoken communications and how to apply that knowledge and understanding each and every time you make a presentation.




  The most important key to making effective presentations is to turn them into conversations with your audience. That may sound overly simplistic, but conversation is when you are

  at your most effective, relaxed and understandable. Everyone struggles with their personal demons before speaking in front of an audience. But being confident that what you are planning to say and

  the way you are going to say it will allow you to have the impact on your audience that you want, will banish your presentation nerves and ensure that both you and your

  message come across at your best.




  This book is designed to set out clear techniques and processes to help you build on those skills you already possess, while introducing you to some new ideas to help you further improve.

  When you reach the final page you should have no reason for disquiet about delivering presentations, because you’ll have intellectually and practically engaged with the bases on which all

  presentations work. Nerves and stress will be something you control rather than the other way around, because you’ll know their cause. Preparing your presentation will be an orderly and

  structured process. Delivery of your message, and the knowledge that your audience has engaged with it, will be guaranteed.




  None of this is to say you won’t still experience adrenalin when you make a presentation. Adrenalin is what heightens the colour and effectiveness of your delivery, but you’ll now be

  able to use it to your advantage. Making consistently effective presentations is an art, and as with actors and musicians there are techniques and disciplines to help us overcome nerves. My aim is

  to ensure that you give effective presentations every time, from job interviews to crisis management. In working with the following advice and guidance you’ll need to be tough on yourself in

  judging your own performances. Beware of easy praise, which can lull you into the belief you’re doing a great job. While pushing for others to give you their honest and perhaps harsh opinion

  rather than settling for the comfort of instant approval, you must remain, above all, your own toughest critic.




  I’ve divided this book into bite-size sections, and seasoned the text with advice, expertise, and anecdotes from my own experiences. These may at times seem indulgent

  or irrelevant, but I’ve included them to illustrate the points I’m making. What follows isn’t a manual or a set of rules, and nor does it set out to answer every question about

  making presentations. What I hope to do is engage you with the intellectual and practical aspects of presenting, regardless of the audience, the location or the nature of any particular

  presentation. This process will provide you with a robust template for your own efforts, whatever the size or type of audience.




  So, let’s begin.




  Summary




  

    

      •   Confident presenters are thin on the ground




      •   It’s essential to combine consistency and effectiveness




      •   Career advancement can be enhanced with effective presentation performance




      •   The foundations of inconsistency are stress and adrenalin




      •   Conversational style is at the heart of effective communications




      •   Control comes from understanding how it works




      •   Be your own harshest critic
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  SOME KEY PRINCIPLES




  

    

      

        

          ‘Be yourself, everyone else is already taken.’




          Oscar Wilde


        


      


    


  




  Speaking objectively




  What are the key objectives of any presentation? We’ve all sat through presentations where after a few minutes we’ve got no idea what the presenter’s on about,

  and we’ve been shanghaied onto a voyage which has no map and apparently no final destination. If we’re not clear what the presentation’s about, we’re unlikely to continue to

  give it our attention. As we saw with Tom and his interviewer, once our attention’s been distracted it’s virtually impossible to regain it; we’ve lost the thread of what’s

  being said and are unlikely to make the effort to re-involve ourselves, however entertaining or interesting the presentation may subsequently be. Without the attention and engagement of the

  audience, any presentation becomes a waste of time; in fact it’s even worse than that, because a presentation that loses the attention of the audience can have a negative effect on whatever

  cause or message we’re trying to get across. Therefore, the first of the two key fundamental objectives for any presentation must be getting your message across. The second is getting your

  personality across.




  Getting your message across




  In order to get your message across effectively, you, the presenter, must gain the audience’s attention and hold it for the period of the presentation. It’s your

  personal message, not some detached, characterless script. Remember: you’re giving a presentation and not a lecture. You want to grip the audience and they want to engage with real,

  live people who impress with their understanding, commitment, knowledge, sincerity and empathy. So, as a presenter, it’s essential you and your personality register positively with those

  people listening to you.




  There’s a scientific theory developed by a man called Ockham, who established that we’re more prone to accepting theories that are simple than those which are complicated or

  convoluted. Paring down information and detail is therefore the ideal: but being simple is not that simple. Sometimes it’s possible to edit to the point where the finished presentation

  contains a series of unsupported assertions in the place of a logical argument.




  When we attend a presentation we generally have some knowledge of the person presenting and in all probability are aware of what they’re going to talk about. So it’s as well to work

  on the basis that most presentations should concentrate on the broad brush strokes rather than focus on details which are more likely to confuse than clarify. So whatever message you wish to get

  across should be simple and succinct.




  An old friend of mine, a keen amateur pilot, was in New York where a colleague suggested they should go along to the Pilot’s Club to hear a talk by Werner von Braun. He’d been

  Hitler’s main rocket technician, subsequently captured by US forces at the war’s end and spirited away to lead the US inter-ballistic missile programme. He was to

  talk about the developing American space programme.




  This didn’t seem to be one of the more gripping invitations my friend had ever received, but he went along to fill what he thought would be an otherwise empty lunchtime. His expectations

  were of a dry, scientific discourse that would probably send him to sleep, and indeed the room was full of folk of a serious disposition. The audience had a smattering of younger members, but it

  didn’t look too hopeful.




  Von Braun arrived and rather than delivering an academic lecture, gave a ten-minute layman’s description, accessible to all in his audience, of the programme’s objectives and how

  they were being met, followed by a couple of clear examples of how this was being done. Not one visual aid or chart, just a ‘conversation’ with his audience. He then had a

  question-and-answer session where the technically minded could demonstrate their detailed and esoteric knowledge and the uninformed could ask about more prosaic issues. Everyone, including my

  friend and his colleague, felt they’d understood what the programme was all about and left the presentation feeling better informed. Above all, they felt that they knew Braun and that

  he was the right man to be in charge of such a huge and complex project. A masterly performance.




  Braun could have been exclusively scientific, but that would have excluded a portion of his audience. Instead he decided to treat his audience as a group who were interested in the subject and

  would understand a reasonable amount of detail so long as it was couched in layman’s terms. He managed to get his message across, and combined this with impressing his

  audience with his personality.




  Get your personality across




  These two overall objectives – getting your message across and getting your personality across – have to work in unison. Too much message and no personality can make

  any presentation a very dull thing. What do I mean by ‘personality’? Well, when you listen to an effective presenter you get a sense of who they are, the language they use, and the way

  they impact on you. Are they forceful, quiet, sympathetic, meticulous, charismatic, understated, etc.? Each of us comes across to our audience as a particular type of person. Most importantly, we

  need to come across as who we really are, not what we think the audience might like or expect. Mark Twain once said, ‘There are only two types of speakers in the world: 1, the nervous and 2,

  the liars.’ A tedious presentation is very often a combination of the personality of the presenter and the way that personality has impacted on the content.




  I once sat through a credentials presentation by an ad agency, thinking it was as dull as ditchwater and that the presenter was doing no favours to himself or his employer. Sometime later I had

  the opportunity to experience the very same presentation, given this time by a charismatic lady who made the content come alive. The result was that in the second case the agency got the chance to

  pitch for the business which in the first case they’d missed out on. Personality can have a very positive effect on how the message gets related to by the audience.




  On the other hand, if we try to inject too much personality into the presentation, we might very well overwhelm our message. We don’t want to leave a vivid

  impression of ourselves and no residual memory of what it was we said. We’ve all been overwhelmed by presenters or speakers who have projected such powerful personalities that, despite being

  utterly convinced by their message, five minutes after the presentation has ended we have forgotten every word they said.
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