


[image: The Work Smarter Guide to Presenting by Louisa Clarke]





‘Louisa’s advice is incisive, useful and, importantly, fun. This guide is an invaluable resource for anyone that wants to make a lasting impact on their audience. If you can’t have Louisa coaching you, this book is the next best thing’

George Biggs, Chief Sales and Marketing Officer, McLaren Automotive Ltd

‘Invaluable guidance delivered with humour and honesty that will help even the most nervous of presenters nail it’

Lorna Hughes, Managing Director, Harvard

‘An essential guide for anyone who wants to raise their game and give better, more engaging presentations. Louisa provides a wealth of practical tips and, coupled with her professional yet entertaining style, makes this an indispensable read for anyone serious about giving their best presentations’

James Hughes, Senior Director CBRE




Louisa Clarke works with leaders and high-performing teams from some of the world’s best companies. An experienced facilitator and qualified coach with an outstanding new-business track record, Louisa is a Managing Partner at The Caffeine Partnership – a strategic consultancy that stimulates growth through brand strategy, customer experience and employee experience. She regularly coaches, consults and trains leaders and teams around the world on business development and communication. A former Great Britain junior international rower and current masters rower, she brings a competitive track record to motivate people under pressure, understanding the power of teamwork and what’s required to win. www.thisiscaffeine.com
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Introduction


‘There are always three speeches for every one you actually give. The one you prepared, the one you gave and the one you wish you gave.’

DALE CARNEGIE,

AUTHOR, HOW TO WIN FRIENDS AND INFLUENCE PEOPLE



There’s a piece of research which reveals that the top fear in life is presenting in public.1 In second place, death. Apparently, most people would rather die than talk to an audience.

Fear of speaking in public is called ‘glossophobia’. The term comes from the Greek words glossa (tongue) and phobos (dread or fear). If you’ve ever been asked to make a presentation, and it’s something that you don’t regularly do, you’ll be familiar with the visceral feeling that sweeps through your body and mind at the thought of it. Racing heartbeat, sweaty palms, butterflies in your stomach, mind racing at the sheer horror of it. No wonder that, for a fleeting moment, peaceful oblivion feels more appealing.

It doesn’t have to be this way.

It is possible to stand up and give a presentation, speech, lesson or vote of thanks in a way that captures your audience’s attention. One that actually makes them think, feel or do something as a result. All without giving you sleepless nights and raging anxiety in anticipation.

Having good, even great, presentation skills is not out of reach. It’s not the God-given gift of a few lucky people. Everyone can improve their communication (which is essentially what presentation skills are) and, by doing so, remove the fear factor. All it takes is some practice.

But where to start? Right here. This book is a practical guide that gets straight to the point with top tips, tools and techniques to help you create and deliver presentations that you’ll enjoy giving and that your audience will want to hear. And by doing so, you’ll find that being able to communicate effectively will accelerate both your confidence and your career. I truly believe that the ability to give great presentations – and gain a reputation for doing so – is the quickest way to stand out from your peers and your competitors.

And it’s not just me that believes this – the world’s most famous financier, Warren Buffett, said:


I don’t have my diploma from the University of Nebraska hanging on my office wall, and I don’t have my diploma from Columbia up there either – but I do have my Dale Carnegie graduation certificate proudly displayed. That $100 course on effective speaking gave me the most important degree I have.



Great presentation skills open doors to opportunities: present your ideas well and they are more likely to be bought. Give a compelling pitch presentation and you will beat your competition, win new revenues and build your business. Communicate clearly and you will motivate your team or your students. You may end up earning your living from speaking in public. But even if you have no ambition to be the Sheryl Sandberg of your industry and only picked up this book because you hate presenting but can no longer avoid it, congratulations. You’ve taken the first step in taking a smarter approach to becoming a better presenter. Your audience will thank you and, in the future, you will be spared unnecessary angst. Let’s get to it!




1.

Before we begin

A CAUTIONARY TALE

Let’s start by casting your mind back to the worst presentation you’ve ever given.

Chances are you didn’t have to think too long before the painful memory of a disastrous performance rose to the surface. These things stay with us.

Mine was over twenty years ago. I had been invited to a multi-agency ‘Loop Team’ meeting – leaders from different marketing disciplines brought together to share best practice and collaborate in service of our mutual multinational client.

I can’t remember what my presentation was about. I have no recollection of rehearsing. But I remember that, just before I stepped up to the lectern, the Loop Team leader took me aside and said, ‘We need more energy. Be Dolly Parton.’

I trust you are familiar with the iconic Dolly. If you are unfamiliar with her work, pause and Google her. For those who haven’t met me, simply imagine the total, polar opposite of everything Dolly Parton epitomises.

If Dolly Parton danced around the stage, I walked slowly. If she spoke with a light trill and a girlish laugh, I was tonally similar to the speaking clock. If she lit up the audience’s hearts and minds with her vivacity, I had thirty PowerPoint slides and was damn well going to use them.

Put simply, there was a huge, gaping, insurmountable void between the bubbly, vivacious, teeth-and-eyes personality of the iconic Ms. Parton and me, age twenty-eight.

So, when I heard that direction from stage left, I didn’t do what any normal person would do, which would have been to smile, nod and then do my own thing, confident that I had rehearsed and was ready.

No, I didn’t do that. Turned out I wasn’t a normal person. And I’m not sure I had rehearsed. I was an idiot people-pleaser back then. I did what I was told.

At this point your imagination is probably ahead of reality. It wasn’t so bad that I got up and did my presentation through the medium of song, with some added dancing for good measure. I didn’t do a Dolly impression. The audience wasn’t totally cringing and I didn’t totally die of shame.

However, I did latch onto the word ‘energy’ from the brief, and I took that energy and I turned it into speed. Rather than demonstrating energy through a dynamic and engaging performance, I raced through my slides at record pace. I gabbled, I barely drew breath; I raced on and on, at warp speed, my speech speeding up, my oxygen running out. And when I got to the last slide, I practically ran off stage, panting.

In the dark moments afterwards someone from the audience came up to me and said, ‘You couldn’t wait for that to end, could you?’

So much for the content that I’d spent hours scripting and the slides that I’d spent days finessing. If his overriding impression of my presentation was ‘GET ME OUT OF HERE!’, then the rest of the audience probably took that away too. If they thought of me at all, it wasn’t my key messages that resonated. It was the memory of a manic race through thirty slides in five minutes delivered by a wide-eyed woman vibrating with stress.

The experience served a purpose: to remind me of the need to prepare, practice and improve so that now – irony – I help others avoid my fate through presentation and pitch coaching.

The moral of my cautionary tale is that you don’t have to do what you’re told. People give unsolicited advice. You have to decide what’s helpful. Trust your instinct. My instinct knew that the Dolly Parton brief was totally incongruous with who I am, and yet I overrode that instinct. With less than spectacular results. To follow the approach in this book won’t require you to pretend to be someone you’re not. Instead, it will give you tools and techniques that will remove any terror you may have, save you time and make the whole experience of presenting in public easier and more enjoyable. And, because we all enjoy a bit of schadenfreude (the pleasure derived from another person’s misfortune), I share some more cautionary tales throughout the book. So you can comfort yourself with the thought, at least I won’t be as bad as that …

FIRST THINGS FIRST – GET OVER YOURSELF

Over the years, I’ve worked with senior women and men responsible for multimillion-pound budgets and teams of hundreds of people who spend their working lives at a cracking pace. Their decisions make the difference between organisational success or failure.

These people seem uber-confident, unruffled and experienced, and yet I cannot tell you how many of them say to me: ‘I hate presenting. I really hate it.’ Despite this proclamation, these übermensch will do all they can to avoid doing anything that might help them become better. They won’t write a script; they won’t be disciplined or clear about what key message they want to get across; and they won’t, God forbid, rehearse. Instead, they rock up to an internal meeting, town hall or even a keynote speech and ‘wing it’ – speaking off the cuff (which is code for rambling on), fidgeting and pacing the stage (because they think they’ll look like Steve Jobs – they don’t), running on too long and boring their audience to tears. Harsh but, unfortunately, true.

One of my clients epitomised this approach. He said, ‘I hate presenting. But I won’t do anything to prepare myself to be better at it because if I do nothing, then at least I can blame my bad performance on the fact that I didn’t rehearse.’ There’s a kind of logic to this but why, in a world that encourages us to ‘be our best selves’ and where we take the rest of our professional development so seriously, do we allow ourselves to be so mediocre when it comes to presenting?

My response to this client and to every other client who comes up with this approach is ‘Get over yourself.’ It’s a message that I first told myself when, like my clients, I could spend hours twisting my thoughts into mental knots about why I was so bad at something and still do nothing to improve my performance. The reality is either you choose to do what it takes to improve or shut up with the excuses. As my son frequently says to me, ‘No one cares.’

Well, that’s not entirely true. I care.

I care because I’ve seen the transformation of individuals and businesses as they get out of old, ineffectual habits to enjoy vastly improved results by adopting a different approach to presenting. I care because I hate to see brilliance go to waste as great ideas are diluted or lost in a fog of badly presented, over-complex and instantly forgettable charts. I care that people are working stupid hours because they didn’t get organised the moment the brief or the meeting invitation pinged into the inbox.

Here are three tips to make you care too:

1. As Yoda said, ‘Do or do not. There is no “try”.’

Presenting well is really only about one thing. Practice. If you’re not 100 per cent committed to practising (AKA rehearsal) then don’t bother. I can be incredibly eloquent in my head, as I lie in bed, imagining myself on stage wowing the audience, but I know that unless I do all the

2. Don’t do it all at the last minute.


3. Less is more.



A QUICK NOTE ON CONFIDENCE










A MERCIFULLY BRIEF LOOK AT HOW THE BRAIN WORKS (AND WHY THIS IS IMPORTANT)


THE SCIENCE BIT



1. Cerebrum


2. Cerebellum


3. Brain stem


WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?







HOW MEMORY WORKS












PRIME PRESENTATIONS – AN ACRONYM FOR PRESENTATION SUCCESS
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