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How to Give a Great Presentation 
 
( E V E RY.  S I N G L E .  T I M E . )  

INTRODUCTION 
If you’re an attorney, odds are that you have given hundreds of presentations. You’re also probably pretty 
good at it. However, that being said, the goal isn’t just to deliver a decent presentation. You need to deliver a 
great one. This white paper isn’t about the basics – it’s about the stuff that can make your presentation great, 
and therefore memorable, and therefore an effective business development tool. 

 
This begins with an overview of the dynamics of legal marketing, and a discussion of the role presentations 
play in the process. I will then discuss what makes a presentation great, followed by material on how to 
structure, create and deliver a great one. 

 
There are lots of bad presentations, and lots of mediocre ones. Yours needs to be great. If you deliver a talk 
that’s mediocre, or even outright lousy, the audience will still clap at the end, and people will still tell you you 
were “really, really good”. You will not, however, generate any business. Speaking to an audience provides 
leverage only when your presentation is really, really good. It matters. 

 

LEGAL MARKETING IS PERSONAL 
Why does it matter? Because law is the ultimate personal service. Whether it’s litigation, corporate work, 
administrative law or whatever, the raw material of the profession is the relationship you have with your 
client. Law is really the ultimate people profession – you’re representing someone, which is an immense 
responsibility. In order to do that well, there has to be an enormous amount of trust and a great deal of 
communication.  

 
Which means that what prospective clients are buying when they retain you as an attorney is … well, you. 
You’re not marketing ball bearings, or software. You’re marketing your own ability to represent your clients, 
which is, really, the combination of your personality, your expertise, your judgment and your presence.  
In short, when they see you speak, potential clients are going to worry about your legal expertise later – first, 
and most importantly, they’re going to determine what kind of person you are – based on your talk. Another 
way to put this is “Is this someone I’d like to work with?” Grasping this fact, which is simple but not easy, is one 
of the biggest challenges lawyers face when mapping out marketing programs. They tend to rely on things 
like credentials, expertise and track record, and tend to neglect the incredible impact sheer interpersonal 
chemistry has on bringing in new business.  

 
These aren’t really measurable qualities. They’re experiential. Existing clients know who you are, but 
prospective clients need to see, live and in person, what kind of animal you are. Which is why speaking is one 
of the best ways to market yourself and your legal practice. It’s a way for you to demonstrate what you’re 
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really like, and what you’re about to a large group of people simultaneously. It’s a major marketing force 
multiplier, and if it’s done well, it’s incredibly efficient. 

 
But only if it’s done well. 

 

YOU CAN CHEAT 
The reason speaking is such an effective business development methodology is that you can kind of cheat. 
Unlike a meeting at an event, you can prepare, and you’re also pretty much in complete control of the event. 
In fact, you’re expected to do this stuff. You can, and should, put together a presentation that depicts you and 
your practice in their very best light, that’s structured and effective and persuasive. It can be sort of a 
commercial, really.  

 
This is a form of cheating because just as Photoshop, hairstyling, makeup and lighting can make, say, Beyonce 
look a lot better than she would if you just bumped into her at Safeway, you’re probably not anywhere near 
as organized or brilliant on a day-to-day basis as you are when delivering a presentation. But that doesn’t 
really matter – people don’t make that distinction when they’re sitting in the audience. They don’t sit there and 
think “Yeah, but this guy has had six weeks to prepare and rehearse this.” They simply experience it, and then 
unconsciously assume that you’re that good. That’s the ace in the hole of delivering talks. 

 

THEY’RE EXPECTING THE BEST 
I’ve already touched on the fact that your audience is only going to reach out to you as prospective clients if 
your presentation is great. Another facet of this issue is the presentation environment they’re used to. It’s very, 
very elevated. Nobody ever mentions this, but when people judge your talk, they’re comparing you against, 
literally, some of the best in the world.  

 
Your audience has been immersed in various forms of entertainment and presentation for basically their entire 
lives. On television, online and sometimes in person, they see the most talented, effective and persuasive 
speakers in existence. And they completely take it for granted. 

 
You can thank technology for this – a couple of generations ago, people only heard talks if they were 
delivered in person, and that didn’t happen often. Not anymore. Now, everyone has seen Barack Obama, 
say, in action, or Ellen DeGeneres host the Oscars. Your audience will politely sit through a mediocre 
presentation, but they will also almost instantly forget it – and you – which makes the entire exercise kind of 
pointless. You have to be good. 

 

POWERPOINT 
Which, unfortunately, means you’re going to be using PowerPoint. The PowerPoint presentation has become 
one of the most ubiquitous features of the modern world of business. It’s a basic tool of communication, 
marketing and selling. Virtually everybody uses it, in every industry, country and market in the world. You 
would be hard-pressed to find someone doing any kind of business anywhere in the world who hasn’t either 
given or seen a PowerPoint presentation.  



How to Give a Great Presentation 

 

Page 3 

And most PowerPoint presentations are terrible. PowerPoint creates a structure that makes total drivel look a 
lot better than it is. Bullet points, template graphics and other tricks can make stuff that is essentially junk seem 
like it’s really good. It’s not, or at least not usually. The basic problem – the pig with lipstick – is then 
compounded by bad delivery, and the result is a terrible PowerPoint presentation. 

 
Many people, myself including, probably have sat through hundreds of uninspired talks.  It’s not pleasant. 
What could have been a terrific presentation is, instead, a muddled, uninspired, badly organized, boring 
mess.  Some companies, such as Sun Microsystems, have actually banned PowerPoint altogether.  PowerPoint is 
a double-edged sword – it’s easy to use, and it makes even crap look great, which means, unfortunately, that 
a lot of crap gets created.  

 
In addition, then, to people’s experiences with great speakers outside of business, you are also contending 
with their additional experiences with crummy PowerPoint presentations inside the world of business. Your 
goal is to manage this situation by using the right edge of the sword.  

 
Correctly used, PowerPoint can be an extraordinarily effective way to communicate even the most complex or 
nuanced ideas. The best place to begin is, of course, the beginning, which means that you need to understand 
some of the fundamental concepts behind the very idea of a presentation before you start working to create 
one. And the first one, as in many things, is the deceptively simple question – what are you trying to do? 

 

GOALS AND PRACTICE 
When you are giving a presentation, what are you trying to do?  Yes, obviously, you want to make it great, 
but did a little deeper. There you are, one person, standing in front of a room of other people, showing them 
pictures and talking. What are you trying to accomplish?  When your audience leaves the room, and your 
presentation is concluded, what do you want to have done?   Most presenters never really think about this, 
which is a mistake. 

 
There are a lot of ways to answer this question, and none of them are completely wrong.  However, what they 
all have in common, and the true answer to this question, is that a good presenter is trying to connect.  He or 
she is trying to influence how his audience thinks, what they believe, what they feel, and most importantly, 
what they’re going to do once they leave the room.  A truly outstanding presentation is not simply an 
intellectual experience in which information is transferred from the presenter to the audience.  It is also an 
emotional connection, sometimes even a physical one.  This connection is all in the service of reaching out to an 
audience and getting them to understand the importance and the relevance of the topic. 

 
This, again, can be a tricky concept for a lawyer to handle. Law is about pursing specific, defined outcomes. 
You want to win a case. You want a contract that does certain things. Ultimately, when everything’s over, the 
goal of almost all legal work is something specific, concrete and measurable. You don’t particularly care how 
the other side feels about it – you simple need the right words on the right paper. 

 
A presentation is the opposite. It’s the beginning of a relationship, ideally. How the other side feels about it is 
the entire point, and when you get right down to it, the actual content is less important. If your presentation is 
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completely useless, but convinces five members of the audience to set up follow-up meetings, it’s a massive 
success. This is often very hard for legal thinkers to understand, but it’s critically important. 
 

PRESENTATIONS: SKILL AND PRODUCT 
Learning to present is a skill.  Again, unlike practicing law, there isn’t really a product. Delivering a 
presentation is not unlike learning Italian, or tennis, or how to play the drums.  In each case, is an enormous 
gulf between knowing what to do and actually doing it.  Ultimately, the way to become a good presenter is 
to present.  You are going to have to get out there, mix it up, and see how well this works and how well it 
doesn’t.  My goal in preparing this white paper is not to tell you what to do to begin to be a good presenter.  
Rather, it is to be a guide in your discovery for yourself of what it takes to be a good presenter.   

 
Everyone is familiar with the image of Tiger Woods driving up the 18th fairway at Augusta, or some singer 
smiling on stage as she accepts Grammy after Grammy after Grammy.  What people don’t see, however, 
are the hours, days, weeks, and years of practice it took to get to that point. This white paper will not make 
you an outstanding presenter.  Only you can do that for yourself.  It can, however, give you some suggestions, 
which can allow you to get there more quickly.   

 
However, the presentation itself is not a skill, it’s a product. This is important, because once you get a good 
all-purpose presentation done, you can use it over and over. I have delivered the same presentations dozens 
of times to different audiences. There is enormous leverage in a really good, rock-solid Powerpoint 
presentation, so once you have both completed it and mastered the skills involved in delivering it well, you 
have a marketing asset you can continue to use for years to come.  

 

WHAT MAKES A PRESENTATION GREAT? 
One of my favorite adages is the old carpenter’s saying “Measure twice, cut once.” In other words, before 
beginning to work, you have to know what the end product should look like. In the case of PowerPoint decks, 
then, you need to know what you’re trying to create. Or, what qualities does a great presentation have?  
Let’s set aside for a moment the question of what you’re trying to accomplish – we’ll definitely return to it. 
Right now, however, if you’re trying to up your game – to make your presentations great – what does that 
look like. What makes a presentation great? 

 
It turns out there are four things that characterize a great presentation.  For each, I have provided a brief 
discussion, and a link to a YouTube clip of a concert, movie or other event that I think illustrates it well. If you 
have these four things going for you, you can still deliver a mediocre presentation – it’s possible – but if you 
lack one of them, you are going to deliver a weak presentation for sure. These are the four things that, 
regardless of what you actually have to say, you have to get right. They’re table stakes for delivering a talk.  
The first of these was demonstrated for me in, of all places, Lake Tahoe.  It was at one of the ski resorts that I 
saw for myself the first-hand demonstration of the first characteristics of a great presentation. 

 
When skiers finish a run, they are at the bottom of the mountain.  They must, of course, be transported back to 
the top of the mountain, in order to continue skiing.  This necessitates using a chair lift, which necessitates 
waiting in line.  Frequently, on a busy day, there will be several hundred people, all wearing skis, all of whom 
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have spent a great deal of money to spend the day skiing, lined up and anxious to get on the chair lift and 
be taken back up to the top of the mountain. 

 
Facing this swarming throng is usually a single employee of the ski area, whose job it is to sort out this scrum of 
people, and send them to the waiting chair lift in groups of two, three, four or whatever - depending on the 
size of the lift.  I was recently skiing at Alpine Meadows, and I saw a lift-line attendant confronting the mob in 
the usual fashion, but armed with very special accessory.  

 
In one of her gloved hands she carried a pink plastic magic wand -- the kind little girls use when pretending 
to be princesses.  You can buy this wand in any toy store for about three dollars.  It was as out of place in a 
lift line at Lake Tahoe as a drunken American tourist would be at the gates of Buckingham Palace.  However, 
this lift line attendant, who was female, rather petite, and soft-spoken, wielded her pink plastic wand with 
enormous authority, holding back hundreds of eager skiers and making it clear that this was her lift, and she 
was in charge. 

 
It was an extraordinary demonstration of the very first principle of giving a great presentation.  A great 
presentation is an event.  There’s some drama to it, and you’re the star. When people file into a conference 
room and the lights go down, the presenter has suddenly taken over their awareness.  They are no longer 
engaged in the day-to-day tasks of a routine workday.  Instead, they are doing something different, 
something special, something unique. There’s some drama, and some excitement. Every presentation, no matter 
how large or how small, is an event.  The more the audience is aware of the specialness of the presentation, 
the better the presentation will be. 

 
Example: In an episode of West Wing, Christopher Walken, who is the acting President, appears 
at a press conference. He is confident, articulate, to the point and the focus of attention. This is 
presence. Granted, it’s a television show and it’s fiction, but this is what being the center of and 
the power source for an event is all about.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=06Ht_zrRi5A  

 
In addition to being an event, a great presentation is also organized.  One of the great errors many novice 
presenters make is that they forget that their audience knows far less about the subject matter than they do.  
Consequently, they attempt to cram too much material into their presentation, and in so doing, cause their 
audience to lose track of where they are in the discussion, why it matters, and how it fits into the bigger topic.  
A great presentation is flawlessly organized, and the audience always knows exactly what the presenter is 
talking about, and more importantly, why it is important.  Organization is second only to specialness in making 
a presentation great.  

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=06Ht_zrRi5A
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Example: One of the best examples ever of an organized presentation is Steve Jobs 
introducing the iPod to the world in 2001.  It’s an incredible high-wire act. This is worth 
watching several times – it’s one of the best examples of an organized presentation ever. 
Period. He is introducing a new product to a new market with new technology, and he 
makes it look obvious, necessary and extraordinarily clear. The video is here: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kN0SVBCJqLs    

 
A great presentation is also polished.  The images look good.  The presenter has practiced his talk and knows 
what he is talking about.  There are no mistakes of punctuation, italicization, graphics and so on.  The 
audience is aware that they are witnessing an expert, professional, carefully rehearsed performance, and it 
shows.  A good presentation has a degree of polish. 

 
Finally, a great presentation is interactive.  A good presenter does not simply stand up in front of the room, 
talk to his audience, and expect them to absorb everything he says. Instead, a great presentation is a two-
way street.  The presenter is watching his audience, and is tuning his presentation based on their reaction.  
When they get bored, or begin to look disconnected, he changes his tactics.  When they get interested or 
excited, he responds to that.  A great presentation is a joint effort.  Both audience and presenter work 
together to make it a success. 

 
Example: Robin Williams playing the beloved prep school English teacher in the film Dead 
Poet’s Society. Tremendous example of a speaker interacting with his audience, in this 
case, in a classroom: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2EdWgsTUhmI  

 

RULES OF POWERPOINT 
PowerPoint is a unique medium. We’ve already discussed its ubiquity, and its double-edged nature. We’re 
now going to briefly cover how it actually works – the elements of actually delivering a talk using it. It’s unlike 
writing a memo, having a meeting, or giving a speech. It comes with its own set of rules. They are: 

1. The audience is only going to remember a few things.  As I mentioned earlier, a common rookie 
presentation mistake is to attempt to cram far too much information into a relatively brief 
presentation.  This simply confuses the audience.  No matter how compelling and engaging and 
detailed your presentation, there is no way your audience will remember more than a handful of 
facts.  It is therefore crucial to keep this in mind, and to insure that the facts they remember are the 
ones you want them to remember.  Don’t overload your audience -- it won’t work. 

 

2. You only have about twenty minutes of free attention from your audience.  After that, unless your 
presentation is inherently engaging, the audience will quickly lose interest.  An audience will put up 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2EdWgsTUhmI
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with a mediocre presentation for a maximum of twenty minutes before they disconnect.  Once they 
disconnect, it is almost impossible to get them back.  Therefore, it is critical to keep in mind that you do 
not have your audience’s attention simply because you are presenting and they are being presented 
to.  You must earn, and keep, their attention. 
 

3. Interaction is everything.  Remember the four elements of a great presentation. Lawyers have to fight 
the temptation to simply talk, and assume everyone in the room will therefore listen – you know, like in 
court. Too many presenters simply stand at the front of the room and recite their script.  This is fatal.  
The more the audience is involved in the presentation, asking questions, reacting, participating as much 
as possible -- the better your presentation will be.  The absolute heart of any good presentation is 
continuous interaction between the presenter and the audience. The best possible outcome is to have 
to abandon your presentation midway through because you’re involved in a lively discussion with your 
audience. 
 

4. Nothing ever works the way it’s supposed to -- the technical guy is your new best friend.  Any 
presentation involves a lot of technical moving parts, all of which need to operate flawlessly.  These 
include the projector, the laptop, the software, and the clicker, the microphone, and perhaps other 
devices as well, such as an Internet connection.  If any one of these fail, so will your presentation, and 
so will you.  Any presentation of something of a technical high-wire act. Make sure you have 
assistance on hand to help you smooth out the rough spots when then inevitably arise.   
 

5. You know a lot more than your audience does.  One common cause of stage fright among presenters 
is the fear of criticism or questions from the audience they cannot handle.  Although this can happen, it 
is very unlikely, primarily because the audience simply does not know anywhere near as much about 
your topic as you do.  It is helpful to keep this in mind.  It makes presenting much, much less frightening. 
 

6. Most presentations are very bad.  This is another first principle that can help alleviate a great deal of 
presentation anxiety.  Most presentations delivered in corporate America today are, as I have said, 
disorganized, boring, tedious, repetitive, and sometimes outright unpleasant.  The bar you must clear 
to deliver a really good presentation is surprisingly low.  There isn’t much competition.  It’s a helpful 
thing to keep in mind. 
 

7. You must reinforce your structure.  Your audience is more than anything, in dire need of understanding 
how the facts and impressions with which you regale them in your presentation fit together.  Making 
this clear is the job of structure.  You must make your audience understand, and repeatedly tell them, 
how the facts you are sharing with them interrelate, which ones are more important and which are less 
important, and so on. Creating structure is important, but you have to keep communicating it. 
 

8. Your audience is there to listen to (and talk to) you - not to look at your slides.  Think of the Steve Jobs 
example, again. At times, he simply turns off the presentation completely and just talks to his 
audience. That’s ideal. The very worst presenters simply read the bullet points on their slides.  This is 
an incredibly common, horrendous mistake.  Instead of thinking of your slides as the core of your 
presentation, thinks of them instead as simply decoration for a conversation.  Your audience is there to 
listen to you speak.  They want to hear what you have to say.  Your slides are simply an accessory.  
They are the tail-you are the dog. 
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SOME THOUGHTS ON STRUCTURE 
The point of any presentation is to persuade. Remember, you need to begin by clearly understanding what, 
exactly, you want to persuade your audience of. I would suggest actually writing this down – it takes a little 
discipline, but it was Lincoln who said “If I had six hours to chop down a tree, I would spend the first four 
sharpening my axe.” He was right. Before actually writing your presentation, it is essential that you think 
through, and write down the five main points of the presentation.   

 
This means that when the audience finishes hearing you speak, there are five things that you want them to do, 
remember, believe, hear, or think as a result of what you have said to them.  In the case of Jobs’ presentation, 
his five main points, which he repeatedly drives home in his presentation, are as follows: 

a. Music is a gigantic market. 
b. The Ipod is part of a larger family of Apple products including the Imac and Itunes. 
c. An Ipod holds an enormous quantity of music, far more music than any other device available at the 

time. 
d. The Ipod is small and ultra-portable. 
e. It is carefully designed and beautiful. 

 
It doesn’t matter what these five points are – they can be factual, they can be beliefs, they can be 
comparisons with other alternatives – anything. You have to think them through in advance, though, in order to 
deliver a great presentation. 

 

PREPARATION: THINKING ABOUT YOUR AUDIENCE 
In addition to your five key points, when mapping out your presentation, there are 7 additional questions you 
need to think through in advance.  It may take a little time and effort up front, but by thinking through the 
answers to these questions initially, you will save yourself and enormous amount of grief down the road, and 
make your presentation immeasurably better.  

 “You talkin' to me? You talkin' to me? You talkin' to me?” 
-murderous cabbie Travis Bickle, played by Robert DeNiro in the film Taxi Driver 

1. Who are you talking to? Who are they?  Who, exactly, is going to be in your audience?  What do 
they do?  Why are the attending your presentation?  What do they expect to get out of it? 

2. How many of them are there?  You may not know this for sure, but you can almost certainly come up 
with a good estimate.  The dynamics of an audience of 300 is completely different from the dynamics 
of an audience of 10.  Before beginning to prepare your presentation, make sure you have some 
idea how big an audience you’ll be presenting to. 

3. How well do you know them?  Is this a group of people, who are familiar to you, and with whom you 
feel relaxed and comfortable, or are you presenting to a group of complete strangers?  The 
difference is significant. 
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4. How well do they know you?  This is the flip side of the previous question. What do they know about 
you, and how likely are they to respond to what you present to them? 

5. How much time have you got?  This is critical.  Many presentations have gone down in flames because 
the presenter either underestimated or overestimated how much time it would take.  Make sure you 
know, clearly, how much time you have in which to make your presentation. 

6. What are they expecting?  Is the group expecting a sales presentation, an introductory presentation, 
or some combination of the two?  As much as possible, it pays to get a handle on what the group is 
anticipating ahead of time. 

7. How likely are they to interact with you?  Depending on the nature, size, and anticipated issues of the 
audience, they may be willing to engage in give-and-take, or they may prefer to be silent and not 
participate.  The later audience will be much tougher to interact with, and will take more effort to 
warm up and connect with.   

 

CREATION: ENRICHING YOUR MATERIAL 
A good presentation, of course, is much more than simply the dry presentation of information.  A lot of 
attorneys, trained as they are in marshalling facts, using logic and so on, forget this, but your presentation is 
not a legal brief. It’s more of a performance. A powerful presentation includes use of techniques and methods 
to amplify, strengthen, and enrich the facts you are tempting to convey.  There are several techniques for 
doing this, which can be used throughout your presentation.  The first of these is the use of examples.  

   
These can be visual examples, such as photographs or illustrations, or conceptual examples.  For example, you 
might liken someone’s defeat or loss in a business arrangement as like Napoleon losing at Waterloo, or 
something similar.  When using examples, there are four basic principles to keep in mind.   

 
One, use a reasonable amount of artistic license.  Do not hamstring examples by making sure that they 
correspond literally or completely to the fact you’re trying to enrich.  That makes them ineffective, and is 
generally unnecessary.   

 
Two, make them quick.  Overly detailed examples lose their impact.  

 
Three, focus on impact, not delivering logically bulletproof elements.  Remember, the purpose of an example 
is to enrich facts, not to replace them or repeat them.  You’re not trying to build a case, you’re trying to 
persuade people. They’re two different things. 

 
Four, use small, symbolic examples of larger concepts whenever possible.  In creating example, often you are 
simply trying to re-communicate an idea in a simpler, smaller form.  Do not overextend yourself when thinking 
up or using examples.  

 
Another technique to use to enrich the facts in your presentation is analogies.  For example, you might say that 
an evening with a date was about as romantic as kissing your grandmother, or something similar.  When using 
analogies, think them through in advance, and again, work to make sure they are graphic and intuitive.  Also, 
they should be no longer than one sentence.  Overly long analogies simply confuse your audience.   
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A third technique for enriching facts is the use of quotes and anecdotes.  For example, someone like Winston 
Churchill is an excellent source of quotes germane to strategy and competition.  A few recommendations for 
using quotes and anecdotes: 

1. Make sure you get them right. Being publicly called out for misquoting a well- known figure is death 
to a presentation.   

2. When quoting someone, attempt to use a colorful figure – a big, outsized personality.  Someone like 
Miles Davis tends to make big, memorable statements.  

3. It also can be effective to use someone unexpected – a rock star can be quoted in a presentation on 
something spiritual, for example. The surprise element in such quotes is a source of impact.   

4. Finally, consider using unusual quotes from unusual sources.  Using a quote that almost everybody has 
heard before simply lessens its effect, and does nothing to set your presentation apart.   

 

CREATION: REHEARSING THE PRESENTATION 
There is a fine line in preparing for a presentation between adequately rehearsing it and overly rehearsing 
it.  On the one hand, it is essential to have gone through the presentation enough times to spot any difficulties 
in advance and correct them.  However, if you recite the same material or go through the same concepts too 
many times, you will simply begin to bore yourself, and when you deliver the real thing, the audience will be 
underwhelmed.   

 
Rehearsal has five purposes.  First, it is simply a way to learn the material.  Repeatedly going through the text 
of a presentation will drive the information into your head in a way that nothing else can.  Second, it allows 
you to spot problems in advance.  These problems can include visuals that don’t work, grammatical errors, 
conceptual gaps – ideas which don’t quite connect – and so on.  Third, by running through the presentation in 
advance, you can test the visuals.  If a PowerPoint slide does not advance correctly or there is some other 
glitch, you will spot it early.   

 
Fourth, running through the presentation in advance allow you to nail down the timing.  This is extremely 
important.  Of everything on this list, this is probably the most significant objective.  It is very bad to 
significantly under-budget or over-budget time for presentation.  If you are allotted one hour in which to 
speak, and you speak for half an hour, you look like an amateur.  If, on the other hand, your hour is up and 
you’re still clearly not done, you also look like an amateur.  At least once, talk your way through the entire 
presentation, slide by slide, to ensure that the timing is accurate.  Fifth, and finally, by running through the 
presentation in advance you can fine tune it.  Every time you go through the presentation and the concepts it 
contains, you will uncover additional areas in which rough edges can be chipped off and the overall impact 
and importance of the presentation can be improved.  When it comes to presentations, practice, indeed, does 
make perfect. 

 

CREATION: POWERPOINT 
PowerPoint is the classic double-edged sword.   Because PowerPoint makes it so easy for a presentation to be 
organized, with bullet points, numbering, and so on, people often attempt to disguise the fact that their 
presentation is not really thought through.  Thus, used correctly, PowerPoint can be an incredible tool.  Used 
incorrectly, it can be a tremendous time waster.   
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The key to understanding how to use PowerPoint correctly can be understood by looking at the two competing 
presentations styles of Bill Gates and Steve Jobs.  Gates is the founder of Microsoft and the world’s richest 
man.  Jobs, who is not exactly poor himself, is the founder of Apple computer.  Gates is a technician by 
nature.  Jobs is an artist.  These two points of view are almost flawlessly reflected in the way they present.   
Gates tends to create and present PowerPoint presentations that are ugly, packed with graphics, crammed 
with bullet points, confusing, and jumbled.  In addition to which, he tends to have a nasal speaking style, which 
often further alienates his audience.  Gates thinks and presents like a technician.  To him, more information is 
always better.   

 
Jobs, by contrast, has a background in the visual arts.  In college he studied calligraphy, and Apple computer 
has long been famous for the quality of its design.  Accordingly, his slides, unlike Gates’, tend to be clean, 
spare, very organized, and very easy to follow.   

 
As much as possible, you should strive to create presentations that resemble Jobs’.  They should be as clean, 
uncluttered, and simple as possible.  They should contain no unnecessary details. Everything in them should 
have a purpose, and should move the narrative forward. Whatever visuals are used should be as simple, 
striking and compelling as possible.  It is a serious mistake when using PowerPoint to attempt to pack as much 
information as possible into each slide.  Remember, the audience is there to listen to the presenter.  They are 
not there to look at slides.  The slides are simply decoration.   

 

CREATION: POWERPOINT TEMPLATES 
A template is the framework in which your PowerPoint presentation is delivered.  Generally, there are two 
kinds of templates in each kind of presentation.  The first is the template for the title page; the second is the 
template for the body of the presentation.  Think of the template as the visual container which holds your 
presentation.  It surrounds and structures your content, and creates a visual identify within which your 
information will be communicated. 

 
Every template page created for you should contain the following elements:   
1. Your logo 
2. The current date (most templates will automatically update this) 
3. The page number 
4. A headline 

 

CREATION: USING IMAGES 
When constructing presentation, there are several different sources of images you can use.  Before going into 
them, it is important to provide a quick history lesson.   

 
Hiring a professional photographer is not cheap.  Consequently, over the last 50 years, an industry arose 
known as stock photography.  Advertising agencies, graphic designers, and so on developed a system 
whereby images of things that were used all the time in advertising and design – children, sunsets, 
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businesspeople, whatever -- could be purchased to illustrate a certain subject rather than going to the 
expense and difficulty of hiring a photographer to custom-shoot it.  

  
For example, if you needed a picture of a daisy, you could go to a stock photography company and 
purchase and one-time license for use of the picture.  Although this picture, which would appear in your 
advertising, presentation or whatever, was still not cheap, it was far less expensive than hiring a 
photographer and having the image shot just for you. 

 
The structure of this industry changed completely when the Internet arrived.  Because the cost of transmitting 
an image to a customer over the Internet is basically zero, and because the technology enabled stock 
photography companies to reach audiences and markets that essentially encompass the entire world, the cost 
of stock photography dropped dramatically.  This means that there are websites which have literally hundreds 
of thousands of images, perfect for PowerPoint presentation, for either nothing or a nominal fee – think, $5.   

To use these, you create an account and give yourself a user name and password.  You then enter in a 
keyword, such as daisy, stock, attorney or whatever.  The site will then return to you a display of dozens, 
hundreds, or even thousands of images which fit your requirements.  You simply download the image, and then 
yours to use in perpetuity.  The images in this white paper are mostly from a stock web site. This means that 
when you’re constructing a PowerPoint presentation, it is extraordinarily easy to obtain professional-quality 
photography at very low cost to use in your presentation.   

 
Given the ease and low cost of using high-quality images, there is no reason, ever, to use clip art or free 
illustrations in a presentation.  These images look cheap because they are cheap.  They will make your 
presentation look cheap.  Don’t use them.  Instead, invest a little time and effort in secure good, high-quality 
images for your presentation. 

 
Stock images should, to be effective, have several characteristics.  First, they should be graphically simple.  
There should be one dominant image within the photograph that is compelling, symbolic and visually striking.  
The image should be cheap or free, and in particularly should come with no royalties, restrictions or 
copyrights.  Once you obtain the image, it should be yours to use forever.   

 
A couple of production tips.  First, because they are professional quality, stock images can be huge files.  They 
are very detailed and can take forever to load.  They can also make it impossible to email your presentation 
or copy it on to a CD – it may be just too large.  In such a case, learn how to use PowerPoint’s image 
compression function to shrink the size of these files.  This will make your presentation far less unwieldy and 
much more portable.   

 
Another tip:  The process of searching through and selecting photographs for presentations can be 
extraordinary time-consuming.  Finding just the right picture of a daisy can easily chew up two hours which is 
almost certainly not a good investment of your time.  It is much more efficient, when developing a 
presentation, to have someone to help you with this process.  Verbally describing images you’re looking for, 
and then have that person comb through your stock photography source and present you with images to select 
from.   
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CREATION: POWERPOINT TRICKS 
PowerPoint is an exceptionally versatile presentation platform, and is capable of an enormous number of 
graphic and visual tricks.  Most of these are very bad idea.  You can make headlines of images spin, flash on 
and off, blink, vibrate and a thousand other things.  Most of these tricks simply distract your audience and 
water down your presentation.  There are only three PowerPoint techniques you should consistently use in your 
presentation, and those should be applied sparingly.   

 
The first of these is the build.  A build is when the different parts of a slide get added to the whole, one by 
one, every time you click the mouse.  Images appear on the screen one by one until they have built the screen.  
If these builds are coordinated with your text, this will help keep the images on the screen conceptually 
connected to what you are saying.   

 
The next technique that can be very effective is the transition.  A transition is a PowerPoint technique that 
allows one image to fade from view while another simultaneously fades in to view.  This creates a visually 
interesting, basically seamless transition from one image on a screen to another.  Used correctly, this looks 
very elegant and sophisticated. 

 
The final technique you should consider using is a fade.  A fade is the opposite of a build.  A fade is when a 
visual element on a slide gradually disappears.  You can control the speed at which it disappears, and you 
can also have it disappear suddenly.  Fades are an excellent way to close down or wrap up a topic in your 
presentation.  Again, use these tricks sparingly.  Too many of them are distracting, pointless, and can be 
downright annoying. 

 

CREATION: FOUR COMMON STRUCTURES 
Building a presentation is a time- and labor-intensive process. It takes a LOT of work, thought and time in 
front of the laptop to create a first-class deck. That being said, there are a few shortcuts. One of them is to 
utilize a pre-existing structure, or outline, rather than inventing your own from scratch.  

 
There are four basic ways to structure a presentation.  You are, of course, free to invent additional methods 
as you see fit, but what follows are some of the tried-and-true ways of structuring a presentation for an 
audience. 

 
SORRT: This structure is a way of presenting and defending one set of choices among many possibilities.  
The five elements of this presentation structure are as follows: 

 
1. Situation.  What is currently going on?  What is the context which this action will be taken? 
2. Alternatives.  What are the options?  What are the different things that can be done? 
3. Rationale.  Of the alternatives, why do you select the one you select?  What is the logic and research 

to back up your decision?  
4. Requirements.  What will the selected option require in terms of resources, time, money, supervision 

and so on? 
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5. Timetable.  How long will the selected option take to implement, and what are the timeframes of the 
various steps along the way? 

 
Five Questions:  The second possible structure for a presentation is the Five Questions model.  This 
structure is essentially built around five questions, to which answers are presented in the presentation.  These 
questions are: 

1. What do you want to do? 
2. Why do you want to do it? 
3. How will it be done/accomplished? 
4. When will it be done? 
5. How much and what kind of investment will it take? 

 
In many ways this is similar to the SORTT structure. However, it is based on answering questions rather 
than simply setting out arguments. 

SPIN: The third possible presentation structure is the SPIN Structure.  This structure is adapted from Neil 
Rackham’s excellent book SPIN Selling.  SPIN is an acronym that sets out the four stages of any sales call, or in 
this case, sales presentation.  They are: 

1. Situation.  What is the current state of affairs?  What is going on? 
2. Problem.  Based on the situation, what is the problem implicit in the facts as they are today 
3. Implication.  What will be the long-term impact if the problem is left unaddressed? 
4. Need. Based on the problem and implication, what is needed?  

The SPIN structure is designed to create an irrefutable argument for the selection of you and/or your firm as 
the obvious choice to select to solve a problem. 

 
Finally, there is my personal presentation structure.  This evolved over a decade and hundreds of 
presentations, and is designed to introduce a small or medium-sized group to a new topic or situation.  The 
elements of this structure are as follows: 

1. Introduction.  Set up the topic, and describe the background against which it will be discussed. 
2. Agenda.  Tell the audience what you will be discussing, in what order, and explain to them how it all 

fits together. 
3. Basic Principle.  What are the fundamental concepts and underlying topics, and how do they fit 

together? 
4. Problems.  What is the problem implicit in the topic?  What situation is the topic designed to address? 
5. Topics:  There can be from one to ten different topics within the overall subject of the presentation, 

and they are addressed and analyzed in order. 
6. Thought-Starters.  Having introduced the topic, set out the agenda, and explained the principles and 

the sub-topics within it, the presentation concludes with the introduction of some ideas or some 
questions designed to stimulate discussion and/or thinking within your audience. 

 
There are obviously many, many additional ways to structure a presentation-there are by no means the only 
ways to do it, however, they have been demonstrated to be extremely effective. 
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DELIVERY: COMMUNICATING STRUCTURE 
The first rule of making any speech applies when you actually deliver your presentation. You have to: 

• Tell them what you’re going to tell them. 
• Tell them 
• Tell them what you’ve told them. 

 
Remember, as we have previously discussed, your audience is almost certainly far less familiar with the subject 
matter of the presentation than you are, and is much more likely than you realize to get lost or confused when 
presented with all the information you are going to share with them. Once that happens, you’re in the weeds – 
strive to keep your audience from getting lost. Consequently, it is imperative that you make sure, repeatedly 
if necessary, that they understand what you are talking about, why, and how it fits together. 

 

DELIVERY: THE BEGINNING 
The beginning of any presentation is the most critical part.  Although it sounds like sort of an urban myth, it is 
absolutely true that the audience will size you up and determine whether or not you merit their attention within 
about 90 seconds.  Therefore, it is absolutely essential that the first few minutes of your presentation be as 
forceful, attention-getting, solid and professional as possible. 

In English, this means that in the beginning of your presentation, you are trying to accomplish five things: 

1. Get their attention.  Typically, as you launch your presentation, your audience will be doing other 
things -- getting situated, checking their Blackberries, and generally fooling around.  No matter what 
happens, it is imperative at this point that you extract them from their world and insert them into yours.  
You must get their attention. 

2. Get everyone to relax a little.  In addition to getting them to pay attention, you also have to dispel a 
certain amount of tension.  An audience is always a little uncertain -- after all, they will be sitting there 
listening to you, and particularly if you have never spoken to this audience before, they have no idea 
what to expect.  Consequently, they sometimes expect the worst.  You need to put them at ease. 

3. Set expectations.  This is more formal and less intuitive than the first two goals.  By setting their 
expectations, I mean you need to communicate to your audience how long the presentation will be, or 
whether it will be serious or more informal, and in general, give your audience a sense of the ground 
rules, structure and objective of your talk. 

4. Convey the primary theme.  Every presentation has one key theme.  More than anything else in your 
talk, this needs to be repeated over and over.  In the first 90 seconds, you need to state the primary 
theme of your talk at least once, and if you can do it without seeming awkward, more than once. 

5. Introduce yourself.  Make a brief statement of who you are, why you're there, and your background.  
Although it is acceptable at this point to insert something of a low-key sales pitch, do not overdo it.  
Introduce yourself, tell the audience who you are and why you are there, but do not sell too hard. 

 
It is also an excellent idea at this point in any presentation to acknowledge and thank the people in your 
audience who made it possible.  Someone invited you.  Someone handled the logistics and the technical issues.  
It makes sense to point those people out, and request a brief round of applause for them.  They will feel 



How to Give a Great Presentation 

 

Page 16 

great, and it will endear you to your audience.  These acknowledgments need to be reasonably brief, and 
then you need to move on. 

 
Similarly, in the first few minutes of your presentation, you need to set out the ground rules.  These include such 
things as whether questions will be permitted, or reserved for the end of your talk, how you'll handle 
interruptions, whether or not you will permit people to take notes, use phones and so on.  This is basically 
housekeeping, but important to get out of the way.  By making these statements early, you also establish your 
authority. 

 
The specific approach you use to launch the presentation is particularly important.  You need to touch all of 
the bases described above, but you also need to decide what the first few words you will speak are, and the 
kind of tone you want to set for the presentation.  There are six basic approaches to opening any 
presentation.  Obviously, you can add your own or adapt these as you see fit, but pretty much every 
presenter falls into one of these categories.  They are: 

1. The conversational approach.  You begin your presentation by simply standing up, clearing your 
throat and beginning to talk.  You say something like “Here's who I am, here's what we're doing here 
today, here's why it matters” and so on.  This is the most low-risk, easiest and nonconfrontational way 
to kick off a presentation.  It's probably the best approach to take if you suffer from anxiety, or if the 
audience seems distracted, dubious, or difficult.  The conversational approach is the default option. 

2. The significance approach.  This is actually something of a catchall.  There are several different ways 
to deliver it, but the significance approach is basically a factual statement of why the topic of the 
presentation matters.  On example of this might be “90% of the people who undergo cardiac bypass 
surgery do nothing to change their lifestyles following surgery."  This is a dramatic, attention-getting 
way to launch a presentation, and it makes the topic clear right away. 

3. A variation on the significance approach is the rhetorical question.  This is a statement presented as a 
question.  On example might be “Did you know that, thanks to Philadelphia's unions, a construction 
project that costs $75 per square foot in the suburbs costs $125 per square foot in the city?"  A 
different way to deliver this opening is to make the audience guess at the answer to the question -- 
rather than simply providing it, ask them to guess what it is.  This approach immediately engages your 
audience, and is good for groups which are reluctant, cool, or seem disinterested. 

4. Tell them a story.  This approach is based on telling your audience a story that introduces your topic.  
The story has to be clearly relevant, and needs to have been field-tested.  Nothing is deadlier to a 
presentation then an anecdote which is badly received, makes no sense, or simply baffles the 
audience.  Make sure it works before you use it. 

5. The striking facts approach.  To use this approach, begin by simply stating three or four facts relating 
to the topic.  This is similar to the rhetorical question approach, or the factual statement approach.  It is 
vitally important to make sure your facts are right.  If state a few facts at the beginning of your 
presentation, and they turn out to be wrong, you might as well pack up your stuff and leave.  Your 
credibility is gone. 

 

THE MIDDLE: TRANSITIONS 
"Transitions" is a term for the point in a presentation when you go from one idea to the next.  Although this 
seems obvious and straightforward, it's a lot trickier than it looks.  Presentations tend to go off the rails when 
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you overestimate your audience’s understanding of your topic, and their ability to follow your logic as you 
talk about the subject. 

 
An audience will not voluntarily tell you when they are lost or confused.  They will just sit there and look at you 
as you merrily chatter away. You will have no idea that you lost them several minutes ago.  You are most 
likely to lose them when you are connecting one idea to another.  Or, to put it slightly differently, the place 
where you move from one concept to another.  It is vitally important for you to make crystal-clear how the two 
ideas relate and connect, and why.  You may need to repeat this several times. 

 
As I said in the beginning of this paper, you have to provide structure for your audience.  At no point in your 
presentation should your audience be unable to answer the following four questions:  

1. What relates to what? 
2. Where are you going?  Why?  What is the purpose of all this? 
3. How does all this relate to the main structure or theme of your presentation? 
4. What is the summarized meaning of your topic? What does the big picture look like? 

 
It is easy to get lost in detail, and easier still for your audience to forget your essential point among reams of 
detail.  Make it clear.  Keep asking yourself the question "what does this all boil down to?"  No yourself, and 
make sure your audience knows. 

 

THE MIDDLE: PAUSES 
Unless you are a professional television announcer, there will be times during your talk when you are silent.  
You may be dealing with a transition, or gathering your thoughts, or simply momentarily distracted. It is a 
natural human tendency, at those points, to make repetitive sounds to try to fill in the void.  People say things 
like "you know", "ah", "uh-huh" and so on.  Although you may not even realize you're doing it, these verbal 
twitches make you sound distracted, and more than a little ignorant.  Try to train yourself to avoid using these 
verbal fillers just to handle the silence.  Simply say nothing.   

 
It does, however, make sense to frequently check to make sure your audience is following you.  You can either 
ask the audience as a group, or one audience member, whether what you're saying makes sense.  Confirm 
their understanding without overdoing it.  This is something of a balancing act, but above all, you have to 
make sure you do not lose your audience.  The best way to do this is to ask them "are you lost?" 

 

THE MIDDLE: QUESTIONS 
Questions are a double-edged sword.  On the one hand, they demonstrate that your audience is engaging 
with you, and interested enough in your talk to respond, comment, and seek to understand fully what you are 
communicating.  On the other hand, questions can also completely derail your presentation, and get you good 
and lost.  

 
When presenting, then, I recommend a two-part strategy concerning questions. 
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1. Try to reserve questions for the end of the discussion.  This serves two purposes.  First, it prevents you 
from being derailed during your talk.  Second, it makes a nice transition at the close of your talk.  By 
inviting the audience to ask questions, you are handing control of the room back to your audience and 
sort of officially and clearly ending your performance. 

2. However, you have to make sure that questions you do choose to field during your presentation are 
not too long, complex or distracting.  If your answer takes more than one minute, or becomes a 
debate, tell the questioner you'll talk to them later, after the presentation.  At all costs, do not get 
involved in a discussion or debate with one member of your audience.  That will permanently send 
your presentation into the high grass, never to return. 

3. Finally, if you don't know the answer, say so.  Never, ever, fake knowing the answer to a question.  
You may get away with it, but if you don't, you are finished. 

 

THE MIDDLE: HANDLING ANXIETY 
I have read, and believe it is true, that fear of public speaking ranks right up there with fear of death for 
many people.  This is not something I personally experience.  For whatever reason, I have absolutely no 
stage fright -- no fear at all speaking in front of very large audiences.  Of course, if you do, this fact is 
not particularly comforting. 

 
Audience anxiety, in the end, is caused by a fear of looking foolish or stupid in front of a lot of people.  
Subconsciously, the anxious presenter is afraid that the audience will find out they do not really know 
what they are talking about, and humiliate them publicly.  One of the most basic human fears is the fear 
of rejection, and at bottom, stage fright is a flavor of fear of rejection. The key to managing anxiety is to 
understand that this perception is not accurate.   

 
As a matter of fact, although it is sort of trite, the acronym that is often used to describe fear is False 
Evidence Appearing Real.  The scenario you fear -- some kind of rejection or hostility from an audience -- 
is extraordinarily unlikely.  You have a better chance of winning the lottery. 

 
In point of fact, the audience wants you to succeed and to be good.  Nothing is worse than watching 
somebody flail on stage.  You don't want this, and neither does your audience.  They want you to be good 
also.  It is very helpful to keep that in mind. 

 
Is also critical to remember that the audience is not sitting there waiting for you to entertain or inform 
them.  They want to participate in the presentation, and get to know you.  Essentially, you are trying to 
develop a relationship with your audience.  Your audience is composed of people, just like you.  You are 
trying to get to know each other.  By keeping this in mind, you can do a great deal to defuse anxiety. 

 

THE MIDDLE: RAPPORT 
A Supreme Court justice once said about pornography, "I can't define it, but I know it when I see it."  
Rapport is like that.  It's almost impossible to define, but when you are delivering a presentation, you 
know it when you have it.  And it makes all the difference. 
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When you have developed rapport with your audience, you presentation takes on an entirely new 
character.  The audience is working with you.  Your talk just seems to flow.  There's an energy, and 
friendliness in the room that allows you to deliver your very best, and allows your audience to participate 
fully in what becomes a joint endeavor.  Any great performer creates report, of some kind, with an 
audience.  You can, too. Unlike, say, Mick Jagger, you are almost certainly presenting to an audience that 
is small enough for you to meet personally.  This intimacy makes creating rapport much, much easier.  Here 
are a few suggestions on how to do it. 

• Show up early, and introduce yourself to individual audience members as they arrive.  Chat with 
them a little.  You will probably arrive early anyway, to make sure your equipment works and 
everything is in order.  Use this time to simultaneously get to know your audience a little.  This 
allows you to see at least some of them as individuals, rather than seeing the audience as some 
kind of faceless mass.  It's a good idea to arrive early, anyway, so you might as well use it to get 
to know your audience. 

• During the presentation, if it is feasible, call on individual audience members for answers to 
questions.  If it is possible to work questions into the material you're presenting, call on specific 
people in your audience for answers, comments, observations and so on.  If you cannot remember 
their names, simply point at individuals and ask them for comments, answers and so on.  This has to 
be done with some tact.  You do not want to put people on the spot.  However, if you can ask 
them questions in a way that is perceived to be encouraging their input or participation, it 
enhances your report with the group. 

• During the presentation, it is also a good idea to share a few personal details with your audience, 
within reason.  Mention your children.  Talk about an incident that happened to you recently.  Talk 
about your hobbies.  Make an effort to humanize yourself to your audience.  The quickest, most 
certain way to kill rapport is to have your audience perceive you to be some kind of remote 
authority figure.  Avoid this by sharing with them enough details about yourself and your life to 
make yourself human. 

• Again, don't overdo this.  Remember, the presentation is not about you, it is by your material.  You 
are also not some Hollywood starlet on television talking about her recent stint in rehab.  A little of 
this goes a long way.  Be judicious, but leaven your presentation with details about yourself that 
will help your audience to know you somewhat. 

• Also within reason, it helps a great deal to be somewhat self-deprecating.  For example, I tend to 
be a klutz.  I am not especially coordinated, and tend to drop things, break things, lose things and 
so on.  I've also lost most of my hair.  These are both excellent topics to make a couple of minor 
jokes or asides about.  Self-deprecation is another way to break the ice between yourself and 
your audience, and to create an atmosphere of mutuality. 

• Show enthusiasm.  It makes an audience very uncomfortable if they get the impression that you do 
not really want to be speaking with them, or are indifferent about the topic.  Conversely, it 
energizes an audience to hear a speaker who is clearly and unabashedly passionate about the 
subject at hand.  Enthusiasm is contagious.  Make it clear to your audience that you are fascinated 
by and passionate about your topic. 

 

THE END: HANDOUTS 
During my presentations I make it a point to tell the audience that they do not need to take notes.  Note-
taking is sort of a disease.  People who do it often wind up concentrating on their notes rather than on 
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your presentation.  This makes it much or difficult to connect with your audience, and is also more than a 
little distracting.  Consequently, if the audience is not going to take notes, you have to provide them with 
notes. 

 
These come in three basic formats.  They are: 

• Notes.  Notes are simply an outline summary of the key points in your talk.  Although these can be 
useful, but they can also seem a little skimpy.  Some speakers swear by them, and they can be useful 
for a talk which is straightforward, simple or highly structured. 

• White papers.  A white paper, such as the one you are reading now, is a more detailed written 
version of your presentation.  Do not simply read your presentation, transcribe it and call it a white 
paper.  It's not as easy as that.  Although it may take some work, writing a white paper is the best, 
most useful follow-up to a presentation-- substantive, comprehensive and extremely useful. 

• Copies of your presentation.  This is the least desirable of the three formats for handouts.  Especially if 
your presentation consists mostly of images, simply forwarding a copy of the presentation to your 
audience isn't really very helpful.  In PowerPoint, it is possible to include notes with your slides.  If you 
want to forward your presentation to your audience afterwards, I would suggest using this approach. 

 

DELIVERY: HOW YOU LOOK 
This white paper is not intended to substitute for hiring a professional coach to assist you with your 
speaking style if you need it.  Depending on how comfortable you are in front of an audience, and how 
capable you are of learning a different set of mannerisms, a professional speaking coach can be 
invaluable.  Whether or not your work with a coach, a few general suggestions about how to effectively 
do a presentation: 

• Move around.  Nothing is more annoying to an audience than a presenter who appears nailed to 
the floor.  By moving around, you convey energy and enthusiasm, which is infectious. 

• Smile.  The audience does not want to see a presenter who appears to be struggling, or unhappy 
at having to present.  Whether or not you mean it, do your best to look like you are having a 
great time.  Smile. 

• Make eye contact with individuals.  Pick out four or five people at various parts of the audience 
and make it a practice to look them in the eye on a regular basis.  Let your eyes sweep around 
the room.  This makes you look far more dynamic, and allows you to connect with your audience. 

• Keep your head and your eyes up.  It’s as simple as that.  Do not look down, and do not stare at 
that ground, your notes, or the table.  Look up, and engage with your audience. 

 

THINGS NOT TO DO:   

• Cross your arms.  This makes you look defensive.  
• Put your hands on your hips.  This makes you look belligerent or angry, and is particularly bad if 

you are female. 
• Use repetitive gestures.  These drive people nuts.  Whatever your gesturing style is, strive to vary 

it.  Doing the same thing over and over and over is distracting and annoying.  You probably don’t 
even realize you’re doing it, but your audience will. 
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• Put your hands in your pockets.  Although it may help you solved the “what do I do with my 
hands?” problem, it makes you look disinterested, relaxed or downright sloppy. 

• Sway, rock, shuffle or lean.  Stand up straight, and when you are not moving, stand still.  A 
persistent swaying or rocking motion is extremely distracting to your audience. 

• Fidget with things.  Whether it is a pencil, your clicker, or paperclip, the speaker who is playing 
with some object is not giving the audience the presentation his full attention.  It shows. 

 

DELIVERY: HOW YOU SOUND 
In addition to how you look, much of your message is going to be communicated by how you sound.  
When presenting, do not: 

• Use verbal fillers.  As much as possible, strive not to use terms like, you know, uh-huh, er, or other 
pointless space-fillers.  They make you sound disorganized. 

• Talk rapidly because you’re nervous.  It’s one thing to speak rapidly because you’re excited.  It’s 
a whole different ballgame if you speak rapidly because you are nervous.  Your nervousness will 
be transmitted to your audience.   

• Ramble.  As much as possible, try to stay on the point and on the topic.  Shaggy-dog stories, or 
anecdotes that appear to go nowhere will derail your presentation, and it can be very hard to 
get it back. 

• Read your slides.  If there is one thing you take away from this white paper, it should be that 
reading the text of your slides out loud is suicide in a presentation.  The audience can read for 
themselves, thank you.  Speak to them – don’t simply read your slides. 

• Repeatedly solicit agreements from the audiences as filler.  It’s one thing to occasionally check in 
with your audience to make sure they comprehend what you're saying.  It is an entirely different 
matter to repeatedly solicit their agreements simply to fill up dead air.  It makes you look 
tentative and uncertain.  Don’t do it. 

• Sound like a robot. When you speak, strive to vary your speech.  Vary the cadence, vary the 
pitch, vary the intensity and loudness and vary the amount of seriousness.  Nothing is more 
tiresome to listen than a speech which is essentially a monotone.  You are not a robot.  Vary your 
speech. 

 

CONCLUSION 
When you stop to think about it, giving a presentation is an incredible honor.  It means that your 
audience -- which may be ten people or may be a thousand people -- thinks enough of you, your 
expertise, and your topic to collectively interrupt their day and grant you their full attention.  
Sometimes, if I'm speaking to a group of people who bill by the hour, I will mentally multiply the size 
of the audience by their billable rates.  20 attorneys who bill at $200 per hour means that a one hour 
talk represents $4000 to them in lost billings. 
 
You had better be worth it. 
 
Whether or not you are "worth it" has nothing to do with the actual content of your presentation.  It 
has to do with the quality of the experience you create for your audience, and the amount of 
enthusiasm, excitement and appreciation for the material you can convey to them.  Nobody ever 
walked out of a presentation and thought "Wow, that was a lot of information.  I really got my 
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money's worth."  Instead, the idea is to have them walk out saying to each other simply "That was a 
great presentation."  And what makes it great is you. 
 
Great presenters are not born.  They are made.  It takes practice, patience, a willingness to learn, 
and a willingness to endure trial and error.  It's like speaking Italian or playing squash.  You have to 
learn how to do it correctly. 
 
The ideas in this memo are intended to be suggestions, not the last word.  Becoming a great presenter 
is largely a matter of finding your own voice.  It is absolutely essential that you seek out, and rely 
upon, techniques and methods that work for you.  You are the one standing up at the front of the 
room.  You are the one his reputation is on the line.  There is an old saying that "if the map in the 
ground disagree, the map is wrong."  The recommendations in this white paper are the map.  Your 
presentation, however, is the ground, it is what really matters.  Enjoy the journey, see the sights, learn, 
grow, and develop the skill of presenting. 
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ABOUT US 
Based on Santa Cruz, California, the Repechage Group provides business development, marketing, strategy 
and content creation for professional services firms and startups, with a special emphasis on law firms. 
Founded in 2001, Repechage has worked with dozens of clients and hundreds of professionals, on projects 
ranging from the complete redesign and redevelopment of a 2,500-page web site for an AmLaw 100 law 
firm to assisting a startup in the Netherlands in launching an innovative communications application in the 
United States. 

Our specialties include: 

Content Creation and Ghostwriting:  We have provided editorial and content services since 
our inception, and have produced everything from winning RFP responses to ghostwritten articles to practice 
group descriptions. Topics we’ve handled range from the legal implications of doing business in Cuba to 
fundraising for non-traded REITs to direct mail pieces to ads for accounts like Donna Karan and Lifetime 
Television. If it needs to be written, edited, developed or fixed, we can do it better than anyone, and the 
more technical and complex, the better. 

Coaching: We have coached dozens of professionals from dozens of firms in business development, sales 
and strategy. We specialize in working with senior associates or junior partners who are focusing on building 
their books of business.  

Web Development: Working with designers, developers, copywriters and photo teams, we build 
secure, functional and beautiful web sites for clients. Depending on the project, we can deliver small, 
straightforward sites in SquareSpace or WordPress for smaller firms and startups, or assemble large teams to 
either create or assist in developing large high-end sites with content management systems and thousands of 
pages of information. 

On-Demand Marketing Suppor t: For smaller firms, clients in transition or those needing 
specialized expertise in-house, we provide fractional marketing support. When employing a marketer isn’t an 
option, we can step in and fill the gaps. 

US Market Entry Services: For startups or companies entering the US market from other countries, 
we provide marketing and business development consulting, including evaluating product-market fit, 
development of marketing materials (including presentations), market research and initial customer acquisition. 
We are particularly experienced in working with companies from Southern Asia – Singapore, Korea and 
Japan. 

www.repechagegroup.com 
(650) 485-1487 

http://www.repechagegroup.com/
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