Presentation Skills

Discussion in the leadership development session on presentation skills focused largely on the most important qualities of an excellent speaker.

Communications coach Sue Hershkowitz-Coore, CSP, opened with a quick lesson on how to begin a session, pointing out that it would have been counterproductive if she had begun talking, then talking more loudly, to capture the group’s attention. She stressed the value of musical overtures and other introductory tools, noting that “you need to begin with power and grab their attention. Wait for them so they can hear what you’re saying.”

At Hershkowitz-Coore’s invitation, participants worked in small groups to identify the qualities of a great presenter. They reported back that the most effective speakers exude confidence, thereby showing that they are thinking about the audience, not themselves or their own nervousness. They use humour and a variety of participation techniques to engage their audiences. 

Hershkowitz-Coore explained that she always makes a point of introducing herself to individual participants before she opens a small group presentation, to create a connection and put herself and everyone else at ease. And she recommended creativity and humour as the best antidotes to the distractions that can get in the way of a presentation—as long as the speaker is careful never to embarrass or humiliate an attendee.

She said it is a mistake for a speaker or trainer to take special notice when a participant leaves the room in the middle of a session. There might be a perfectly good reason for the sudden departure, but the participant will be far less likely to return after being singled out by the speaker. Instead, she recommended casually walking away from the source of the distraction, knowing that participants’ eyes will naturally follow the movement.

On the other hand, if two participants are talking during a presentation to a small meeting, Hershkowitz-Coore said her solution is to “lovingly confront them” by asking if there is a point she can clarify, literally nodding her head to create a positive affirmation, smiling, looking at them, and waiting for an answer. In a larger meeting, her strategy is to lower her voice to draw attention, then walk as close to them as possible. If all else fails, a hand on the shoulder will stop almost any participant from interrupting a presentation.

 “Do you know the word chutzpah?” she asked. “It takes a lot of nerve to continue talking with a presenter standing right there”

A great presenter is enthusiastic and passionate, though Hershkowitz-Coore warned against the kind of fake enthusiasm that signals a total lack of authenticity. And the best speakers are creative and adaptable. She contrasted one sponsor presentation that went through several dozen presentation slides in 10 minutes with a second speaker who invited participants to share the interesting facts they had picked up about the facility he represented. The approach was participatory, and everyone took home a small prize. 

“If he said 300 words in his 10 minutes, that was a lot,” she said. “To me, that is creative.” Stressing that all business is show business, she encouraged participants to come up with creative presentations that engage all the senses.

Excellent presenters are clear and articulate, but those qualities depend in part on the audience. Noting her own New York accent, Hershkowitz-Coore said she speaks more slowly for groups outside her region, and sometimes makes jokes at her own expense to break down any cultural barriers or discomfort in the room. The best presenters have a clear purpose, but know how to adapt their topics to different knowledge levels. They are exciting, and most important, they are persuasive. The last point is most important, she said, because a speaker’s goal should be to move audiences to action, not simply to impress people with speaking skills.

Hershkowitz-Coore invited participants to list the most difficult challenges they face as presenters, then offered advice on each.

· It’s a serious mistake to believe that you can speak off the cuff, without practice. Hershkowitz-Coore described her own process of typing out every word in a presentation, gradually reducing it to a few keywords, transferring the keywords to sticky notes, and practicing from those notes. She advised against practicing in front of a mirror.

· To engage audiences that might not want to be engaged, the first step is to admit they don’t want to be there, before using an “opening argument” to stress the benefits they can hope to gain from the presentation. This is particularly important with captive audiences. “When people have to be there, you address that issue. Otherwise, it’s an 8,000-pound gorilla in the middle of the room that we’re pretending doesn’t exist.”

· Remember that everything is a presentation, even a voicemail message.

· While passion is important, it’s essential to keep strong personal emotions out of a presentation. A presenter who becomes overwhelmed should ask to be excused and take three minutes to compose.

· Keeping a watch nearby is the first basic step in staying on time, but Hershkowitz-Coore advised against wearing it—if a presenter looks at his or her wrist during a presentation, everyone else will, too. Effective time management becomes a more effective, interactive process when a presenter asks attendees what they need to hear about, then honors their wishes by skipping the slides that are less relevant to their needs.

· If a session is about to go even five minutes over time, it’s a matter of basic respect to ask participants’ permission to take the extra time—and wait for their answer. Participants should always feel entitled to leave at the scheduled end time if they have to, she stressed, and if you ask for five extra minutes, you must never be so disrespectful as to take eight.

· A wide variety of presentation jitters go back to a fear of being horribly embarrassed on the podium. Drawing on her training as a counsellor, Hershkowitz-Coore urged participants to think about the very worst that could happen—and realize that the worst isn’t so bad. “Don’t fill your head with the nasty stuff,” she advised. Instead, speakers can come up with a mental image or visual cue that almost literally says “cancel, cancel,” as a way of replacing pre-presentation worries with a more positive inner conversation.

· There’s no embarrassment in speaking from prepared notes—on the contrary, being prepared will help you honor and respect attendees by staying on track and avoiding long asides. And presentation notes should always be backed up in hard copy, so that a speaker never has to ask an audience to wait while a computer is rebooted: “How dare I devalue you and your time in that way?” If a sales presentation truly depends on a video, she said, the presenter had better have an alternate if the video crashes. Otherwise, “you start wasting your customer’s time. That’s nice and professional.”

· Hershkowitz-Coore suggested a number of ways of setting up a room—or reacting to a fixed room set—to maximize the impact of a presentation. She advised in favor of standing during any sales presentation, at least at the very beginning, to command attention, and against standing in front of a window, where distractions abound. In a large auditorium with fixed seating, the speaker should not only ask, but virtually insist, that people in the back rows move toward the front.

· Most gestures are fine, as long as they’re authentic. She advised participants to use open-hand gestures rather than pointing at individual participants, and suggested props like a hand-held microphone to avoid flailing on stage. 

· A presentation slide should be clear enough to make a laser pointer unnecessary. If a particular detail is crucial, it should be sufficient to prepare a follow-up slide that zooms in from the bigger picture.

· The most effective speakers know how to slow down, emphasize the words that are most important, and use pauses to convey that they’re thinking deliberately before answering a question. The skipped beat conveys wisdom and shows respect for the speaker and the question.

· Hershkowitz-Coore urged participants to take care of themselves on stage by breathing correctly, drinking water but not dairy (which fills the mouth with saliva), and turning their back briefly whenever it’s necessary to take a drink or adjust clothing. 

· At the end of a presentation, a speaker should never begin packing up while participants are still in the room, any more than a party host would begin vacuuming while guests are still in the living room. The period right after a presentation is perfect for attendees with questions that might have been too difficult to ask during the formal session. If another speaker is taking over the room, it’s fine to take the follow-up questions outside.

· Instead of ending a presentation with questions and answers, Hershkowitz-Coore recommended a “double close” to retain control of the session. A speaker who needs 10 minutes to close should announce a seven- or eight-minute discussion period, then conclude with an overview that brings participants back to the main messages and takeaways.

