Your Audience Will Thank You

Eight dos and don'ts to keep in mind when preparing your next presentation 
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Ever wonder what your audience is thinking during a presentation? In the spirit of Thanksgiving, I'd like to tell you how to earn the gratitude of your listeners. 

1. Thank you for not starting with a joke 

The worst piece of advice to be handed down to speakers is to start with a joke. I'm not sure where it started, but it could sabotage your next presentation. That's because only a few people can get away with telling jokes with the kind of delivery, timing, and consistency necessary to elicit laughs. 

A very prominent female executive once told me a story about the single most embarrassing moment of her professional career: She had been invited to speak at a conference and decided to kick it off with a joke. Halfway through the joke, she forgot the punch line, shuffled through her notes, couldn't find it, and literally sunk into her chair. She was mortified. It took years of smaller presentations and talks to build up her confidence. 

Look, it's perfectly okay for your audience not to buckle over in laughter at the beginning of your presentation. This doesn't mean that you shouldn't try to inject humor into your presentations. By all means, feel free to do so. If you have a humorous observation to make, one intended to make your audience smile, then go for it. But unless you're Robin Williams, once you start with "Did you hear about the two guys who walked into a bar…," you're asking for trouble. 

2. Thank you for not reading your notes 

Tell me something. Do you feel connected to a speaker when she reads from prepared text or notes? Probably not. Then why do it yourself? It's one of the most glaring weaknesses I notice when I first start working with clients, but it's the easiest problem to correct. Well, easy if you take steps to prepare your presentation. 

Apple (AAPL) CEO Steve Jobs rarely takes his eyes off his audience when he speaks. He never reads from slides, notes, or the text of a speech. Some of my clients have said he's great "off the cuff." I've got news for you. Jobs will rehearse a presentation for four hours at a stretch, literally. He will rehearse every slide, every demo, every message point out loud. Very few speakers who are considered "charismatic" break eye contact by reading from prepared text. Take a cue from the best and rehearse your presentations to avoid reading (see BusinessWeek.com, 4/6/06, "How to Wow 'Em Like Steve Jobs"). 

3. Thank you for keeping your PowerPoint slides to a minimum 

Why do speakers insist on large slide shows? I've seen speakers click through 77 to 100 slides in presentations slated to last one to two hours. That's an enormous number of slides and sure to leave anyone dazed and confused. I once worked with a business executive who planned to show 88 slides for a 40-minute presentation. Thank goodness, he decided to cut down the number of slides before his audience had to endure it! 

Try this. Next time you have to give a PowerPoint presentation, decide how long you're going to speak, then cut that number in half to determine how many slides to use. Let's say you are going to speak for 30 minutes. That means you should make sure you have no more than 15 slides during your talk. Less would be even better, but I repeat, no more than 15. That's two minutes of talking per slide. Remember, it's not about the PowerPoint show; it's about your message. Keep your listener's attention where it should be—on you. 

4. Thank you for using larger font size 

Most of us cannot read the text on slides in presentations because it's simply too small. Twelve-point font may look fine to you sitting less than a foot away from a 19-in. computer monitor, but it's impossible to read when projected 50 feet away. Try using 32-point font or larger for your text. Can't fit as many words, you say? That's the point. Your audience will appreciate fewer words and larger fonts. 

5. Thank you for using images in your slide show 

Speaking of text, keep the words on your slides to a minimum. The most dynamic slide shows are rich in images. Text should be kept to a few words per slide. Unfortunately, it's too easy for most of us, including this columnist from time to time, to write a headline and fill up the rest of the slide with bullet points. If one slide is text-heavy, make sure the next one is highly visual. Nothing is more boring during a presentation than slide after slide after slide of nothing but headlines, bullet points, and long sentences. 

6. Thank you for keeping your presentation short 

Our attention spans are shrinking (thank you, MTV). Know that your listeners appreciate conciseness. Try to be succinct in every area of your business communications—phone conversations, e-mails, meetings, and presentations. 

7. Thank you for not fidgeting, swaying, or jiggling the coins in your pocket 

I recall watching a speaker—a very bright entrepreneur discussing a new product—and being very distracted by the noise he was making jiggling what had to be a few dollars' worth of small coins in his pocket! It made it nearly impossible to focus on his message. After the presentation, others said the same thing—privately. Few people will tell you that a habit is distracting, but they will be grateful when you stop doing it. 

8. Thank you for paying attention to me 

After a presentation, when you're taking questions or speaking to people informally, look them in the eye and show a sincere interest in what they're saying. It's been said that former President Bill Clinton could make people feel as though they were the most important person in the room. Don't look over someone's head when he or she is asking a question. Even if you are looking for someone more interesting, try to make individuals feel special. Make eye contact, nod your head, and take a sincere interest in what people are asking or suggesting. It will leave a positive impression on your listeners. 

Most of the most gifted speakers were not handed the gift. They worked at it. Improve your presentation skills by putting yourself in the shoes—or seats—of your audience. Your listeners will thank you. 
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