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What to Expect (When You’re Expected to Speak Beautifully)

The first time many professionals start thinking about improving their communication skills is when they’ve been invited to speak, pitch, or lead a meeting that is high stakes. Because “public speaking” is so stressful and fraught at the beginning, it makes sense that many of us avoid it for as long as possible.

Perhaps you’re staring down the barrel of a hard deadline or interested in self-improvement and leveling up your career. You’ve probably observed by now that most successful entrepreneurs have to pitch, most executives have to give talks, and the fastest career trajectories are the province of those who get up in front of others and lead.

But what may seem like fearlessly confident communication in our role models is almost always the product of a ton of behind-the-scenes work on both substance and style.

There are almost no examples of people I know who were true public speaking prodigies. Even in my case—as someone who grew up speaking very early (9 to 10 months), in two languages (Hungarian and English), and who spent a lot of time with adults, getting good at public speaking took a while. Getting really good took a long while.

Yes, I had some natural ability and affinity for the craft, and I was fortunate enough to find gigs early on that wanted me to play the role of spokesperson. I joined my first “exited” startup, Trymedia, when two cousins raised pre-seed money to tackle the idea of security in video games. The CEO, who was otherwise extraordinarily competent and intelligent, had zero interest in being the “face” of the company. So I, at the tender age of twenty-five, became the chief spokesperson for our business—and without coincidence—the burgeoning casual games industry we were evangelizing.

Over my six years at the startup—and indeed peppered throughout my previous jobs—I had given over a hundred talks and media interviews. I also had the benefit (!!) of trying to raise money during the 2001 dot-com crash, which meant giving literally hundreds of financing pitches over the phone and in person. After we downsized in the crash, I was also the only salesperson, and gave our sales pitches until we could hire someone again. As the market rebounded, I leveraged my relationships to get us panel speaking slots and the occasional keynote, letting every event organizer in the games industry know I was controversial, competent, and always on time.

In retrospect, it might seem like I had a strategy—but I didn’t. I just wanted the company to be successful and identified that these were opportunities for us to get in front of decision makers and establish our credibility. It was public speaking as a sales strategy.

I put a full court press on getting keynote-style speaking opportunities, and as I started to do them—getting better each time—more and more invitations were extended to me. Over the course of a couple of years, I went from asking for speaking slots at key industry events to being invited to them. And I went from the guy calling reporters to pitch them on ideas to the guy reporters called when they had questions about our industry.

Often in corporate communications, this kind of program is called “thought leadership” and is an investment companies make in their top executives to generate earned media. When delivered by true professionals, a thought leadership campaign can be highly effective, if expensive.

But do you need a PR firm, team, or even a deep-pocketed budget to accomplish the goal of raising your profile? Absolutely not. In fact, if what you really want is to be in executive leadership—and thus benefit from even more corporate support for your ambition—the surest way to push yourself is to improve your professional communication skills. You want to lead that meeting, pitch that client, raise that money, talk to that reporter, and build connections for your business. You need to take the chance on yourself, and the best investment you can make in your career is to communicate more beautifully.

This is even more important for people who want to lead their own enterprises. Everything from a startup’s inception through its acquisition or public offering rests on the founding team’s ability to evangelize their message. It may start as early as recruiting a co-founder (which requires a kind of highly specialized sales pitch), but certainly extends to fundraising, partnerships, business development, and marketing. Leaving your communication skills dangling until the last possible moment doesn’t advantage anyone for success.

But, here’s where most of us are. Intimidated by public speaking, but aware of its power and importance in our careers, we skirt the necessary investment for as long as possible, hoping our fears of public speaking will go away, or that we’ll be just good enough to get that prize.

And everything has become even more fraught with the advent and meteoric rise of extreme social media, screen time, mobile devices, and the expectations of an always-on culture. As we’ll discuss, even the idea of “audience engagement and attention” has shifted so much in our current tech-addled lives, that we fully expect conference attendees—online or off—to multitask while speakers are presenting. Sometimes we literally want them to also be on their social media (e.g., to promote our event or talk), and in other cases it’s simply the demands of jobs, families, or minds that just won’t stop—even for 20 minutes.

In this context, the challenges for effective professional communication have increased one-hundred-fold. In my school years, we were expected to sit and listen to a professor talk for 45, 60, 90, or even 120 minutes (n.b.). This is the place where you’d expect the “get off my lawn comment.” I promise I’m a cool old guy). Their ability to deliver the material well and keep us engaged was mostly irrelevant. It was incumbent on us to pick up the information they were sharing, and to make the most of that opportunity. So we sat, often bored out of our minds, and absorbed.

It’s hard to imagine our current generation of thinkers, doers, and team members being okay with that kind of communication. Forty-five minutes? We can’t even expect unfettered attention for 45 seconds. We know that audiences certainly don’t tune in to optional content (e.g., videos) that lack authenticity, connection, and dynamism. But we also must be conscious that in a world reshaped by Zoom even our compulsory communications are subject to vociferous audience multitasking.

Therefore you, as a communicator, need to be better than ever before. The bar is higher—and the expectations of the audience ever greater. You need to be able to grab their attention, hold on to it for an almost interminable amount of time, deliver your points to an open and absorbent mind, and then land the plane for the listener and bring them back to the real world. The foundations of good public speaking remain the same, but many of the methods and approaches have to shift in this era of distraction.

Rather than be discouraged by this inevitability, by picking up this book you’ve already signaled that you understand the value of the craft, and are at least a bit curious about how to make it work for you. That is the most important first step and (cue the horns) congratulations to you for doing that!

Now, what else do you need to be successful at improving your professional communications in this weird and wonderful time? Simply put, you need a process that is designed to help you get from wherever you are in your career now to mastery in this brave, new world.

This is that process.


THE BASIC FRAMEWORK: DEADLINES, ITERATION, PRACTICE, REVIEWS

I use a not-at-all cheesy acronym to describe the process I expect my coaching clients to follow as we work on their ascent:


D—Deadlines and Details (a target talk with a delivery date)

I—Iteration (the process of developing your content to achieve mastery)

P—Practice (makes perfect … ish)

R—Reviews (incorporating feedback and opinions to make everything better)



n.b. Just be glad it wasn’t DIAPER (Deadlines, Iteration, Achievement, Practice, Evaluation, Reviews), as in “I’m going to need this DIAPER to do this keynote.” It goes without saying, don’t let the acronym drive the branding. Later in the book we’ll discuss the pitfalls of deus ex machina acronymization.

Before diving into each of these, let’s look at the overarching, Agile approach I’d like us to take.




AGILE APPROACHES

If you’ve worked in software in the last decade or so, you’ve undoubtedly heard the phrase “Agile development.” Used to refer to the way that software is built, Agile posits that the best products come from an iterative approach, where development teams are constantly putting forward the smallest unit of acceptable product and testing it directly with users. Based on feedback, they then change, remove, or add a small unit of whatever is needed to improve user engagement.

Though Agile methodologies are highly logical and mostly successful in tech, they can also work wonders in any field where rapid skills acquisition is the goal. In my speaker coaching practice, I use a very successful agile approach to help aspiring communicators improve, and this book is based on that philosophy.

As we work through the process of getting you to mastery, you’re going to create or modify a talk at every point. It is this talk—and your delivery of it—that we are going to use as the milestone to drive toward and measure against. If you keep track of (by recording and saving) your first deck and first run through, and then compare it against your twentieth or twenty-fifth, you’re guaranteed to see some significant progress.

At the beginning, it’s going to suck—even if you’re pretty good at it. But over time, everything—the content and the delivery—will get better.

You can lead a horse to water … but you can’t make them drink. In this scenario you are the horse and I am leading you to the water (which is knowledge). Or maybe I’m the water and you just want to take a long drink of me. Either way, I love this journey for you—as long as by the end of this book you’ve created an amazing talk and are able to deliver it beautifully.




DEADLINES AND DETAILS

In order to create the optimal process for improving communications, we need some deadlines and details. That is, we need to aim our efforts toward creating either a:


	Talk (speech, keynote, or other pedagogical work), or a

	Pitch (a specific kind of talk for raising money or selling something)



Which should you choose? Well, the best idea for making the concepts of the A-Ha! Method work for you is to ensure that you’re working toward something you actually want to do and would like to deliver. So, this goal ought to be something practical that will help you level up in your career, and also provide the guideposts and structure for helping you get there. If you want to start a company or sell some product, a pitch is ideal. If you want to establish or grow thought leadership, let’s choose a talk.

Now we also need to know more about the when and how of this talk. I recommend using an actual event that you’d like to speak at if you don’t already have something booked. This could be an industry conference or pitch competition, or just an annual town hall meeting where you’d like the chance to make a great impression. Even if you haven’t been invited to do this talk yet (and you will, I promise), you can use an event that is at least a couple months in the future as your target. If you do have an actual talk “booked” to work toward, all the better. This will definitely light an even bigger fire for you.

And it goes without saying that as you start down the path, you’re going to take the concept of the talk we create here using the A-Ha! Method and pitch yourself as a prospective speaker for this event. The goal is, after all, to get you out in front of more people for your career. So, why not start once you’ve got something to confidently pitch?

So now that you have a talk and a deadline, what about the details? After all, things like timing and format are essential for building an appropriate deck and delivery.

If you’ve already booked this stage time, congratulations—this has already been decided for you. If we’re working on a “spec” talk—one that doesn’t yet have a home—you can work with some sample parameters so that the finished product has greater potential utility.

Take a look at the past (and future) versions of the industry conference, pitch competition, or town hall you want to speak at. See if you can gather this information:


	Type of talk (keynote, breakout, pitch)

	Length of talk (the normal length of talks at this event in minutes)

	Themes or topics (especially useful if you’re pitching a future event)

	Live or virtual

	Dates



If you don’t have this information, or haven’t yet thought through where you should speak, now would be a good time to do that research. But even if there’s not a clear-cut target, you can create something that might have more generic appeal and could be pitched later.

In that case, I’d suggest using this framework:


	Talk type: keynote

	Length of talk: 20 minutes

	Themes: a topic you care about and also helps your career

	Live or virtual: live

	Date: 60 days from now



Though it may seem weird to sweat these details so early in the process, I cannot stress this enough: knowing what we’re aiming for—what goals are and when—is a powerful forcing factor.


A Note About Deadlines

Whenever you see a conference date published, you need to understand that a deadline exists prior to that date. That is, while you’ll be working to practice and tweak your presentation up to the day you get on stage, you must have completed the basics some time before the day they go live.

Many industry events will have a speaker check in 2 to 4 weeks before the conference, and ask to get your slides a week or so before. These two milestones allow the organizer to know if you’re actually on target and ready to present, or if they need to lean in (or, in the unusual and worst-case scenario, cut you at the last minute).

For this reason, and the need to practice, I suggest setting the deadlines of:


	1 day prior: done, done, done, done

	2 days prior: super confident, can deliver eyes closed

	1 week prior: deck is “99 percent final” and talk is deliverable

	2 weeks prior: talk can be given with notes



If you’ve ever done theater, the 1-week deadline above is the “off book, know your blocking” phase, and the 2 days prior is the “we need you to go on as the understudy for the lead” date.






ITERATION

As we’ll discuss in a later chapter, I believe that mastery of presentation skills is best achieved by mastery of content/material. The more you know the content you plan to deliver, the easier it will be to deliver it well—largely because you won’t be trying to remember what you mean to say, and will instead focus on the flow state of saying it.

This means that with few exceptions you need to create your own deck and material here. I know that it is tempting to say something like:

“I’ve got a deck and the material, and I just need to pretty up the images and memorize the script.”

But if you’re coming from this perspective, I want to disabuse you of this misguided worldview.

You cannot divorce the process of content creation from the process of delivering that content unless you are either a masterful creator (e.g., writer) or masterful actor, and another master is giving you the other side of your equation.

If you know anything about some of the twenty-first century’s greatest political orators, you’ll know that while Obama had a speechwriter, he extensively and comprehensively wrote and rewrote his speeches. To wit, the skill of being able to write speeches convincingly in another person’s voice is itself a highly specialized skill that only the best writers possess.

So, forget about outsourcing. I don’t care if you’re the CEO of a public company and a pretty busy person yourself. You’re going to need to build this deck by hand, from scratch, and use every milestone along the way as an opportunity to hone your craft of storytelling in concept and delivery. There are no shortcuts.

If you’ve already built a deck or have a presentation that you think is mostly OK, congrats. Now throw it out and start again.


A NOTE ABOUT SPEECHWRITERS

If you are indeed the CEO of a public company, you undoubtedly have several people on staff who are more than capable speechwriters and deck builders. And you should leverage their skills and expertise wherever possible. But unless you have mastery of this process yourself, your work will not feel authentic, and you will not be able to guide your support staff in the right direction. And if you’re not the CEO of a public company, why—other than fear—are you outsourcing this in the first place?






PRACTICE

Simply put: practice, practice, practice.

By the time you’ve picked up this book, you already know this adage, and probably live by it in some aspects of your life. But now you’re a busy professional or entrepreneur, and you don’t have hours and hours each day to devote to getting better at speaking. You just want some shortcuts and simple tips and you’ll be on your merry way.

Hold on to your hats, because this is going to shock you.

I don’t believe this is possible or appropriate. You need to put in the work of practicing alongside the iterative creation of your content in order to truly master this process.

I am a very skilled public speaker, with over a decade of paid, international keynotes under my belt (and another 10 before that pitching and speaking my heart out). I practice a new presentation at least 25 times before giving it.

Yes, you read that right. A brand-new deck might take 20 to 25 sprints to get right. So if the talk is 20 minutes, that means I’m spending at least 400 minutes giving the talk out loud, plus 3 to 4 times that in the iteration and review phase. As we get further into the process, we can speed up the actual run throughs, but the basic framework is the same regardless.

I’ll also let you in now on a secret of professional speakers: once you’re established on the road to being an expert in your subject, it’s unlikely that you’ll be creating a large number of entirely brand-new presentations. You’re going to start with a repository of slides and ideas you’ve given before, and add/subtract content to make it fit with the event and audience you are targeting. This will also accelerate your practice cycles.

But even with a talk that I know backward and forward (and I strive for this in every talk I do), I will nonetheless rehearse 5 or more times before the date to ensure I’m really and truly ready, and have tweaked it to perfection.

Consider the rehearsals of an actor or musician. A singer on tour, who probably has fully mastered their songs, nonetheless will do a run through before every major concert. Actors rehearse for months sometimes, and then “practice” by delivering their lines daily in the theater? The amount of practice that goes into performance cannot be understated, and the sooner you embody this idea entirely, the more successful you will be.




REVIEWS (AND FEEDBACK)

Generally speaking, feedback in public speaking comes from one of three audiences: the attendees (those who watch your talk), the organizer (the people who booked you), and your peers/family/friends who give you input. Sometimes, you’ll also get feedback from your speaking agent, but this is much rarer.

Let’s start with the most important category while you’re building your presentation: peer feedback. Probably the most often used—and misused—during the gestational phase, peer feedback is important but must be correctly targeted and aligned.


When to Get Feedback

The best times to incorporate external feedback are when you’ve reached a milestone in the creation of your talk and are ready to do an edit/revision pass. Generally speaking, you should not do this until you have at least the basic framework of your talk strung together as it’s not super useful for most reviewers to listen to you give them a set of bullet points. Unless they are professional speaking coaches (ahem!) you’d be well advised to give them something that at least resembles an actual talk or pitch.

So after you’ve done your first pass and have a talk you could give—even if it’s very rough—it’s time to do your first presentation to others to gather feedback. Then consider doing it at least two more times: when you’ve got a set of visual slides, and when you have





Choosing the Right People








Instructions






	Suspend disbelief—pretend they are the audience.

	Listen closely and take notes on anything that comes to mind.

	Pay attention to their own attention level, ensuring they note if their focus fades in or out and when.

	Ask questions and provide honest feedback to clarify what they did or didn’t understand, and what they’d prefer you to change.

	Be direct but not mean. In the early stages, you’re mostly looking for substantive feedback about the story, the structure, and what you have to say. As the talk development progresses, you should include more asks about presentation skills, especially with regards to tone and speed. Remembering a core tenet of A-Ha! is that the audience pays attention when needed, you can also inquire about their attention level as you progress into a more repeatable phase. And slides should be evaluated at least once for clarity and impact, though if you’ve done visuals a few times, and follow the advice in this book, you probably won’t need much input there.
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