
David	Beckett

33	Steps	to	Great	Presentations

Download	free	books	at



2

﻿

DAVID BECKETT

33 STEPS TO GREAT 
PRESENTATIONS

Download free eBooks at bookboon.com



3

33 Steps to Great Presentations
1st edition
© 2013 David Beckett & bookboon.com
ISBN 978-87-403-0492-3

Download free eBooks at bookboon.com

http://bookboon.com


33 STEPS TO GREAT PRESENTATIONS

4

Contents

4

CONTENTS

	 Author Bio: David Beckett	 6

	 Why I wrote this book and how it will help you	 7

	 The Three Minute Promise	 8

	 Why making good presentations is important	 9

	 The good news	 10

1	 Preparing Your Presentation	 11

1.1	 Prepare your platform	 11

1.2	 How much time to spend on preparation	 11

1.3	 Get started with your preparation well in advance	 12

1.4	 Communication is what the listener does	 13

1.5	 Assess your audience’s expectations	 15

1.6	 Know your venue and how to get there	 16

1.7	 Focus on your delivery more than the details	 17

1.8	 Test-drive your talk	 18

Download free eBooks at bookboon.com Click on the ad to read more

www.sylvania.com

We do not reinvent  
the wheel we reinvent 
light.
Fascinating lighting offers an infinite spectrum of 
possibilities: Innovative technologies and new  
markets provide both opportunities and challenges. 
An environment in which your expertise is in high 
demand. Enjoy the supportive working atmosphere 
within our global group and benefit from international 
career paths. Implement sustainable ideas in close 
cooperation with other specialists and contribute to 
influencing our future. Come and join us in reinventing 
light every day.

Light is OSRAM

http://s.bookboon.com/osram


33 STEPS TO GREAT PRESENTATIONS

5

Contents

1.9	� Use PowerPoint as a tool and consider other options	 19

1.10	 Use the Power of Three	 20

1.11	 Put your presentation together on Post-it notes	 22

1.12	 Keep the details on your slides to a minimum	 24

1.13	 Construct your slides: simple, clear, concise	 26

1.14	 Check out the equipment at the presentation venue	 27

1.15	 Buy yourself 10% extra confidence	 28

1.16	 Preparing Your Presentation: Summary	 30

2	� Delivering Your Presentation	 31

2.1	 Gain confidence by visualising in advance	 31

2.2	 Keep calm if you make mistakes	 32

2.3	 Ensure they remember the important stuff	 33

2.4	 Don’t learn your script	 34

2.5	 The first 60 seconds	 36

2.6	 Use body language to express yourself	 37

2.7	� Emphasise your message by using your hands in a conscious way	 38

2.8	 Break through the voice barrier: listen to yourself	 39

2.9	 Share your eye contact	 40

2.10	 Make it interactive once you’ve gained confidence	 41

2.11	 The standing up game	 42

2.12	 How to manage a Q&A session	 43

2.13	 Give handouts at the end, never at the beginning	 45

2.14	 Finish with a bang	 45

2.15	 Follow up	 47

2.16	 Delivering Your Presentation: Summary	 47

3	 Three Minute Presentation	 49

3.1	 You really can do all this in three minutes	 49

3.2	 Prepare an elevator pitch	 49

3.3	 Practice makes perfect, again and again	 51

3.4	 The Three Minute Presentation: Summary	 51

4	� Final Thoughts: Get advice and feedback wherever you can	 52

Download free eBooks at bookboon.com



33 STEPS TO GREAT PRESENTATIONS

6

Author Bio: David Beckett

AUTHOR BIO: DAVID BECKETT

David has presented hundreds of times to thousands of people during a 20-year career in 
corporate and entrepreneurial business, working for brands such as Canon and Belkin. With 
this book, he shares his extensive knowledge of how to communicate ideas to audiences 
of all sizes.

His company, Best 3 Minutes Presentation Coaching, offers tailor made presentation skills 
development for Managers, Professionals, Small Business Owners, Companies and Creatives.

“Everything I learned over the past two decades came in small pieces, explained by colleagues 
and mentors. This book offers actionable tools in short chapters that will take you less than 
three minutes to read, enabling you to absorb each idea and take action straight away.”

He is the author of the seminal book about his chosen home city, Amsterdam…The Essence, 
and creator of The Kitchen of Ideas© Brainstorm technique. David’s recent projects include 
working with the Dutch Institute of the Tropics and Dutch TV company VARA, as well 
as advising numerous startup companies in developing their business.

www.Best3Minutes.com

Download free eBooks at bookboon.com

http://www.Best3Minutes.com


33 STEPS TO GREAT PRESENTATIONS

7

Why I wrote this book and how it will help you

WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK AND HOW 
IT WILL HELP YOU

I love making presentations. Equally, I recognise public speaking is a challenge that can 
make many people very nervous. In fact, it can be downright terrifying.

This has led me to spend hours discussing what it takes to present successfully with numerous 
colleagues and friends. We’ve hung our heads after the horrors, when it all went terribly 
wrong: those were the times to make an honest assessment of what we could have improved. 
We’ve also celebrated together when it’s gone well, yet still hunted for those polishings and 
sharpenings that could make it even better next time.

Over the last twenty years, I’ve coached hundreds of people and get a huge kick out of 
seeing them improve their presentations skills. I love seeing the kick they get out of it for 
themselves too.

In this book, I’m very happy to share the essentials of how to prepare, deliver and follow 
up on a great presentation. And finally you’ll find yourself perfectly capable of giving a 
complete presentation in just three minutes.
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THE THREE MINUTE PROMISE

“It’s not what you read that matters: it’s what you digest and take action upon.”

Modern life is hectic and none of us have the time, wish or habit to absorb large volumes 
of information.

I’ve recently thrown out a pile of (no doubt excellent) management and self-improvement 
books which are packed with information. Yet they’re delivered in huge indigestible blocks: 
small type, no space for notes and covering their subject in every possible detail. The only 
books of this category that I went through thoroughly and took real action on were short 
and easily readable.

My ambition with the Three Minute series is to share key insights and tools in short, 
manageable pieces, helping you develop skills. Every chapter will take you no longer than 
3 minutes to read, and each one contains ideas that you can immediately put into practice 
in your working life.
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WHY MAKING GOOD 
PRESENTATIONS IS IMPORTANT

Simply because it is the single most influential activity in your career.

My conclusion after twenty years in business is that the individuals who rise to the top are, 
without exception, excellent presenters.

I’ve seen highly competent workers doing a great job every day, yet never receiving the 
recognition they deserve because of poor presentation skills. I’ve also watched average 
employees scale dizzying corporate heights because they have learned to present their content 
and (very important) themselves with impressive effect.

The same goes for entrepreneurs. Getting start-up investment comes from showing you not 
only have a great idea, but are also the person to make it happen. Present yourself and your 
idea poorly and you won’t get the cash.

Is this imbalanced importance of presentation fair? Debatable. Is it true? Undoubtedly.

The obvious question to ask is this: surely a daily contribution is what matters, not shining 
on infrequent occasions? Why should this one skill override all others?

The answer is simple too. Whether we like it or not, we live in an age where the image is 
often more valuable than the true content. Each time you present, your audience is forming 
their own opinion about you based on what they see and hear.

Monotone delivery, reading from the screen, over-running your time and appearing unsure 
of your story leave the listeners feeling uncertain of your ability to carry out daily tasks. 
Creating memorable content, sharing the message clearly, keeping to the time schedule and 
delivering an inspiring talk with confidence convinces them you can do your hour-by-hour 
work at a high level too.

You should also be aware that if you present the work of a team, the audience invariably 
assumes that you are the leader and key person behind that work – regardless of whether 
you are the manager or not.
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If you invest time and energy into improving your presentation skills, you will find your 
review ratings go up, and the reputation you have around the company will improve. You’ll 
find yourself being asked to take the lead on behalf of departments and projects, giving you 
the limelight to shine and appear in control of the situation.

All of this leads to promotion and higher earning potential. Perhaps most of all, it will be 
something you can be proud of and gain personal confidence from. There is nothing quite 
like the thrill of hearing genuine audience applause and after-event comments of how great 
your story was.

In short: developing your presentation skills is an investment in every aspect of your 
working life.

THE GOOD NEWS

Anyone can learn the skills to present at an improved – and even high – level.

The other good news is that most people don’t bother. They think that they will be judged 
on results of what they do daily, regardless of whether they present well.

To be fair, that should be true. But it just isn’t.

Very simply: if a decision maker has one employee with great results and great presentation, 
compared against another with great results and poor presentation – who is the boss going 
to give that promotion to?

Put yourself in the spotlight by investing time and energy into learning the skills to present, 
and it will pay you back tenfold.
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1	 PREPARING YOUR PRESENTATION

“Before anything else, preparation is the key to success.”

Alexander Graham Bell (inventor)

1.1	 PREPARE YOUR PLATFORM

When the most successful football manager in the world, Sir Alex Ferguson, took his team 
to Barcelona or Bayern Munich for a crucial match, he didn’t just let his team arrive and 
play. Naturally they train in preparation.

During training he didn’t simply shout at them, “Run faster, kick harder, pass more accurately!” 
Sir Alex would know what the opposition’s tactics were, how their fans behaved, how easy 
it was to get to the stadium from the hotel, whether the grass would be cut long or short. 
He’d prepare his team for every possibility, to give the players a platform to perform and 
demonstrate their skills at the highest level possible.

Preparing for a presentation is similar. It’s not just about going over the slides a few times; 
it’s about thinking over all aspects of those moments that you will be in front of your 
audience. It’s about building a platform of confidence.

This Preparation section is going to help you increase the percentages that you are going 
to do well, before you’ve said a word.

1.2	 HOW MUCH TIME TO SPEND ON PREPARATION

To answer this, I’ll give you my version of an apocryphal story about Pablo Picasso.

Late in life, he was stopped by a lady at an airport. Being a huge fan, the lady couldn’t 
contain herself and asked the artist to make a sketch for her on a handkerchief.

Picasso did so, and handing it over to her said, “That’ll be ten thousand dollars.”

The woman was stunned. “How can it cost that much? It only took you thirty seconds.”

Picasso looked her in the eye with a sharp piercing stare and replied, “Thirty seconds, 
madam, and a lifetime.”
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Your moments in the spotlight are the distillation of all the preparation you make. It’s up 
to you how good you want that to be, and how much time you wish to invest into it.

There is a theory that you should spend one hour preparing per minute of allocated 
presentation time. This is probably excessive for most situations: nevertheless, I’d recommend 
investing at least 20 minutes preparation per minute of presentation.

1.3	 GET STARTED WITH YOUR PREPARATION WELL IN ADVANCE

Usually you’ll know at least a few days in advance, and sometimes longer, that you are due 
to make a presentation. Most people prepare like this as the days count down;

•	 10 days to go:	�� “�Plenty of time to start that presentation, better get on with this 
other stuff first.”

•	 6 days to go:	� “�Really need to get to grips with that pres. I’ll start first 
thing Monday morning.”

•	 2 days to go:	� “Right – everything else has to wait, I’m concentrating on that 
PowerPoint!”

•	 1 day to go:	� “�I really don’t know how this is going to end up there simply 
wasn’t time to prepare.”

Life and business are busy, and you’re bombarded with tasks. Nevertheless, don’t be like 
’most people’ and avoid allowing yourself to get into that position.

I have faith in the basic principle of time-management mentioned by presentation and 
business coach, Brian Tracy: “There is never enough time to do everything, but there is 
always enough time to do the important things.”

If you acknowledge that presentation can have a significant influence on your working life, 
then put its preparation high on your list of priorities.

As soon as you know the date of your slot, get some content down – even if it’s just a 
few scribbles on pads or Post-it®* notes (more on this later). Allowing your mind to work 
with the subject subconsciously is one of the best ways to prepare, and that requires time.

You’ll find yourself thinking the subject over in the shower, in the car to work, and over 
coffee with a colleague. When those thoughts start to flow, add them to your rough notes; 
your story is beginning to form.
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Make a quick preparation schedule so that you can manage the time up to the deadline;

•	 First ideas on paper
•	 First draft on-screen
•	 Refined version
•	 Test run
•	 Final edit and test

Setting up a timetable for developing the presentation to its end will set your mind at rest, 
and will also help ensure you prepare strongly.

Three to remember

1.	 Make preparation for presentation a priority in your business day.
2.	Get some content down early and let your mind subconsciously develop 

your message.
3.	 Make a schedule of different draft and tests, so you can run through the content  

in advance instead of presenting ’cold’.

“A winning effort begins with preparation.”

Joe Gibbs (sports coach)

1.4	 COMMUNICATION IS WHAT THE LISTENER DOES

Before putting a word down, the most crucial element to think about is the audience.

This seems really obvious, right? Yet surely you have sat in a meeting where people tell 
everything in their mind, without giving a thought to how the others in the room might 
react.

Taking time to consider the profile of your audience and adapting the tone and detail of 
your message accordingly will significantly increase its impact. The basic question to answer 
before you start developing content is this: What do I want the audience to do, think or 
say afterwards?
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A presentation is always about a persuasion. Let’s compare these two sets of circumstances.

1.	Asking the management to agree on an additional investment; convincing your 
team to follow a controversial strategy; introducing your products to a sceptical 
group of customers.

2.	 A project update at a weekly department meeting; a two-minute opening to a larger 
event; introducing yourself at a training session.

The first group consists of clear ’selling moments’. In short, you’re presenting because 
you want to get those people to come round to your view and take action based on their 
agreement. It’s pretty clear what you want them to do and both parties are more than likely 
aware of the dynamics of that presentation.

The second group of situations is not so clearly about persuading or selling. Your audience 
is more passive, there is no overt element of bargaining, and you might just want to ’get 
in and get out’ as quickly as possible because you are not their main focus.
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However, whether we want them to or not, the audience will take action in every situation 
mentioned in the two groups. They will form their opinion on you as a competent (or 
otherwise) project leader, as the guy who makes various parties feel comfortable (or otherwise) 
at events and meetings, and as the interesting (or otherwise) colleague that they’d like to 
talk with (or avoid) at the break.

Finally every audience will take action, even if only in thought. Shaping that action is your 
role as the presenter, no matter the size of opportunity to present yourself.

Three to remember

1.	 Adapt your message to the audience.
2.	 It’s always about persuasion:sell your story, even if it’s just a personal instroduction.
3.	 They will take action in thought, word or deed. Ensure what they do is in line 

with your goals.

“Communication works for those who work at it.”

John Powell (composer)

1.5	 ASSESS YOUR AUDIENCE’S EXPECTATIONS

Part of considering your audience is taking time to assess what they are expecting. Are they 
looking for flamboyance? Do they just want the information, plain and simple? Are they 
technical people, or a mixed crowd?

Generally, this will be apparent, because the majority of presentations are given to specific 
types of audiences. Take this example;

•	 You’re running a project which has an element of IT [Information Technology] 
transformation in it. You’re not an IT specialist, but you’re presenting to the 
managers of the IT department on the progress of the project as a whole.

Your challenge in this situation will be to ensure the IT guys realise you appreciate their 
job and the issues they deal with. You’ll need to add some vocabulary and concepts that 
resonate with them: how do you do that if you’re not an expert? Whatever you do, don’t 
just bluff it! Preparation is the key.
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It’s clear from the beginning of the project that you’ll present to various groups with an IT 
focus. When they contribute as the project progresses, pay close attention to their vocabulary 
and take time to understand to some level what their own challenges and attitudes are. 
Reflecting their vocabulary and concerns back to them will help you.

In another situation you may be presenting to a more diverse team, giving you a couple of 
choices; go for a common denominator, or reflect as many of the relevant groups in your 
presentation as possible.Here are two potential approaches;

1.	You’re presenting to an international group of salespeople at a European head office 
meeting. Either present the European sales only; or mention individual countries, 
ensuring you name as many of the countries attending as possible.

2.	 You’re giving a talk to a group of students from a variety of disciplines who may want 
to work for your company. Either you focus on the general values and future of your 
company; or you find out exactly which subjects your audience is studying, and reflect 
the potential areas where they might work based on their background.

Either of these approaches will work. What’s important is spending time to think the 
situation through.Doing your best to reflect the audience will communicate that you care 
about what’s important to them.

Three to remember

1.	 Assess the audience’s expectations.
2.	Be prepared to research some concepts and vocabulary from the audience’s 

world.
3.	 Make conscious decisions about how your content will match their expectations.

“I don’t think anyone ever gets over the surprise of how different one audience’s reaction 
is from another.”

Dick Cavett (talk show host)

1.6	 KNOW YOUR VENUE AND HOW TO GET THERE

One of the biggest stress-providers possible is being late. So if you’re presenting at a meeting 
that’s a 45-minute drive away, leave yourself two hours and get there early.
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I know this should be obvious, but I’ve seen so many people arrive at the last minute, 
sweating as the computer fails to start up while the audience waits impatiently, that I feel 
compelled to push this one home.

Getting there early has other benefits. You can join the coffee break and have a chat with a 
couple of attendees: tell them you’re presenting and looking forward to doing so. Be positive 
and tell that you’re looking forward to sharing your story. Mention a couple of highlights 
from your presentation: saying some ideas out loud helps you get your voice working and 
moves your mind into gear.

This will all reduce your stress levels and allow your body to be in control, to enable you 
to perform at your best. It’s also much more useful than using the time to run through the 
slides one last time, which often only results in an increase in tension.

1.7	 FOCUS ON YOUR DELIVERY MORE THAN THE DETAILS

Back in 1967, psychologist Dr. Albert Mehrabian published two research papers assessing 
what elements of a presenter’s communication had which impact. His conclusion was that 
the impression consisted of;

•	 7% verbal (the words the audience hear and read)
•	 38% tone of voice (how the presenter speaks)
•	 55% body language (what the presenter does)

Mehrabian’s research has been criticised and questioned over the years. For sure, anyone 
who loves to load their slides with details and explanations will contest this data furiously. 
How am I supposed to get my message across without explaining it in words on my slides?

Yet Mehrabian’s theory is a very strong guide regarding quantity of content. Yes, the words 
do matter, but what the audience will go away with primarily is an image of you as the 
presenter. How you said it will be more memorable than what you said – absolutely guaranteed.

In reality, you can rarely get a complete story over in a 15–20 minute presentation. What 
you can deliver is the headlines, and an incentive to find out more if they need to. A 
concise, well-delivered and confident presentation will always be more memorable than a 
complicated story of endless content and duration.
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There are numerous resources enabling you to share detailed follow up information: intranet, 
email, company server, etc. Colleagues can pick up the slides and additional documentation 
any time they like.

What colleagues can’t do later is hear it from you, which gives them so much more. What’s 
the attitude behind this project? Who is the person leading that team? What kind of 
entrepreneur am I being asked to invest in?

So before starting that first PowerPoint slide, bear in mind that the timeless ’Less is More’ 
approach is hugely relevant for most presentations.

Ultimately, the slide content should provide cues for you, to know what you’re going to say 
next; and cues for your audience, supporting your words and actions, and helping them 
follow the story.

Three to remember

1.	 Keep the content concise.
2.	 Focus on how you will deliver your story, as much as the details of the 

message itself.
3.	 Provide the option to receive more detailed content on request.

“What you do speaks so loud that I cannot hear what you say.”

Ralph Waldo Emerson (philosopher)

1.8	 TEST-DRIVE YOUR TALK

Chances are that you’re being asked to present about something you’ve spent a lot of time 
on. You’ve probably talked about the subject many times with your colleagues in informal 
meetings, in planning sessions and especially at the coffee machine.

My suggestion: keep talking.

When you verbalise the issues you’re dealing with every day, you find your language to 
distil that work into short sentences and concepts. You develop a vocabulary of work, a 
’phrase-toolkit’ of how to explain what you do.
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You can also test out whether people ’get it’ or not because you’ll see it in their faces. Pay 
careful attention to reactions and if they don’t get it, ask them, “I’m not sure I’m explaining 
this too well, what’s not clear here?”

Refining your vocabulary, phrases and concepts based on what people understand in informal 
discussions is a perfect way to prepare for a presentation.

Don’t wait until there’s a presentation to be made. Test-drive your delivery in every situation 
you can find.

1.9	� USE POWERPOINT AS A TOOL AND CONSIDER 
OTHER OPTIONS

PowerPoint gets a bad press: the common phrase, ’Death by PowerPoint’ is an example. I 
believe the problem lies not with the tool itself, but rather in what presenters do with it.

Note the word ’tool’. A piece of software does not make a presentation; it only provides a 
tool for you to deliver your message. You can choose to use it as you will. And probably, 
you’ll want to avoid the top mistakes made in making PowerPoint presentations.

We’ve all seen it. Animation for non-epileptics; bullet-points for detail addicts; 200 word 
quotes that fill the slide; charts with hundreds of numbers, requiring binoculars from the 
second row back; and the 57 slide presentation for a 15 minute slot that has the presenter 
saying after 30 minutes, “Time is tight, I’ll skip this one.” (Hmm, why is it there if you 
could skip it…?)

For those who have a strong aversion to PowerPoint, or are looking to make an especially 
creative presentation, you can choose some clever alternatives. A series of handwritten 
flip-charts can be a very powerful way of communicating, especially if you hang them up 
around the room before everyone arrives. This enables the audience to see the whole story 
and refer backwards and forwards to your logic, as well as the conclusion.

If you’re really adventurous, simply pinning a few pictures on the wall and talking through 
the issue based on the images can leave a long lasting impression.

Another method to try out is Prezi.com. It’s a creative online tool that helps you get more 
of an overview-oriented message across. If your area is sales, try Clearslide.com, which is 
especially good for sales pitches.
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Using something different conveys a message about you and a willingness to be unconventional. 
If that’s what you want to communicate, and you feel confident to do it, go ahead. 
Nevertheless, around 90% of presentations are made using good old PowerPoint.

So my advice is this: until you are very confident in presenting, stick to the standard medium. 
It’s what audiences are used to if you follow some basic rules about how to construct your 
presentation (which we’re about to come on to) you can make it work well for you.

There’s one concept to give some thought to, however, before we start getting words and 
images down on the page.

Three to remember 

1.	 PowerPoint is the universal presentation medium: use it as a tool for you to 
convey your message, not as the message itself.

2.	Consider other tools once you are experienced and confident in front of 
a group.

3.	 Prezi.com or simple flip-charts are alternatives.

“If your words or images are not relevant, making them dance in color won’t make them 
more relevant.”

Edward Tufte (Yale professor)

1.10	 USE THE POWER OF THREE

There is a certain magic about the number three.

There seems to be no rational explanation why: it’s just out there in so many ways that we 
simply cannot ignore it.

Western society has been influenced by the ultimate trinity; The Father, the Son and the 
Holy Ghost. When Cicero was perfecting the art of oratory in Ancient Rome, the Latin 
phrase ’omne trium perfectum’ was key – meaning ’everything that comes in threes is 
perfect.’ Lincoln said in his Gettysburg address, “A government by the people, for the 
people, and of the people.”

There. That was in threes. It’s just more persuasive, isn’t it? And here are a few more examples.
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Ready, steady, go! ’Lights. Camera. Action! Veni, vidi, vici.’ (I came, I saw, I conquered.)

Three Blind Mice. The Three Musketeers. The Three Stooges.

“Three things cannot be long hidden: the sun, the moon, and the truth.” Buddha. “I’ll try 
anything once, twice if I like it, three times to make sure.” Mae West. “There are three 
kinds of lies: lies, damned lies, and statistics.” Benjamin Disraeli.

So how do we apply this to presentation? Simple. Never put more than three pieces of 
information in front of your audience at any one time.

Hard to believe your heavily detailed work can be expressed so simply. Yet breaking down 
your presentation into parts of three is a highly effective method of ensuring your audience 
understands and remembers the message.

The good news: you can break your threes down into further threes. Here is one example;

You’re presenting the sales of a certain product and want your management to invest more 
money and energy into marketing to back your winner;

•	 Your key message: We should invest in product Z.
•	 Your storyline:

a)	 Business of this product is growing,
b)	However market share in not as strong as we’d targeted,
c)	 We can gain extra turnover by investing more

•	 Your arguments:
a)	 60% of the market is in 3 countries.
b)	If we gain 5% market share in each, we’ll reach our European target.
c)	 The cost of this investment will be X.

It is absolutely guaranteed that if you stick to the power of three, your presentations will 
be more memorable, more actionable and more appreciated.

Three to remember

1.	 Use the power of Three to your advantage.
2.	 Show a maximum of three pieces of information at any one time.
3.	 You can add three sub-points to each of your three main points.
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“No-one can remember more than three points.”

Philip Crosby (businessman)

1.11	 PUT YOUR PRESENTATION TOGETHER ON POST-IT NOTES

So you’ve been allowing your mind to wander over this subject and letting yourself think 
about the core of your key message. You’ve taken the power of three seriously and are 
breaking down in your mind some of the sentences and concepts you want to deliver.

The natural next step might be to open up PowerPoint, load the corporate template and 
start with Slide One.

But there is something flawed about this approach.

For you to make the presentation hang together, you need an overview of the whole story. 
The classic Beginning, Middle and End must connect firmly together so the audience go 
away thinking, That whole thing made sense.

How can you achieve this when you only look at one slide at a time? Forget the reflex to 
power up the computer and try something new.

Lay your hands on a few sheets of A3 paper, some Post-it notes, and ideally a few differently 
coloured markers. Now (very important) turn off the email and smartphone, sit somewhere 
quiet and allow yourself to get focused.

Begin by taking your main issues. What three things do you want them to remember and 
take action on from this presentation? Don’t forget the power of three, and the fact that 
they will not remember much actual content – they’ll remember the way you delivered it.

Then write each key point in a different colour on separate Post-it notes and stick them 
on separate pieces of A3.

Now you can start filling in further content. Don’t do this in any particular order: just 
write down phrases and ideas related to your presentation’s subject and place the Post-its 
randomly on the A3 paper.
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Spread out the sheets so you have an overview of what you are getting down, because 
that will spark new ideas. Move the Post-its around to re-organise as much as you feel is 
necessary, clustering them around the three key messages.

Don’t think too hard. Just write out what comes to mind, and stick it down. Keep it short 
and don’t write down complete sentences: stick to a few key words or important phrases. 
And if you’re feeling really creative, throw in a few rough drawings and diagrams to illustrate 
the message.

Once you’ve put down a lot of your ideas, take a step back and look at the connections 
between what you’ve written on the stickers. An order will start forming, and you’ll begin 
to see how one issue leads to another. Now you’re developing a more complete view of 
the presentation.

You’ll find this method helps release your creativity way more than the ’start with Slide 
One’ approach. Here’s why.

When you work on PowerPoint, you’re doing a huge number of technical things related to 
the software itself. You’re trying to get the font size right, make the graphics line up, ensure 
the Agenda is complete, work out how to do that (probably unnecessary) bit of animation, 
worrying why Microsoft put your favourite button in another place in their latest update…

Plus, you’re sitting at your desk – email, phone, colleagues can all interrupt whatever ’flow’ 
is really possible.

How on earth can you focus on content like that?

Try out this new technique. You will completely surprise yourself at how much of your 
story will emerge from your head and onto the page in an incredibly short time.

Better still, you’ll find yourself forming phrases that will appear in the presentation and 
you’ll gain a clearer picture of the whole story, which will convey itself to the audience 
when you deliver it.

The result will be a quicker path to reaching the core of your presentation; you’ll lead the 
audience through your message as if it’s a story; and they’ll feel there is a conclusion and 
a clear reason why they are listening.
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Three to remember

1.	 Take yourself away from the desk, phone and email to give yourself enough 
physical and mental space for creative thinking.

2.	Choose three key points and build your presentation around them.
3.	 Use the Post-it note method to get the content down quickly and to organise 

your ideas in a flexible manner.

1.12	 KEEP THE DETAILS ON YOUR SLIDES TO A MINIMUM

As we’ve acknowledged, PowerPoint is not in itself the presentation; it’s a part of your platform 
from which you are going to present. The objective is for the slides to support your story.

Let’s be clear on this. there is no need to tell your whole story in the presentation slides. 
You are going to do that yourself with your words, voice and attitude.

The purpose of your slides is primarily to provide the audience a guide to the story; and 
secondly to give you visual prompts for delivering your message.
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It’s hard for most presenters to imagine they will know what to say, or that the audience 
will get the message if there is little information on the screen. But I guarantee that you 
can always simplify your slides.

Take a look back at your Post-its. If anyone else looked at them, chances are they’d have a 
hard time deciphering the phrases and ideas you’ve scribbled down. However, if they asked 
you what each note meant, you’d have explanations for everything instantly at hand.

As you convert your Post-it notes into PowerPoint, keep this firmly in mind. In the slides, 
place concise expressions of what you want to communicate and, in parallel, spend time to 
think about the kind of words and phrases you’ll use verbally to expand on them.

Resist the temptation to expand into detail and just think carefully through what you are 
going to say for each point. See the connections between the ideas in your message and 
express this in your slide content.

A classic and powerful method to avoid too many words is using an image instead. If you 
do, ensure that the image is relevant to your story and is an easy prompt for you to expand 
your message.

The stuff on screen is important, but not nearly as important as what you are going to say 
and how you are going to say it. That’s why this book focuses heavily on your preparation 
and delivery, and less on what you are actually going to show.

Believe it or not, they’re coming to see you, not your slides.

Three to remember

1.	 You deliver the message,not your software.
2.	Use images where possible and appropriate.
3.	Think about what you want to say and use the slides to give concise 

prompts for you.

“Once you get the right image the details aren’t that important.”

Abbie Hoffman (activist)
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1.13	 CONSTRUCT YOUR SLIDES: SIMPLE, CLEAR, CONCISE

If you work for any sizeable company, there will almost certainly be a corporate template 
that you need to follow. If you’re an entrepreneur, it’s a good idea to make a consistent and 
standard format for your own company too.

Here’s a straightforward list of do’s and don’ts: follow these and you won’t go far wrong, 
giving you a solid basis of visual style for your message.

Do;

•	 Remember the Power of Three as your guiding principle.
•	 Use a very simple layout with minimal colours.
•	 Include a small company logo: top left or bottom right.
•	 Have an opening slide showing the presentation title, your name and your 

company name.
•	 Make an agenda with three main points.
•	 Use images to support your story where relevant.
•	 Use a simple and common font (no Brush script or Plantagenet Cherokee). If the 

presentation is opened on a PC without your fonts installed, it will look terrible.
•	 Use only one font; headings in bold, image captions in italic,the rest in regular.
•	 Make type size at least 24 point.
•	 Keep sentences short.
•	 Use quotes, as long as they are relevant.
•	 Keep data and graphs as simple as possible, and highlight your key numbers.
•	 Make a straightforward slide transition and apply it to all. ’Fade Through To 

Black’ is best, set to ’Slow’ in Options.
•	 Run spell-check.

Don’t;

•	 Make five introduction slides. Get the listeners into the story as quickly as possible.
•	 Use clichéd quotes. Adding a slice of Martin Luther King while launching your 

new Pressure Washer or iPhone App is simply inappropriate.
•	 Make it too long. Every slide will take at least a minute, often two minutes. 

Basic rule: 30 minutes = 20 slides
•	 Present graph after graph, sheet after sheet of Excel, with unreadable data.
•	 Read the slides out to the audience.
•	 Put every word you want to say on the slide.

Download free eBooks at bookboon.com



33 STEPS TO GREAT PRESENTATIONS

27

Preparing Your Presentation

Three to remember

1.	 Keep it simple: minimise clutter to let your message stand out.
2.	Be consistent in fonts, colours and logos.
3.	 Avoid small details to ensure the whole adudience can read what’s on-screen.

1.14	 CHECK OUT THE EQUIPMENT AT THE PRESENTATION VENUE

You need to be sure of what tools will be used at the presentation venue.

If it’s a small meeting room and a one-off presentation, this is not so crucial. However, if 
it’s a larger audience and you are just one of a number of speakers, there is much more to 
take into account.

Will you use your own laptop, or is there a central place to send your presentation in 
advance? In both cases, ideally use the break before you’re on to make a quick check. Does 
your computer connect OK to the projector and the presentation show as you expect? Or 
does your presentation appear correctly on someone else’s laptop that’s being used for all files?

Often when you plug into a projector, there can be problems with screen proportions. For 
example, if you’ve set your presentation up in 4:3 format and the screen is 16:9, this will 
stretch your content, logo and images. Usually in such cases, there will be a technical guy 
to fix it. If not, try yourself for a couple of minutes at the maximum, but don’t worry too 
much – it will still look OK.

If you’ve sent the presentation to someone else in advance, there is a possibility they will 
be using a different version of PowerPoint than you, which can cause some problems. 
Using standard fonts and avoiding excessive animation reduces most risk in this case as the 
majority of glitches will be in how the type appears and how the animation works. Have 
a quick look at 3–4 slides – you’ll know straight away if there is a problem.

A small but important detail: if you’re using a Mac computer to present with, make sure you 
have the adaptor cable to connect to the projector. It’s annoying but true that Macs have 
a different connector from PCs. Any Apple Centre will have the right cable and adaptor.

Is there a lectern? Usually there is some kind of platform or table that has the presentation 
computer on it. We’ll come on to your movement and body language later – for now, I would 
say that you can either do the presentation from behind the lectern or move around. Both 
have their benefits, and in general, it will be more dynamic if you move across the stage.
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However, the lighting may be set up specifically so that you need to be behind the lectern 
to be seen – in which case, moving around is counter-productive.

If you do stay behind the lectern, you might have a temptation to grip hold of its sides for 
dear life! This is a clear signal to the audience that you are nervous, so just relax, stand up 
straight and deliver the story. Your hands should be free, ready to emphasise key points.

Is there a microphone? And is it wireless or hand-held?

If it’s wireless, then make sure you know how it will be attached to you. Is it going to be 
passed on from the previous speaker, or are there two mics so that you can attach it while 
the previous presenter is on stage? The second option is naturally better and easier, but if 
you do have to swap over, just take your time and don’t hurry. The audience can wait for 
you to organise these small details.

If it’s hand-held, you simply need to ensure you keep the microphone a good distance from 
your mouth so that your voice is picked up clearly – a couple of centimetres at the most 
is best. The difficulty is that you cannot hear whether the sound is being picked up or 
not so it is something you need to check in advance. Once you know the rough optimum 
position of the microphone, keep it in mind and do pay attention during your talk that 
your voice is being picked up.

Next let’s talk about one important piece of equipment you should invest in for yourself.

Three to remember

1.	 Ensure you’re familiar with the equipment at the venue.Present from your 
own laptop if possible.

2.	Microphone and lights are the two most important: they need to hear and 
see you.

3.	 Get there early and test out your presentation on the screen in case of 
compatibility issuse.

1.15	 BUY YOURSELF 10% EXTRA CONFIDENCE

Before the days of laptops and beamers, we used to do presentations with overheads and 
slide projectors. It’s truly hard to imagine, isn’t it? Yet it was the only way.
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My boss in the early ’90s had a simple and very effective technique. He used a wireless 
control for advancing the slides, which he sometimes held out of sight behind his back. 
Without taking his eye from the audience, he would switch to the next slide and keep talking.

This approach was just one of the things that made him very convincing as a presenter.

If you break it down, it’s simple. He knew what was on the next slide and had a sentence 
in his mind for how to link the two slides: and he used a piece of equipment to enable the 
link to happen. Today, in theory this wouldn’t work because he would have to walk back 
to the laptop and press a key to change the slide.

You can develop that level of confidence yourself by taking action on all the steps you’ve 
read so far. Now there’s a way to add an extra 10% of confidence by using a wireless remote 
control for your laptop.

There are a few available, and I leave the choice to you – most computer shops will stock a 
few different ones. Nevertheless, I must tell you that Logitech makes one that I have used 
for years that’s simply excellent, called the R800. It’s a little more expensive than others 
but it’s worth every penny. It feels exactly right in the hand; you simply plug it in and it 
works (Mac or PC); and the buttons are very simple. Plus it has a laser pointer, enabling 
you to highlight key elements on your slides.

Being able to move the slides on without touching the computer simply makes you feel 
more confident, and the audience is always a bit mystified how you do it. They feel you 
are a step ahead of them, giving you an additional aura of authority, which in itself feeds 
your confidence.

Three to remember

1.	 A wireless presenter will provide you with extra confidence and authority.
2.	 Practice using the wireless tool so that you can move effortlessly from one 

slide to another.
3.	Logitech’s R800 model is an excellent choice and will give you that 10% 

extra Confidence.

“Anything’s possible if you’ve got enough nerve.”

J.K. Rowling (author)
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1.16	 PREPARING YOUR PRESENTATION: SUMMARY

1.	Give yourself enough time in advance to prepare and do enough run throughs.
2.	Spend at least 20 minutes of preparation per minute of presentation.
3.	Take time to think about the profile of your audience and their expectations.
4.	Know where the venue is and get there in plenty of time to be able to check 

the equipment.
5.	Your delivery is worth more than the written content: invest time into practicing 

how you will tell your story, as well as in the story itself.
6.	Test drive your ideas with colleagues at the coffee machine and learn which phrases 

and words work.
7.	Use PowerPoint as a tool to communicate your message, and don’t use it to over-

complicate the visual style of your presentation.
8.	 Make the very best use of the Power of Three: break your information into threes.
9.	Prepare using Post-it notes.
10.	Leave your desk, switch off the phone and email, and give yourself time to think 

creatively about your story.
11.	Keep your slides simple and concise and extract any complex or  

over-detailed information.
12.	Buy yourself a remote control presenter and gain 10% extra confidence.

“Our work is the presentation of our capabilities.”

Edward Gibbon (historian)
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2	� DELIVERING YOUR PRESENTATION

2.1	 GAIN CONFIDENCE BY VISUALISING IN ADVANCE

Take a look at this YouTube movie of a gymnast practising visualisation:  
tinyurl.com/3minvisualisation.

You’ll see how the gymnast rehearses her physical performance in her mind, concentrating 
on the process again and again.

Visualisation is a familiar technique to some. In case it’s new to you, here’s how you can 
apply it to your presentation.

It’s about picturing yourself going through the steps towards success. Sit quietly the day 
before you’re due to present and imagine yourself, in vivid detail, being introduced, walking 
to the front and delivering your first sentences. Try to make it as vivid as possible in your 
mind: the clothes you’ll be wearing, the room you’ll be in, some individuals who will be in 
the audience. Think about the best moments of your speech and how you’ll deliver them.

Finally, visualise the end of the presentation. Your last slide comes up; you give a clear and 
succinct summary of your message; and you thank the audience. They clap, you take the 
applause, and you walk off, satisfied.

It’s perhaps strange to think that playing it through in the mind can help in reality. But 
for some reason, it just works.

“I am the most spontaneous speaker in the world because every word, every gesture, 
and every retort has been carefully rehearsed.”

George Bernard Shaw (writer)
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2.2	 KEEP CALM IF YOU MAKE MISTAKES

One misconception is that audiences are very critical. Yet in 80–90% of cases, the listeners 
will be positive towards you as a presenter.

Let’s face it: most of them are happy to be in their chair and not your shoes. Many have 
experienced what it is to be the one presenting. The collective will of an audience is right 
behind you, wanting you to succeed. They’re hoping all goes well for you and are looking 
forward to giving you a round of applause at the end.

This positive support is especially important to remember if you make a mistake. An 
audience understands that mistakes can happen, just as long as you don’t make them feel 
uncomfortable about it.

If you drop something, simply smile, pick it up and carry on. Mumbling something like, 
“Blast, I always do that! Why am I so clumsy?” makes the audience feel edgy. If you press 
the wrong button on the computer or a movie in your presentation doesn’t show on-screen, 
turn to the audience with a smile, say something simple like, “That wasn’t meant to happen!” 
turn away and fix the problem.

If you can’t fix it (which will only happen rarely if you did the checks as mentioned), tell 
them “Something’s not quite right with that movie, I’ll send a link to you later. What it 
demonstrated is…” and carry on with your story.

There is one worst-case scenario to be ready for. You get up on stage, and something goes 
fundamentally wrong with the equipment, through no fault of your own – the beamer lamp 
blows, the computer’s completely crashes, or the lights go out.

In this case, simply wait. If there is a technician around, don’t worry – he’ll fix it. In that 
case, tell the audience calmly “Something’s gone wrong – we’ll fix that right now.” Go to 
the side of the stage, wait until he does his job, walk back to the stage and pick up the 
presentation as if nothing had happened.

If it’s something you can fix yourself, then take your time. Tell the audience, “I’ll just be a 
few moments” to let them know they need to wait. Don’t hurry; re-set the equipment in 
your own time and on you go.

Preparation will reduce the possibility of things going wrong. A calm reaction if things do 
go awry will make the audience remember what did go right and forget the bits that didn’t.
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Three to remember

1.	 Don’t worry if you make a mistake: the audience will be patient and on your side.
2.	If something technical goes wrong, stop and fix it (or let the technician 

sort it out.)
3.	 Reduce the chance of things going wrong by preparing and checking the 

venue’s equipment.

2.3	 ENSURE THEY REMEMBER THE IMPORTANT STUFF

The reality is, the audience has many things on their mind; a meeting later on, an important 
email that just popped up on their smartphone, personal problems – you name it. Sitting 
still for 20–30 minutes means they will naturally start to mull those things over and their 
focus can drift.

During the Post-it Note process, you’ve established the key messages you want to get across. 
Here are two simple tools to ensure the audience remember them.

Firstly, give the audience very clear signals to pay attention at certain moments, so that 
you keep the audience alert. Be specific during your presentation about these core messages 
by telling them “There are five key points I want you to remember today. If you go away 
with nothing else from this presentation except these five, I believe we’ll be taking a step 
forward. Now here’s the first point.”

On the slides introducing the important issues, make a visual mark to ensure they understand 
that this is something they really need to remember. It can be as simple as a light bulb, a 
brightly coloured shape, or a photo of a notepad. Use the same image for each of the five 
important issues so that you are consistent and clear.

Re-enforce it with your body language. As you tell them, “There are five key points,” put 
your hand up with all your fingers stretched out. Next say, “Here’s the first.” Put your 
forefinger out with your hand up to make clear you are referring to the first one. Repeat 
this for each of the main points as you come to them during the presentation.

You’ll be amazed how often people get their pens at the ready when you do this, and it 
will also help you to structure your presentation.
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Three to remember

1.	 Go back to the post-it note exercise to find the most important points.
2.	Give clear visual cues with your body language when there are key issuse to 

be remembered.
3.	 Place a visible signal on your slides to indicate to the audience that they should 

take special note.

“We shouldn’t abbreviate the truth but rather get a new method of presentation.”

Edward Tufte (Yale Professor)

2.4	 DON’T LEARN YOUR SCRIPT

It is a natural temptation to learn what you plan saying. After all, you know you’ll feel 
under pressure up there in front of the audience – what could give you more confidence 
than memorising your message?

However, this idea is fundamentally flawed.
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Most presenters speak at around 100 words per minute. If you have to learn a 25-minute 
presentation, that’s 2,500 words. Doesn’t sound too much, does it? Well, to put it in 
perspective, that’s the equivalent of the first act of Macbeth, or two times the length of 
John F. Kennedy’s inaugural speech.

Check the movie on YouTube (tinyurl.com/3minJFKspeech): you’ll see JFK didn’t bother 
to learn it either.

If you try to do so, you will – without exception – forget a part of your script. If you are 
fixed on a certain text, when you lose the thread it’s a struggle to get back. And if you do 
manage to memorise it, there’s a chance you’ll come across as non-spontaneous and insincere.

The good news is this. If you’ve followed the steps of preparation there is absolutely no 
need for you to learn what you plan to say.

Remember the Post-it notes and how you concisely summed up your main subjects? Your 
presentation content on-screen is giving you the same – key words and images to prompt 
you into the next step of your persuasion.

Remember the coffee machine talks you’ve had about the subject? Those chats arm you with 
a series of standard phrases and sentences that are ready to come out.

And remember how much (or rather, how little) verbal content the audience will retain? 
What matters is getting your message across with confidence and prompting them to look 
for the details later.

Nevertheless, you do need some solid leaning posts across the presentation.

Think about those five things you certainly want them to go away with and remember 
at the end of your talk. It is worth having a couple of sentences that you know you will 
definitely say on those subjects. The best way to develop your phrases is through discussing 
the topic with others in advance of the presentation.

And there is one very important exception to this rule, which we’ll come to in the next 
chapter.
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Three to remember

1.	 Don’t try to memorise your script: it’s almost impossible and can cause you to 
lose your way.

2.	Keep the coffee machine talk going to prepare and test-drive your story.
3.	 Do have a few sure sentences for your most important points, as leaning posts 

and structure for the rest of the presentation.

“I’m not afraid of storms, for I am learning to sail my ship.”

Aeschylus (playwright)

2.5	 THE FIRST 60 SECONDS

The only part of your presentation that you should learn word for word is the first 60 seconds.

Consider what happens when you get up on stage. Your heart-rate increases. You probably 
begin sweating because your body temperature rises. Your hands might even shake a little. 
You’re super conscious of every move you make and concerned that everyone can see your 
uncertainty.

This all takes place because your body reacts under stress and goes into ’fight or flee’ mode. 
Instinct takes over and pumps your body full of adrenaline: your mind is less engaged and 
the animal need to prepare for an attack wins.

Even the most experienced presenter in the world will suffer from some level of stress at 
the beginning of a presentation, because it’s a moment of being on show for all to see. 
It’s hard to think straight when the body is reacting that way. You’re under the spotlight – 
nowhere to hide.

There is nothing like hearing yourself deliver a few good lines to give you confidence. 
Learning the first 60 seconds will help bring your body back on your side.

If you get the first sentences out of the way, without having to think too much, everything 
starts to relax. Your instinct gets calmed, realising that the threat of attack is not so high. 
Your heart rate drops, your body temperature starts heading back to normal and any 
shakes evaporate. Then you can concentrate on communicating your message in the most 
convincing way possible.
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2.6	 USE BODY LANGUAGE TO EXPRESS YOURSELF

In Chapter 7, you can read the formula of content, voice and body language that the 
audience will remember. This naturally leads you to focus on how you communicate with 
your voice and body to strengthen the story.

Most important is to prepare well. That will help you be relaxed and in control of your 
content and story, which will automatically convey itself to your audience.

Here are a few additional suggestions to add some strength to your physical communication.

At the beginning, walk out in front of the audience, stand up straight, give a smile. This 
delivers a clear indication to the audience that their attention is required. Keep as upright 
as you can without being stiff: remain relaxed and professional.

Find your own level of comfort regarding where you stand. There is research suggesting the 
best position is to the left of the screen (from the viewer’s point of view) but this depends 
largely on how the room is set up.

Ideally you stand where your laptop is easily visible, so that you are able to read your 
content and see the slide transitions while looking at the computer, not the screen behind 
you. Turning your back on the audience should be done very rarely, and this laptop setup 
will help you.

If the audience is sitting in a U-shape, it can be quite powerful for you to walk into the 
middle of the group during your talk. However, use this very sparingly – it can also be quite 
threatening for an audience member if you walk up close and talk directly to one person.

My suggestion is to walk a little closer to the audience when introducing yourself. Then 
find one, or at maximum two more moments during your talk when you can tell them 
something without referring to the slides, and do this a little closer to them too. A short 
personal anecdote works well in this way.

It’s not essential to move around during the presentation, but if you decide to do so, be 
careful not to pace backwards and forwards: it causes the audience a lot of anxiety. Choose 
three spots in the room where you can effectively tell your story, and move between those 
spots at various moments during the presentation. Walk slowly and hold your attention on 
the audience, keeping them involved.
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Unsure about this? Then stay in one place and concentrate on delivering the message with 
your voice and body language from a position of comfort.

Three to remember

1.	 Preparation will give you a relaxed basis.
2.	 Position yourself so that you don’t need to turn your back on the audience.
3.	 Stay in one place, unless you feel very confident with moving around the room.

“A blur of blinks, taps, jiggles, pivots and shifts…the body language of a man wishing 
urgently to be elsewhere.”

Edward R. Murrow (broadcast journalist)

2.7	� EMPHASISE YOUR MESSAGE BY USING YOUR HANDS IN A 
CONSCIOUS WAY

Your hands are perhaps the most important part of your body to pay attention to, because 
they can either be very useful or very distracting.

A first simple rule: don’t put your hands in your pocket. The worst-case scenario is a pocket 
full of change, which you jingle unconsciously throughout. I know this seems obvious, but 
so many people do it that it has to be said. Take out everything you don’t need from your 
pockets; keys, tissues, money, receipts. They act like hand-magnets.

Be relaxed and you’ll know what to do. When you come to a key point, use your hands to 
emphasise it. On a few occasions, point to the screen to make clear that this is something 
to remember. Do it sparingly and it has impact. Do it too much, with every slide and every 
message and the focus is lost.

There is one moment where you can consider putting a hand in the pocket; during a Q&A. 
It gives a signal that the formal part is over, and the audience is at liberty to put their 
questions forward. Do it with just one hand for parts of questions session, and only if it 
feels comfortable (and if there’s not a single stray penny in there.)
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One no-go is the politician’s hand position – think Tony Blair. It’s a symmetrical shape of 
the arms, elbows out, with the tips of the fingers touching together or partly entwined. 
We are trained now to know that this position is that of the smooth talker trying to cover 
stuff up. Avoid this position at all costs.

Using your hands also improves your vocal expression. Voice actors use their hands to fill 
their words with additional emotion, because no-one can see their body language. If you 
put these tips into practice, you’ll add a new dimension to your communication.

Three to remember

1.	 Keep your hands out of yours pockets, and empty your pockets in advance.
2.	 Point to the screen sparingly to emphasise your message and key moments.
3.	 Avoid the politician’s hand-clasp.

2.8	 BREAK THROUGH THE VOICE BARRIER: LISTEN TO YOURSELF

Almost everyone says, “I hate hearing my voice” if they’re played a recording of it. It’s a 
curious issue but there is a reason for it.

When we speak, we hear the sound in our own head. In recording and being heard by 
others, our voice’s sound waves are subject to various influences of environment as they 
travel through air. The result when hearing a recording is our voice sounds quite different 
to what we think is heard when we speak. Our dislike comes from the confusion caused 
by that difference between what we think we hear, and what happens while we’re recorded.

Don’t worry about any of this. Your basic voice is a part of who you are and will sound 
great to some, not so great to others. What matters is what you do with it and here are 
some suggestions.

Be loud enough to be heard.

If you use a microphone, check the tips in Chapter 14. If not, make sure you speak at a 
level that’s audible for the whole audience. Ask a colleague to sit at the back and indicate 
if you’re loud enough or need to add some volume.

Monotone is the enemy.

Record your voice (yes, be brave and break through the hate barrier) and see if there is a 
good variation in the tone of what you say.
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Refine how you emphasise certain key points, and ask yourself if there are better ways to 
do it. Re-record your voice and try different approaches: for example, record one time 
with your hands still, and another moving your hands around. You’ll find the difference 
quite significant.

Pay special attention to how you round off sentences.

Do you finish everything as a question? That’s something to change. The audience need to 
know when you are asking them something, so make it very clear.

Find three or four occasions in the presentation where you make a clear ’moment’.

Stop for a second, take a breath, and tell the audience, “So, we’ve covered XYZ. Now what 
I’d like to talk about is…” and make sure that this has a good strong emphasis.

It’s a bit like reading a long paragraph in a book – it’s almost a relief when you can come 
to the next one. The page-break helps you read, and this breath-break will help them listen.

Three to remember

1.	 We don’t like our voices simply because it sounds different recorded to what 
we hear as we speak.

2.	 Record yourself several times, listen and refine.
3.	 Stop for a second at a number of points in the presentation, giving the audience 

some breathing space to re-focus their attention.

“Words mean more than what is set down on paper. It takes the human voice to infuse 
them with deeper meaning.”

Maya Angelou (poet)

2.9	 SHARE YOUR EYE CONTACT

Have you ever sat in a meeting with a number of people, and found that the main person 
in that meeting looks at everybody but you? Did you ever go to a party as a couple and 
find that someone took no interest in you and only talked to your partner?

It makes you feel excluded and unimportant – and that’s exactly how you don’t want anyone 
in your audience to feel.
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Making eye-contact is a simple way of telling someone, “You are included, you are a part 
of this.”

Equally, focusing too much on one or two listeners is likely to make them feel uncomfortable, 
and to make others feel excluded. How you share your eye-contact with the audience is 
a crucial way of getting them involved, communicating that you are calm and in control.

The formula is straightforward: try to include the whole room during the course of the 
presentation, and do it in a relaxed way.

Each time you say something, it’s broken up into chunks as either short sentences, or parts 
of longer ones. Look at one person and begin speaking; when you come to a good break, 
glance to another part of the room, look at another person and finish the sentence. Then 
move to another person and continue. Keep their eye for a few seconds at a time and move 
on again.

It might sounds a bit contrived, but if you try it out a few times, it will quickly become 
natural.

2.10	 MAKE IT INTERACTIVE ONCE YOU’VE GAINED CONFIDENCE

Advanced presentations are not just a delivery to the listeners – they are an interaction between 
the presenter and the audience. However, it’s not an easy technique, and I recommend to 
get the basics in place first. Once you are finding confidence and have given a number of 
satisfying presentations, it’s time to consider adding interactivity.

Questions are the key, yet they can be both very powerful, and extremely dangerous.

The worst kind is open-ended, where it might be possible for an audience member to talk 
endlessly on the subject. “Does anyone have an opinion on global warming that they’d 
like to share?” Cue passionate 10 minute monologue on the issue from someone that the 
audience have not come to hear.

The best kind is the one where you know the possible answers. For example: “Who believes 
Global Warming is an important issue for today’s society?” In this case, you need to tell 
the audience what to do – it’s horribly cringing for all if you ask and nobody answers. If 
you want them to say something, tell them so. “Shout out ‘Yes’ if you agree”. If you want 
them to put their hand up, put your own hand up and tell them to do the same.

And here’s a tool to help take your presentations to the next level of interactivity.
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2.11	 THE STANDING UP GAME

I saw a guy called Daniel Frances do this at a Cold Call seminar, and the resulting interactivity 
was the highest I have ever seen.

Daniel explained that he would make a statement, and the audience should stand up if it 
applied to them. The key to this technique is to be as inclusive as possible: therefore he 
began with, “If you’re a human being, stand up”. Naturally, everyone stood, helping them 
overcome their intrinsic fear of audience participation.

Then he asked, “If you’ve made a cold call in the last month, stay standing.” It was a Cold 
Call seminar, so Daniel knew it was guaranteed that at least 60–70% of the audience would 
remain on their feet. He asked a question which got an answer he was expecting.

He followed up by asking who had made Cold Calls that day, knowing this would narrow 
it down: then he asked one of the remaining people to give their name, explain briefly what 
the call was about, and why it was important. Daniel picked out someone that he’d spoken 
to before the event began, that he knew would be comfortable with taking the microphone 
and giving their one-minute story. He then asked two more people to do the same, moving 
to different parts of the audience.

During his seminar, Daniel followed this process on a number of occasions. What happens 
is a change of dynamic. The audience moves from fear to involvement, with the result that 
people were waving and actively grabbing the microphone by the final round of questions.

The power of this approach is in the audience telling the story. If they explain why the subject 
matters, and what the problems are that they need solving, the audience feels connected 
to each other and the presenter. It also gives the presenter a few hints for subjects to pick 
up on in a later part of the meeting, and he can refer back to particular points made by 
the audience.

Try this tool out and you’ll find yourself becoming more comfortable with introducing 
interactivity into your presentations.

Three to remember

1.	 Start with wide and inclusive questions so the whole audience can participate.
2.	Give people the chance to say their name and what they think the 

subject is important. 
3.	 Letting the audience tell the story is apowerful way of involving them.
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“Involving the audience is a delicate thing. They came to see you do your work, yet they 
want their voice heard too.”

David Beckett (presentation coach)

2.12	 HOW TO MANAGE A Q&A SESSION

In general, it’s good to build in time for questions, but as with the previous chapter, it’s 
another situation that can go terribly wrong if you’re not properly prepared. Here are a few 
tools to help you stay in control.

Someone asks a question which is very negative.

Don’t defend. Acknowledge the comment and focus on the positives of your message. If the 
questioner insists on responding negatively again (which happens in few cases) suggest you 
take the subject for discussion during coffee, and make sure you do. The person may just 
have a very valid point that you missed, which you can address in your next presentation.

An audience member talks and talks and talks…

Stay calm, let them have their say and think about your answer – which ideally should be 
very short – while they are speaking. If they ask three questions in one, answer one of the 
questions, and if pressed for time, recommend to discuss the other two later or by email.

Don’t say, “Good question”.

They are all good questions because somebody having the nerve to speak up is already a 
good contribution to your meeting. Say, “thanks for your question” or something similar, 
to every question raised.

Never criticise the audience.

Once I saw a presenter ask, “Who knows what coaching is?” A boy of around 17 raised his 
hand and gave his view: the presenter jumped in with, “No, no, no, that’s a big mistake! 
Let me tell you what coaching really is…”

The young lad shrivelled into his seat, humiliated. Even if an audience member says something 
that is off-track or plain wrong, tell them, “That’s a way of looking at it.” Then add your 
own steering of the subject back towards where you want your message to go.
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Keep questions to a very few.

It can be gruelling to be up-front and handling questions. I would recommend five or six 
at most, and when you’ve reached five, make it clear you’re about to end: “I’ll take this 
question and one more, then we’ll wrap it up.”

If they clearly still have more to ask, advise them to send by email or to approach you 
afterwards. Being accessible is important: it makes clear that you genuinely want the audience 
to take action on your message.

Three to remember

1.	 Opening up to the audience can be powerful but is also risky: be well prepared.
2.	Avoid arguments at all costs. If a contentious issue is raised, suggest that you 

discuss it during the break.
3.	 Limit to around five questions.
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“A wise man can learn more from a foolish question than a fool can learn from a wise answer.”

Bruce Lee (actor)

2.13	 GIVE HANDOUTS AT THE END, NEVER AT THE BEGINNING

Ideally your presentation should be clear, not needing additional notes. Almost certainly, 
nobody will read handouts if you do provide them, unless you give them out at the beginning: 
a guaranteed way of ensuring the rustle of flipping pages drowns out your first 60 seconds!

There are, of course, exceptions.

On occasion, you may want your audience to refer to detailed data during the presentation. 
In that case, I would recommend having the data on the slide and handing out prints of that 
specific slide, so that you don’t have to read aloud every detail they can’t see on the screen.

There is also a good case for making two presentations; the one you personally deliver, and 
the one you distribute. The one you show should be light on data and detail, but the one 
you distribute may need to tell a more in-depth story, especially if you are sharing it with 
management as a reference paper. In that case, you can add the detail in their version, also 
helping you resist the temptation to throw every word and number into the slides you present.

Naturally creating two versions requires a lot of extra time and for most presentations is 
unnecessary. However, for the big ones, it’s worth it.

2.14	 FINISH WITH A BANG

Have you ever been to a concert where there was no encore? The band gets up, plays and 
walks off, giving the audience no chance to show their appreciation. It leaves you with a 
sense of unfulfillment, as if something’s not quite complete.

I once talked with musician Tom Robinson, and he explained why.

“You’ve been up on stage and given the audience your best. Part of the process is that we as 
the audience like to say thank you in return. If the performer doesn’t give us that chance, 
we feel like our part hasn’t been played.”
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Tom also told me that the most important part of any song he played live was the end. 
“You can have an average song, but if you close it off with a clear riff and a bang, the 
audience will love it. They also need to know when to applaud, so give them a definite 
and clear ending moment.”

Tom’s tips can easily be translated into your presentation approach.

•	 Firstly, make your summary interesting. Instead of having seven bullets that you 
read one by one, make it visual; choose an image or one single word to represent 
each main point. This is worth rehearsing many times, as the last 60 seconds can 
be as important as the first.

•	 Secondly, ensure you finish on a big issue; for example; “And finally, we’ll launch 
Product X in September, and the goal is to reach 10,000 sales by end of the year!”

•	 “To close off, we have three big projects to complete this year; first, complete 
transformation X; second, re-organise division Y; and third, reach sales of 5,000 
with new product Z.”

•	 Thirdly, be clear about the ending. After you say your last sentence, finish with 
a simple and firm, “Thank you!” Then stand and take the applause; in most 
situations, the audience will show their appreciation for you.

Of course, there is a risk that no one claps. That is a small possibility if you use these tools, 
but if it does occur, walk off after a couple of seconds and don’t worry about it. You’ve 
done your job, and if the audience didn’t get it…? Well, that happens sometimes. But only 
rarely, as long as you’ve done your preparation, created clear slides, and finished on a high.

Three to remember

1.	 Make the summary visual instead of a series of bullet points.
2.	Be clear about when the presentation has ended.
3.	 You complete the process in a more memorable fashion by giving the audience 

a chance to thank you for your work.

“A good opening and a good ending make for a good film.”

Federico Fellini (film director)
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2.15	 FOLLOW UP

You’ve done your preparation, delivered the message to the best of your ability, and the 
audience seemed to like it. The next part is what most presenters forget: the follow up.

Ideally, the audience understood the message, but how do you find out for sure? There are 
a number of ways.

Firstly, ask a couple of trusted colleagues to tell you the truth. What went well? What could 
be improved? What do they remember from the presentation? Try to get honest feedback 
at every opportunity, so that you can improve and refine details, personal style and clarity 
of expression.

Secondly, make sure to send the attendees a follow-up email, reminding them of the five 
most important issues. This is also an opportunity to send them either a more detailed 
version of the presentation.

Finally, consider setting up an online questionnaire, especially if the audience numbered more than  
eight. You can find plenty of simple (and free) websites that offer this service; one that I 
use is SurveyMonkey.com.

Keep the survey short and simple – maximum seven questions, with at least a couple of 
rating-related answers to fill in, and a couple of general questions enabling attendees to 
comment freely on how they rate the presentation.

Feedback is always useful and enables you to learn how your presentations are really being 
received.

2.16	 DELIVERING YOUR PRESENTATION: SUMMARY

1.	Take time sitting alone to visualise your presentation and success in advance.
2.	Record and listen to your voice so you can improve the verbal aspect of 

your message.
3.	Learn the first 60 seconds – not the whole script.
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4.	Stay calm if you make mistakes or if something technical goes wrong. The audience 
is on your side.

5.	Give clear signals – both on-screen, in word and with your body language – as to 
which are the most important items for the audience to remember.

6.	Stay in one place during your presentations until you feel very confident.
7.	Use your hands to emphasise the message, and keep them out of your pockets!
8.	Share your eye-contact to ensure the whole audience feels included.
9.	Make it interactive by asking questions: and only ask questions which will have 

answers you can predict.
10.	Don’t give handouts at the beginning. If you need to share detailed information, 

hand it out during the presentation, slide by slide – or send it afterwards.
11.	Finish on a high note by make a clear motivational statement or a strong  

call to action.
12.	Follow up with a short online questionnaire, so you can incorporate feedback into your 

next presentation.
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3	 THREE MINUTE PRESENTATION

“No one ever complains about a speech being too short!”

Ira Hayes (soldier)

3.1	 YOU REALLY CAN DO ALL THIS IN THREE MINUTES

You’ve gone through the book, acted on the advice that suits you best and applied it in 
a number of presentations. You’re seeing improvements in your confidence, the quality of 
your content, and the reactions from your audience.

Now’s the time to convert your skills and new knowledge into the ultimate; a Three-Minute 
Presentation.

You might ask yourself, “Why is this important?” It’s because on some occasions you’ll be 
called on to make the classic ’Elevator Pitch.’

You never know when you might be in the presence of an influential person for your 
project, career or own business. Generally those influencers will be busy people. If you can 
get your message across in three minutes, the speed and efficiency alone is impressive and 
highly appreciated, because very few people can. You give a clear message: “I respect that 
you are busy so I’m adapting my story to your situation, not mine.”

It sounds daunting. A presentation in just three minutes? But believe me: if you’ve followed 
the suggestions in this book, you already have all the tools required to do it.

3.2	 PREPARE AN ELEVATOR PITCH

First, go back to Chapter 11 and review the Post-it note method of preparation. Remember 
how it’s all about finding the three main points and building from there? Use the Post-it 
note approach to prepare the structure of your short presentation.

Next, think again about the Power of Three. For each of your three main issues, you might 
be able to mention a maximum of three sub-points within the time available.

How to find them? Make sure you’ve done plenty of coffee-machine talk. The ability to 
describe concisely what you are working on is exactly what you’ve been developing while 
talking to your colleagues for snippets of two or three minutes.
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You’ll find if you look back that there are always a couple of killer messages that everyone 
just ’gets’, and these should feature strongly in your short version.

In 90% of cases, this will not be a formal presentation with visual aides: your body language, 
attitude and tone of voice will make all the difference. Remember how little they will 
remember about the pure content? More than ever in the Three-Minute Presentation, your 
passion for your subject will have an influence on the audience response.

If for some reason it is in a formal setting, use images instead of lots of words. Single words 
or one short phrase on a slide can also be powerful, and the design of the slides should be 
as minimalist as possible.

In three minutes, the amount of information displayed should naturally be limited. A 
maximum of three slides should be your guideline as that will focus your mind.

Here is a suggested formula;

•	 Tell what you are going to explain in one sentence.
•	 Break it down into three main points.
•	 Tell about the first – using a maximum of three sub-points.
•	 Do the same for the second.
•	 Do the same for point three.
•	 Finish with; “to summarise, the three main issues are…”
•	 Finally, close on a very clear call to action; “Therefore I propose we invest X 

thousand in…”, “based on this, our target market share should be X%, and we 
should invest in these three activities to reach it.”

Write your content on Post-its, decide the three messages and their sub-points, and 
construct the bones of your Three Minute Presentation. Now you’re ready to practice.

Three to remember

1.	 Make the summary visual instead of a series of bullet points.
2.	Be clear about when the presentation has ended.
3.	 You complete the process in a more memorable fashion by giving the audience 

a chance to thank you for your work.
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3.3	 PRACTICE MAKES PERFECT, AGAIN AND AGAIN

Ideally, do the following exercise with a couple of trusted colleagues. Get them to open the 
timer on their phone with a loud alarm bell, set for exactly three minutes, and tell them to 
clap as soon as the alarm goes – no matter where you are in your presentation. Regardless 
of whether you are halfway through a sentence, or not even halfway through your whole 
presentation: they need to start clapping, stopping you in your flow.

Do a quick review to see how far you got, and to assess how satisfied you were with your 
pitch. Then do it again, straight away. And again.

After four or five run-throughs, you’ll find you are coming closer. The pressure to shorten 
your sentences and get to the point is high when the clock is running and that can help 
replicate the pressure you’ll feel when in front of a CEO or high-flyer. Ask your colleagues 
for honest, critical feedback to help you improve.

Another way to practice is to film yourself. It’s brutal and hard to see yourself on camera, 
because you notice every odd movement and sound you make. But do it anyway: it’s all in 
the interests of improving your pitch.

“To write it took three months. To conceive it took three minutes. To collect the data in 
it? All my life.”

F. Scott Fitzgerald (author)

3.4	 THE THREE MINUTE PRESENTATION: SUMMARY

1.	Use the Post-it note technique to prepare.
2.	 Focus on the Power of Three to break your message down into three essential points.
3.	Seek out the most effective words and phrases you’ve found while test-driving your 

talk at the coffee machine.
4.	Practice one killer sentence that defines what you are proposing.
5.	Be passionate and expressive.
6.	Finish with a clear call to action: what do you want them to do next?
7.	Try it out with colleagues and friends.
8.	Film yourself to see how your presenting looks.
9.	Set a timer and practice delivering your message within three minutes, again 

and again.
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4	� FINAL THOUGHTS: GET ADVICE AND 
FEEDBACK WHEREVER YOU CAN

This book equips you with the most important tools to help you improve your presentation 
skills.

You’ll find some concepts mean more to you than others, depending on your personality 
and experience. I guarantee that if you put at least a few of these tools and concepts into 
action, you’ll see a marked step forward in the way you feel about giving presentations.

Yet any learning is a never-ending quest, and this area of development is no different.

Asking friends and colleagues for feedback on your presentations can be extremely helpful. 
In the words of ad man Paul Arden: “Ask for a slap in the face.” Yes, do get feedback on 
what went right, but it’s often more useful to get clear and honest assessments of what did 
not go well, so that you can sharpen your weaker areas.

You can also seek professional advice. I offer coaching courses for individuals, small groups 
and larger seminar-style audiences, and will be happy to support you in developing your 
skills. Contact me via my website, Best3Minutes.com.

You’ll also find a host of free resources at my website, www.Best3Minutes.com, that will 
help support you in your progression. All pieces are readable in three minutes, so you can 
visit any time for a quick update.

“Presentation is nine points of the law.” 

Lance Miller (innovator)
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