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Making Sure You Can Be Heard 

There are two points regarding vocal ability that are critical for any professional presenter; 

audiences need to be able both to hear you and understand you. 

This may seem obvious, but, how many times have you attended a business 

presentation and been unable to hear the speaker? Perhaps you were able to hear, but unable 

to understand as they gabbled through their material? 

The exercises in this document are designed to strengthen your voice, primarily 

focusing on projection and being heard. Being understood concerns articulation and will be 

discussed in another paper. 

A strong, confident voice for public presenting requires effective control over the 

expulsion of air from your lungs. This exertion can help to combat nerves on stage and provide 

a solid foundation for your future performances. 

3 © Active Presence, 2013 



Locating the Diaphragm Muscle  

The ability to produce a strong and confident voice is directly linked to the ability to breathe 

effectively. The following breathing exercise will help you locate your diaphragm muscle. 

(Loose fitting, non-restricting clothing works best.) 

1. Lie on your back on the floor. A bare floor or a carpeted surface is acceptable but an 

exercise mat would be ideal. Depending on your own level of comfort, you may wish 

to support your head with a book. 

2. Once you are lying on your back, make certain that your spine is aligned in a straight 

line along the floor. Place your arms at your sides with palms facing upwards. Your feet 

should be shoulder-width apart, relaxed and slightly angled away from each other. 

3. The objective of the exercise is to achieve voluntary control of the diaphragm muscle. 

When lying on your back you will naturally use your diaphragm to breathe, as 

indicated by your tummy appearing to lift upwards on each intake of breath. The action 

taking place inside your body is the contraction of the diaphragm muscle, resulting in it 

moving downwards (towards your feet). Place a hand on your tummy to feel how the 

muscle works as you breathe. 

4. Once the motion of the diaphragm is understood, you can begin to achieve the 

conscious regulation of breath. Keeping your hand on your tummy and beginning with 

a count of three: 

a. Breathe in as the count is made 

b. Hold the breath for the same count 

c. Breathe out as the count is made 

d. Repeat steps 4a-4c a total of three times 

e. Increment the count by two as you repeat 4a-4d, finishing on a count of ten  

The exercise may seem difficult if you are not used to breathing in this fashion. 

However, as with most aspects of human performance, the more you practise the easier it will 

become.  

Once you have mastered the exercise in a supine position, repeat it while standing. 

When executing the exercise in a standing position, make sure that you continue to use your 

diaphragm muscle. Resist the natural reflex of allowing the shoulders to dominate the breathing 

process while standing. 
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Appropriate Posture  

Although the above exercise is useful in terms of locating and developing the diaphragm 

muscle, the extent to which you are able to engage your diaphragm is influenced by your 

posture. 

While the opposite of tension may ultimately be defined as relaxation, with appropriate 

posture you can seek to avoid inappropriate tension. Clearly, some degree of tension is 

necessary within the muscular system for a person to be able to maintain any form of 

reasonable posture, either standing or sitting. For the purpose of the exercise that follows, I will 

define relaxed as being a state in which you have reduced inappropriate tension as much as 

you can.  

Supine position, deep-breathing exercises are an excellent starting point for detecting 

and reducing tension in the body. Time spent on this allows you to isolate areas of your body 

where stress may accumulate. As this can vary for each of us, it’s important that you invest time 

in becoming familiar with how your body feels. This is a common enough process for 

professional singers, stage actors and highly trained athletes. However, to the many of us who 

regard ourselves as ordinary and unremarkable, it can be a new and liberating journey of self-

discovery. 

Perform the following in view of a full-length mirror. Start with the deep, diaphragmatic 

breathing in a standing position, your feet shoulder-width apart. Remain standing and observe 

your posture in the mirror: 

Posture Improvements 

Body slumped forwards? 

 

Slumping forward generates tension in your back, making it 
very difficult to breathe using your abdominal muscles. Aim 
to maintain the alignment of your shoulders and pelvis. 

Body arched backwards? 

 

Slumping back creates tension in your abdomen, 
significantly limiting the possible benefit from your 
diaphragm when breathing. Always aim to maintain the 
alignment of your shoulders and pelvis. 

Neck stretched forwards and 
head tilted up? 

 

Keep your head over your shoulders. 

Line of sight straight ahead, up 
or down? 

 

It is important to keep a smooth, even bend from the larynx 
to the lips. Looking up distorts this curve, as does looking 
down too much. A happy medium for most people seems to 
be a slightly downwards gaze. Looking straight ahead from 
this position is achieved by swivelling the eyes upwards, as 
opposed to moving the head. 

Knees locked or unlocked? 

 

Having the knees just unlocked will help maximize the 
efficiency of breathing with the diaphragm muscle. 
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Almost any exercise that helps you with ‘core strength’ will improve your posture for 

speaking. Toned stomach and back muscles are the order of the day.  Exercise regimes that 

have helped professional speakers and singers are Pilates and the Alexander Technique. The 

most important point to remember in terms of speaking publicly is that good posture enables 

good breathing which in turn enables good voice projection. And, if your audience can hear 

you, you’re already halfway there. 

Active Presence is a niche communications consultancy that 

improves B2B communication. 

Specialising in Confident Persuasive Presenting and Delivering 

Memorable PowerPoint, our bespoke communication programmes 

give you the confidence to perform more effectively, outstrip your 

competition and win more business. Effective Meeting Facilitation 

enables you to better engage while keeping your projects on 

schedule and within budget. 

Working from fully equipped studios in NW England and using the 

very latest technology, our online learning environment, YouRecall, 

provides a unique delivery platform that adds real value to your 

organisation in a pragmatic and structured way. 

Managing Director, Chris Davidson, is a respected speaker, 

broadcaster and author. In 2010 his book, Successful Speaking 

Secrets Quick Reference, won the International Book Award in Los 

Angeles. With more than 10 years’ experience helping businesses to 

better communicate, Chris can provide customised training and 

development for all areas of presenting.  

Get in touch today for a programme tailored to your needs. 

 info@activepresence.com  

www.activepresence.com 
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