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KNOW YOUR AUDIENCE: WHO ARE THEY?

Mr Chairman, ladies and gentlemen, have you ever stood up in front of an audience, taken a look round and thought to yourself: OMG, what am I doing here? These people are not what I expected. They don’t look very friendly. In the immortal words of Butch Cassidy: [COWBOY ACCENT] who are these guys?

It happened to me in my very early days of public speaking. I was fortunate enough to win this club’s very first Humorous Speech contest in 1990 with a speech full of anecdotes about some of the wonderful characters I used to live amongst on the small Caribbean island of Tortola in the mid-1970s. Parts of the speech were delivered in my best [JAMAICAN ACCENT] Jaameeacan accent, maan! The next round was the area contest. At the time, there were only two clubs in London, three in the commuter belt and one in a market town which shall remain nameless, right down on the South coast – which is where the area contest was held.

I duly showed up and the atmosphere was so alien I could have been on Mars. My own club was a mélange of different nationalities, ages and sexes. In this charming corner of Little England, it was overwhelmingly male, middle-aged plus and English. Tea and cakes were served on arrival and the hosts all had their pinkies out ! My rather raunchy speech, which had inspired many a hearty guffaw at the club contest, was heard in silence. My Jamaican accent was greeted with polite puzzlement. The whole performance was excruciatingly inappropriate to an audience of waxworks !

Ladies and gentlemen, the first rule of preparing any speech or presentation is to know your audience. Who’s there? As in: Knock, knock. Who’s there? Jamaica. Jamaica who? Jamaica me crazy wid all dem knack knack jokes!

A little bit of preparation is all it takes – an email or two, a phone call, a few minutes on the internet. Who will be there? What age group? What sex? What educational level? What cultural sensitivities? If yours is a business talk, what managerial level will they be? Will they be there voluntarily or under instructions? Are they expecting to be educated or entertained – or both?

There used to be a guideline at our club that talking about sex, religion and politics was taboo. This was always a bit of a puzzle: what else was there to speak about ? So we wrote to Toastmasters International HQ and obtained further guidance. The answer was rather sensible: speeches containing references to sex, religion or politics should be mindful of the sensitivities of the audience. Fair enough. In other words, know your audience. So, graphic reenactments of romantic episodes are out – I kid you not, we had a speech at this club a few years ago where a speaker gave us the full works, pelvic thrusts, grunts, shrieks, the lot ! It was cringingly embarrassing and grotesquely out of order.

In summary, ladies and gentlemen, the first rule of preparing to speak is to know your audience. Having been a member of this club for twenty-three years, I hope by now I know this audience. Or, should I say: [JAMAICAN ACCENT] maan, dis aa’dience be . . . irie!

Mr Cheeair . . . maan!
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LOOKING THE PART: GET TOGGED UP!

[ENTER IN FLORAL WAISTCOAT, HEADBAND AND SHADES, ADOPT WEST COAST HIPPIE ACCENT] Do you dig my gear, man? [NORMAL ACCENT] Appropriate for the occasion, would you say? Conveying authority, dignity, credibility? Presidential? Perhaps not!

[TOSS AWAY WAISTCOAT, HEADBAND AND SHADES, PULL ON BLAZER] Now, how about that? Am I your president again?

Madam Chairman, ladies and gentlemen, there is one golden rule on how to dress when you speak in public. It is this. Be as well dressed as the best dressed person in the room. If you don’t look the part, you’re starting off your speech on the back foot. You’ll have to fight extra hard to gain the audience’s credibility. Public speaking can be hard enough as it is. Why make it harder?

There are exceptions, of course. If my speech this evening was going to be about my days as a hippie wannabe in the late 1960s, my dress might have been just the ticket. I would have been using my attire as a prop. So for example if you wish to give a speech on the sexualisation of society, you may choose, Carol*, to wear your dress as a prop, with a plunging neckline and heaving cleavage. [PAUSE] Please!

I got it very wrong the other day. The parents’ association at my son’s school organised a Burns Night, but it was called off at the last moment due to heavy snow. So they rearranged it to coincide with St David’s Day five weeks later and invited me along too, as a token Welsh parent. I was asked if I’d like to sing a song or tell a tale. I opted for both!

I showed up a bit late and found the school hall full of stern-faced men in dinner jackets and kilts. I was wearing a blazer with an open-necked shirt. Oops! I had never received the original Burns Night invitation and hadn’t got round to asking about dress code. But I needn’t have worried. This was a Scottish do and very soon [SCOTS ACCENT] the golden nectarrrr was flowing. By the time I got up it had started to work its magic, and those formerly pale faces were now distinctly ruddier. I was saved by the Bells!

In summary, ladies and gentlemen, a public speaker – or presenter – needs to look the part. Play it safe: be as well dressed as the best dressed person in the room. In other words [PUT HEADBAND BACK ON AND BRING BACK HIPPIE ACCENT], get decked out like funky, groovy, heavy . . . chicks and cats !

Madam Chairman



_________________

* Note: A well-endowed lady in the audience, of a certain age and known to be a good sport!
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CHOOSING THE TOPIC: LIGHT YOUR FIRE!

Madam Chairman, ladies and gentlemen, I would like to say a few words this evening about . . . [PAUSE, THEN ANNOUNCE EXTRAVAGANTLY, AS IN BINGO HALL] double-entry bookkeeping! Did I hear a groan? Why?! Many accountants get very excited about double-entry bookkeeping. They go to double-entry conferences, double-entry seminars, maybe even to double-entry parties – which sounds like something out of Fifty Shades of Grey! Now you’re interested . . . !

There are two basic guidelines in choosing a topic to speak about. First it should be one that the audience can relate to – one that is going to interest them, or inform them, educate them, entertain them, persuade them, even inspire them.

But best of all is to find a topic that you feel strongly about, one that evokes the passion in you. Something that lights your fire. [SING] Light my fire, light my fire, light my fire . . . !

I remember a speech in this club maybe seven, eight years ago. It was given by a lovely lady, quiet, diffident, single, in her early fifties. She had been with the club a couple of years and, if truth be told, hers weren’t the liveliest of speeches. She was difficult to hear, due to her shyness and soft, heavily accented delivery, and she tended to choose safe topics that didn’t seem to inspire her, let alone the audience.

Her final speech at the club was on a different planet. She announced that she had sold her flat, she was leaving London and returning to her native Glasgow. She shared with us her intention, her vow, to dedicate the rest of her life to saving the Scots language – the language of Scottish kings prior to union with England, the tongue of [SCOTS ACCENT] Rrrrrrrabbie Burrrrrrrns. She was so passionate about her native language that her face, her body, her persona became transformed, her voice too – we could hear her every word, we could feel her every word. Tears came to our eyes and we all rose as one to our feet when she finished. It was a truly emotional, cathartic moment for her and for us all, a privilege to be there.

Speaking from the heart does wonders for you. You won’t worry about what you’re going to say, no problem if you lose your way, because you can talk for days on your passion. You won’t need notes. You will come alive, radiate, be as one with the audience.

So, ladies and gentlemen, choose a topic that will appeal to the audience, by all means, but better still choose one that lights your fire – as long as it’s not double-entry bookkeeping!

Madam Chairman
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USING SPEAKING AIDS: REMEMBER THE 3RS!

Mr Chairman, ladies and gentlemen, who here feels more comfortable speaking with some sort of aid to hand – notes, flipchart, PowerPoint? Come on, be honest! Yes, it is most of us. Not you, George? You prefer the freedom of the stage, you like to wing it? Aah, if only the world had more Georges in it . . . On second thoughts . . . !

The truth is that most of us are petrified of losing our way, forgetting our lines. I’ve been at this game for almost a quarter of a century and last year represented this club in the area contest, giving exactly the same speech I had given at the club contest two weeks earlier. After five minutes, I drew a blank. I had no idea what came next and had to sit down. Pathetic, really – and I can’t even put it down to age. I remember doing the same thing once fifteen years or so ago. It just happens.

In the real world, beyond the bubble of a speaking club, you just can’t do that. The show must go on. Whether you are speaking at a conference, to a society or a charity, or presenting to a room full of colleagues or clients, your audience is relying on you. They may even be paying for you to get to the finishing line. Most of us need some help with that.

By far the best is to have a handful of plain postcards with you, each with just three or four bullets, each bullet with just three or four words, in capitals. Like this. [SHOW CARDS] These words are an aide-mémoire, no more. Don’t have the whole speech on a lectern with you, just the postcards. Or hold them instead in your left hand, freeing your right hand for gestures.

If you feel the audience would benefit from visuals, use either a flipchart or PowerPoint. Note that I said visuals. The audience doesn’t want to see interminable sentences on the screen – just simple charts, images or, if you must, bulleted headings – again, a maximum three or four words for each bullet. Don’t do as in the famous Dilbert cartoon: he is standing in front of a screen with a slide which is completely black. He explains that his boss has told him he didn’t want too many bullet points. ‘So,’ says Dilbert, ‘I gave him one, a long one!’

No matter whether you use notes, flipcharts or PowerPoint, however, there are three golden rules: the 3Rs. Read, Reset, Release. Do not speak while you are looking down, across or, worst of all, at the screen behind you. [BACK TO AUDIENCE] Can you hear me? Maybe, but even if you have a loud voice like me, you will not be communicating with the audience. [TURN TO FRONT] Read the notes, reset your eyes on the audience then release your words – in that order.

That reminds me of my favourite Sergeant-Major joke. [SERGEANT-MAJOR VOICE AGAIN] ‘Attenshuuun! Smith, I didn’t see your miserable personage at camouflage training this morning.’ ‘Thank you, sir!’

So, in summary, ladies and gentlemen, by all means use notes and visual aids in the real world. But make them short and punchy – and never read directly from them. Instead use the 3Rs: Read, Reset and Release! In other words, [SERGEANT MAJOR STYLE COMMAND] eyes . . . FRONT!

Mr Chairman


TOP TEN DOS AND DON’TS IN PREPARING TO SPEAK OR PRESENT ... NOT !

•  Do your own thing – don’t worry about who’s in the audience

•  Do be smutty – if Mrs Grundy doesn’t approve, she has issues

•  Do wear what you want – Bermuda shorts to a black tie do, why not?

•  Do use text on PowerPoint – and the more the merrier

•  Do focus on your notes – we don’t want to see your eyes

•  Don’t crack a joke – we are here to be informed, not entertained

•  Don’t speak from the heart – that’s just sentimental

•  Don’t choose a topic that interests the audience – we love to yawn

•  Don’t worry about remembering your lines – you can always ad lib . . .

•  Don’t use pictures on PowerPoint – they’re for kiddies




PART II:

CRAFTING THE SPEECH OR PRESENTATION
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STRUCTURING THE SPEECH I: TOP AND TAIL IT!

Mr Chairman, ladies and gentlemen, ‘To begin at the beginning: it is spring, moonless night in the small town, starless and bible-black, the cobblestreets silent, and the hunched, courters’-and- rabbits’ wood limping invisible down to the sloeblack, slow, black, crowblack, fishingboat-bobbing sea.’


Isn’t that the most magical opening in the history of English literature? They are, of course, the words of Dylan Thomas, in his play for voices, Under Milk Wood. Every book benefits from an emphatic opening, and so too does every speech. Indeed a speech structure is a simple affair: an opening (think of the head), a conclusion (the feet) and in the middle a body, preferably [INDICATE] tightly honed!

The body is where the bulk of your speech goes – in a seven-minute speech, plan on five minutes of body, with one minute each for the opening and the conclusion. These are the most important parts of any speech, the topping and the tailing. The opening should grab the attention of the audience. The conclusion should ensure that the speech lingers in the memory.

Openings should be dramatic – you should try and start with a bang. Here are some ideas: you could try a quote, as I did this evening. Or you could ask the audience a stimulating question, even a loaded one such as ‘How many of you here this evening have stopped watching internet porn?’ [PULL DOWN HAND, PUT IT UP AGAIN, DOWN AGAIN, THROW HANDS IN THE AIR, AT A LOSS!] That usually livens up the audience!

Or you could sing a song – as I once did on a speech on setting goals. I opened with some Rolling Stones: [SING] ‘No, you can’t always get what you want . . . ’ Whereupon some wag piped up with: ‘Not surprising, with a voice like that . . . ’

Most important of all is the conclusion. That’s what people are going to take away from your speech or presentation. If it’s a contest, that’s what the judges will remember. If it is a pitch to clients, that is what they will recall. So here’s a tip: whether your speech is a seven-minute standard, a one-minute impromptu or a forty-minute keynote, save your best to the last.

If it’s a persuasive speech, conclude with a call to action. If it’s an educational speech, ram home the key message. If it’s a humorous speech, keep your best gag in the bag until the end. Now I am seriously setting myself up for a fall here, but here we go . . . !

In summary, ladies and gentlemen, you should structure your speech with a dramatic opening, a well-honed body and a memorable conclusion. Talking of the ultimate conclusion, the end of the world, if that should happen tomorrow, I know where I would like to be – back in the town of my birth, Aberystwyth, on the West coast of Wales, the far side of the Cambrian mountains. Everything takes at least ten years to get there.

Mr Chairman
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STRUCTURING THE SPEECH II: GUIDE US, O!

Madam Chairman, ladies and gentlemen, [SING] ‘Guide me, O thou great redeemer . . . ’ I know, any excuse for a Welshman to open his vocal cords . . . !

But, would you believe, those words are actually relevant to my theme this evening – well, sort of ! I want to talk about guidance. Last time we met I talked about structuring a speech, how each speech should have an emphatic, perhaps dramatic opening and a memorable, perhaps rousing finale. Now let’s address the bit in the middle, the body.

This is the meat of a speech or presentation. It is where the real content lies. It should best be sliced into two, three or four sections. Best of all is three – psychologists have proven that human beings can best process things in threes. They call it ‘the power of three’.

But most important are the connections between these sections – what is called ‘signposting’. There is a standard old maxim in speaking and presenting: tell us what you are going to tell us, tell us and then tell us what you told us. It has a dual advantage: the audience is given guidance on where you are and where you’re going and it reinforces your message. Let me give you an example: suppose I am giving a speech on why, in this feminist-dominated world, we men still have our uses.

I could open my speech with, say, a song: [SING] ‘It’s raining men . . .’ Then I could move into the body by saying we men still have our uses and here are three: we tend to the garden, we take out the rubbish and, in comparison to the alternative of artificial insemination, we make the act of procreation more aerobically beneficial.

I then go into detail on how useful we are in the garden. Well, it’s best to keep us away from tending the flower bed, but we are quite good at stuffing the compost heap. Once I finish that section, I say: we men are useful not only in the garden, but in the house too, like in taking out the rubbish. Well, we can’t be bothered with all this recycling business, a box for this, a bag for that, but we are quite good at stuffing the rubbish bin. Once I’m done with that, I say: we’ve seen how indispensable we men are in the garden and in the house, but there’s one final area where we can put to good use our talents at stuffing . . .

In summary, ladies and gentlemen, carve up the body of your speech or presentation into three and [SING AGAIN] ‘Guide us, O . . . ’ with signposts. Let me end on a personal note. I must confess I am pretty hopeless in the garden and I moan incessantly about sorting out the rubbish, but, with regard to the third area of male usefulness, I do offer complimentary evening classes . . . !

Madam Chairman



 

8

LIGHTENING THE SPEECH: GIVE US A BREAK!

Mr Chairman, ladies and gentlemen, I would like to talk to you this evening
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PERSONALISING THE SPEECH: TELL US OF YOU!
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ENLIVENING THE SPEECH: HAM IT UP!
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ILLUSTRATING THE SPEECH: USE EM PROP LY!








TOP TEN DOS AND DON’TS IN CRAFTING THE SPEECH OR PRESENTATION ... NOT !
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