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Preparation 

Golden Rule: Prepare well in advance 

The old military adage of “time spent in reconnaissance is seldom wasted” applies equally well 

to speaking. You really need to know two things: 

 Your content 

 Your audience 

Your content is (most probably) the reason you got the booking. Meeting organisers 

expect you to know what you’re talking about. You don’t go to a pop concert expecting the 

performers to sing from song sheets – you expect them to know their songs. A church choir 

may refer to hymn books (for example) while singing within the context of leading prayer. 

However, if the same choir was to appear on stage entertaining people (as in a singing 

competition), you would expect them to know their material – they’ve had plenty of time to 

practise.  

There are a set number of key questions to answer in getting to know your audience: 

1. To how many people will you be presenting? 

2. How much do they already know about your subject? 

3. What’s the age range? 

4. What expectations do they have? 

In terms of preparing and organizing your material, make sure that you have a clear 

understanding as to why you are making your presentation. Have a clear goal – some definitive 

action you want the audience to take as a result of listening to you. This allows you to 

objectively measure how successful you’ve been. If your goal is as vague as “giving people a 

general introduction to [xyz]…” then you have no real way of assessing your success. 

However, if you have an action for people to take (for example, picking up an additional 

information leaflet from the back of the room) then you have an instant measurement of 

whether the presentation hit the spot – how many leaflets remain?  

© Active Presence, 2013 



4 

Opening Paragraph 

Golden Rule: Memorise your opening 

You have about 1½ minutes to grab the audience’s attention. True, they’ll start making 

judgments about you from the moment you walk on stage, but the moment you open your 

mouth is the first point of betrayal – up to then you can fake it. Once you open your mouth you 

have to make it.    

All western languages have the same mean rate of delivery and it’s somewhere 

between 2.5 to 3.3 words per second (wps). Given this, it’s possible to work out either, how 

long a piece of text will take to deliver, or how many words will fit into an allotted time – as 

shown in the table below: 

Speech rate range 
Number of words in 1.5 

minutes 
Number of words in 2.0 

minutes 
Words per second Words per minute 

2.5 (min) 150 225 300 

3.3 (max) 198 297 396 

 

The green highlighted cells above tell you that you have a maximum of 300 words to 

grab the audience in the first 1½ minutes. Given that you may well be speaking with more rate 

variation for dramatic effect, you ought to plan on using 200–225 words for you opening 

statement, at the end of which the audience should be on the edge of their seats, hanging on to 

your every word. Don’t waste this precious time thanking people and saying how delighted 

you are to be there, etc. You can do all that later – get into the meat of the action with some 

engaging, persuasive and dynamic text, delivered from the heart, with lots of eye contact.   

Sounds a challenge? Not really. Ignoring the table and ‘golden rule’ at the head, the rest 

of this page contains 225 words up to the full stop (period) at the end of previous paragraph – 

and I bet you could memorise it if you had to.  
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Purpose 

Golden Rule: Know your reason for being there 

The most important thing about ‘purpose’ is to have one. Why are you bothering to appear on 

stage? It’s back to the issue of being able to measure your success – a stand-up comic gets to 

know pretty quickly whether he or she is on target.  

Generally speaking though, the people who were booing, hissing and roaring with 

delight at the comedy club the night before, go to work the next day, fully suited and booted 

and start behaving properly. This inevitably means they sit meekly on their hands and allow 

themselves to be bored witless, rather than reminding the presenter of this Jenkin Lloyd Jones’ 

quote: 

“A speech is a solemn responsibility. The man who makes a bad thirty-

minute speech to two hundred people wastes only a half hour of his 

own time. But he wastes one hundred hours of the audience’s time – 

more than four days – which should be a hanging offence” 

 Jenkin Lloyd Jones (1843–1918) 

Both audience and speaker ought to be able to answer the questions; “Why am I here? 

What am I going to get out of this?” 

You ought to answer the audience’s “what am I going to get?” question in your opening 

statement – the first 1½ minutes mentioned on the previous page. It ought to be clear to the 

audience what their take-away is. Likewise when it comes to the call-to-action, make sure you 

ram it home at the end. Then go back and give it an enormous thwack. Too many presenters 

think that audiences are telepathic and that somehow they’ll be able to read the presenter’s 

mind. Not so. It’s up to you to lead the communication – so: 

Make sure you have a clear message, and 

Make sure you actually deliver it.  

© Active Presence, 2013 
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Structure 

Golden Rule: Use a simple structure 

This structure is simple and will serve you well in any business presentation: 

 

Awaken Interest: Your first task is to awaken the audience's interest in what you have 

to say. Presenting an agenda or banging on about how wonderful you are is unlikely to do this. 

You have about 90 seconds to capture an audience – you should make sure that those 90 

seconds are rehearsed and committed to memory. Every word, every comma, every period, 

every change in tone, every point of emphasis. It should be totally replicable, time and time 

again. There isn't a show on earth that can recover from a substandard beginning. 

Guide Understanding: Once you've got them hooked, you can focus on guiding the 

audience’s understanding through your sales argument. An excellent way to punctuate your 

performance is to illustrate it with relevant stories. 

Create Impact: The stories you choose will create points of impact for the audience. 

These will resonate long after the presentation has finished. Use one story to illustrate one 

point and then move on.  

Cycle through the guide understanding – create impact loop until you've worked 

through your material, at which point you can address the call-to-action. 

Call-to-Action: By the time you reach here nothing should come as a surprise to the 

audience. Your call-to-action should come across as being a reasonable and logical next step. 

Questions: Ideally, your voice ought to be the last one the audience hears (and it ought 

to be you delivering the call-to-action). If you're going to entertain questions, you need to do 

so in a controlled manner and you need to ‘turn them off’ before you deliver the call-to-action. 

© Active Presence, 2013 
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Announce to the audience that there will be a dedicated time for handling questions “ …but if 

anybody has any burning issues they'd like to raise please feel free to do so as we go along.”  

When you get a question time, announce it like this, “I do have some concluding 

remarks ladies and gentlemen, but now would be a good time to deal with your remaining 

questions.” 

This gives the audience ‘permission’ to interact, while informing them that you haven't 

finished yet, (“I do have some concluding remarks…”)  

 

You signal the end of the Q&A by saying “…and so in conclusion ladies and 

gentlemen…” From that point you have about 30 to 40 seconds to deliver your call-to-action 

and finish. Any longer than that and your audience will have switched their brains onto 

shopping lists, dry cleaning tickets, holiday plans and Aunt Mabel's knee operation. In short, a 

whole pile of stuff that’s far more important than anything you have to say.  

© Active Presence, 2013 
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Timing 

Golden Rule: Know how long you have – and don’t overstay your welcome 

This really is the simplest rule of all and it only ever really goes wrong for two reasons: 

Presenters don’t prepare well enough in advance, so they don’t actually know what 

they’re going to say. They try and wing it and as a consequence end up waffling.  

Presenters don’t know at what rate they actually speak and as a consequence don’t 

realise that 12 pages of tightly packed notes will not fit into 10 minutes.  

The table on page 3 will help you calculate a reasonable estimate for the length of your 

presentation. Sadly, many conferences overrun, so be prepared when the organiser asks you to 

shorten your presentation, due to a previous speaker overrunning. Graciously offer to help – 

the organiser will appreciate it and find a way of thanking you further down the line. 

© Active Presence, 2013 
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Voice 

Golden Rule: Prepare your voice in advance 

Good speakers need to be both heard and understood.  

Being heard is a question of volume: The key to this is good breathing and appropriate 

posture. Good breathing and good breath management stem from diaphragmatic breathing. If 

you’re unsure of how to do this, simply lie on the floor, supporting your head with a thick 

book. Breathe normally. Observe your tummy rising as you breathe in and dropping as you 

breathe out. The trick is to remember to do this when you stand up. There is an unconscious 

tendency to allow the shoulders to take over breathing when you’re standing. Remember: 

when you breathe in your tummy should go out and your shoulders remain still. If you keep 

breathing in, then your ribcage will also expand and your chest will rise. 

Being understood is a question of articulation: The key to being understood is clear 

enunciation of consonants and pronouncing vowel sounds for long enough so that people’s 

ears can tune in to your accent. This is particularly important if you’re speaking to an audience 

that isn’t operating in its native language. It is vital to understand that vowels carry the sound, 

while the consonants make the words. The consonants chop up the stream of vowel sounds 

into individual words. If the consonants are missing, vowel sounds can merge into each other 

and individual words can become difficult to distinguish. Especially make sure you pronounce 

the closing consonants clearly at the ends of words – these are often left out through laziness.  

Lubrication: Keeping the voice well-lubricated is an important aspect of maintaining a 

strong and healthy voice.  Frequently sipping room temperature water is the best way of doing 

this.  Avoid drinks containing alcohol or caffeine prior to presenting.   

Warm-up: Warm-up exercises help prepare the voice.  These exercises should be done 

quietly.  Make an “ng” sound (as found at the end of the word “ding”, for example).  While 

maintaining this sound, gently slide up and down your vocal scale.  

Relaxation: Massage your face and shoulders.  This helps relax the vocal tract and 

improves diction. 

© Active Presence, 2013 
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Humour 

Golden Rule: Only use humour if it fits. If it doesn’t, don’t force it. 

Generally speaking, professional speakers are expected to be entertaining and humorous. That 

doesn’t necessarily mean that they’re going to tell lots of jokes – in fact they normal tell very 

few. The humour comes from amusing, well delivered stories, pertinent to the main material. 

If you can do this too; great – go for it. If it’s not your thing, then go for a straight, 

professional, well-delivered performance. In my view the approach to avoid is telling jokes that 

are totally disconnected from the main material as some sort of ice breaker, followed by an 

awkward segue to the main subject material. Performances like this suggest a degree of 

nervousness on behalf of the speaker – it’s as if they are seeking the audience’s approval prior 

to presenting their main material. They seem to be saying, “Maybe I’m not quite sure that 

you’ll find this material interesting, so if I tell you a few jokes first then at least you’ll like me”.  

Be proud of both your message and your delivery. 

© Active Presence, 2013 
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Speaker’s Notes 

Golden Rule: Notes are for you, not to be read to the audience. 

If you’re a professional speaker, then the general expectation of most audiences and meeting 

organisers is that you’ll perform without notes. Here are some guidelines: 

Speeches written out in full: This is not ideal; however there are certain occasions 

when it simply has to happen. The Chairman’s presentation to shareholders, for example, will 

form part of the formal record of the meeting, so it needs to be written and he or she needs to 

deliver it directly from the script. When laying out scripts for this purpose there are a few 

guidelines you can follow that will make the speaker’s life easier: 

 Lay out the text in a font that’s large enough for the speaker to read easily 

 Space the lines at more than single spacing 

 Only use the top two thirds of each sheet. (This will ensure that no print gets hidden 

behind the up stand on the lectern that holds the script in place. It will also help the 

speaker maintain eye contact) 

 Number all pages. (Sounds obvious, but it can all go wrong) 

Cue cards: If you don’t need to produce a full script, then handwrite multicolour notes 

on standard size index cards. Card is much better than paper, as it looks more professional. 

There’s nothing that looks worse than scruffy paper notes, folded many times, removed from a 

handbag or suit pocket at the last minute. The process of writing the notes will help you 

remember what you are going to say. Remember to number the cards, just in case you drop 

them.    

PowerPoint: The correct use of PowerPoint and other associated graphics packages is 

an entire subject of itself. That said here are a few pointers: 

 If you want to say the words on stage, then they can’t appear on the screen 

 Banish bulleted lists (like this one, for example!) 

 Slides should be for the audience’s benefit 

 Never, ever, ever, project a slide and then read it out to the audience 
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Appendix – Common Pitfalls 

Poor preparation: Evidenced by the speaker not really knowing what to say and relying totally 

on PowerPoint slides as a cue for what to say next.    

Forcing humour: “Here’s a funny joke to start with. Have you heard the one about the man 

who walks into the pub with blah, blah, blah…?” Just get on with it and do what you’re there 

for.  

Weak opening: You’ve got 1½ minutes. Learn it by heart. Make every word, comma, breath, 

and full stop (period) work for its living.  

No clear purpose: A very common fault. “Giving people a general introduction to the 

company” may be a purpose, but it’s not very clear and specific.   

Poor structure: The simpler the better. Stick to the plan. Resist the temptation to go off piste 

once you’ve started.  

Over reliance on notes: Many clients read stuff from their notes that they actually already 

know. It’s a question of self-belief. 

Running over time: No more excuses – see page 3; you now have a means of estimating the 

duration of your presentation.     

Not being heard: All down to breathing and posture.   

No call-to-action or take-away: Back to not really having a clear purpose.   

Not being understood: Spend more time on articulation exercises.   

© Active Presence, 2013 



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 

 +44 151 625 4655 
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Reading this online? Click the image above for more 
information on Confident Persuasive Presenting 
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