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During the last quarter of a century I have coached 
tens of thousands of people—sales executives, 
CEOs, civic leaders, prime ministers, members of 

the U.S. Congress and British Parliament, athletes, enter-
tainers, pageant winners, and ordinary business-people—
on how to be better presenters. And through all of those 
sessions and speeches, I have found that there really is 
one big secret to giving a foolproof presentation. Would 
you like to know what it is? 

The Secret
Develop an audience-
focused perspective rather 
than a speaker-focused 
perspective. 

Introduction
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You might think that you don’t deliver presentations 
to audiences because you talk to only a couple of people 
at a time. But anytime you speak to convey information 
or persuade people toward a course of action, you are 
presenting to an “audience.” Simply put, an audience is 
anyone you present to, whether that is one single person 
listening to your sales pitch for a new phone service, 
twenty people listening to your department update at a 
weekly staff meeting, or two thousand people listening 
to your keynote address at an annual trade convention.

So, regardless of setting, I absolutely believe—because 
I’ve seen it time and again—that the reason most present-
ers fall flat is because they are focused on what they want 
to say and how they want to say it. Presenters rarely stop 
to consider what the audience wants to hear or how the 
audience wants the message delivered.

Other business authors and leaders talk about the 
“wisdom of the crowd” when trying to make important 
market decisions: that is, a mass of consumers will always 
have a better idea of what will be well received in the 
market than a handful of elite executives. For me, this 
idea logically filters down to the presenter and her audi-
ence. The audience you speak to is never wrong, in the 
same way that if you launch a new product and it fails in 
the marketplace, consumers were not wrong for refusing 
to buy it. The presenter should place faith in the wisdom 
of the audience—the audience will be a much better judge 

viii IntroductIon



Introduction ix

of what will be well received in a presentation. They are 
the ones who have to receive it, right?

As an example, let’s look at some common concerns 
most presenters have:

What does my audience want to hear?
Have you asked your audience?

What stories work best?
Have you asked your audience?

Do my slides work?
Have you asked your audience?

Am I overwhelming my audience?
Have you asked your audience?

All of these questions, and almost any others you can 
come up with, can be easily answered—for free—just by 
asking your audience. 

Now, I’m not trying to convince you to put this book 
down. I’m trying to explain how valuable it is. Instead 
of spending a lot of time and effort polling hundreds or 
thousands of audience members and trying to get hon-
est feedback, you can read this short book (in which I 
will also tell you how to effectively poll your audience 
members and get honest feedback). In a succinct and 
compact read, I am offering you the answers your audi-
ence will almost certainly give you. But why do you need 
to read it?

Why are presenting skills so important?
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Because nothing big in life ever happens just by send-
ing a memo or an e-mail. The biggest moments in your 
life are about presentations. A job interview, a new busi-
ness pitch, a marriage proposal, a request for funding, 
an interview on live network TV news, and a request for 
a promotion—these are all presentations of one kind or 
another. When a topic is important, human beings want 
to hear from you—directly. Presenting is not the best way 
to transfer a large body of facts to people, but it is the 
best way to make people sit up and take notice, to make 
them understand that you think something is extremely 
important, and to convince them that they should think 
it is important too. Presenting is a way of putting a spot-
light on an idea that no other medium can ever match—
not e-mail, not memos, not even TV or radio.

Presentation skills are the only universal factor among 
wildly successful people in every field, yet they are rarely 
taught in business schools and other institutions of higher 
learning. Every big corporation in the world is packed 
with mid-level managers, many of whom may have done 
better in school and have higher IQs than their bosses. 
But these mid-level managers often develop reputations 
for being behind-the-scenes players. Why? Because they 
either avoided or failed at opportunities to speak out. 
They didn’t raise their hand in meetings. They turned 
down the opportunity to fill in for the boss on a critical 
client presentation. They developed a reputation for hard 
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work, but also as “not the sort of person we can put out 
front, who can effectively represent our company to the 
industry and to the rest of the world.” This is a tragedy 
of human potential, but it is one that can be fixed at any 
age, by anyone.

I believe that any human being who has ever had 
even one interesting conversation with one other per-
son already has all of the skills needed to be a great  
presenter—all you need to do is figure out how you met the 
needs of your audience (the other person in the conversa-
tion) and transfer those strengths into your presentation. 
This book will take this one guiding principle and show 
you how it applies to the most common questions you 
likely ask yourself before giving any speech. By focusing 
on the needs of your audience—of one or one thousand—
and following the advice in this book, you will deliver 
foolproof presentations—every time.





PreParIng for  
Your PreSenTaTIon





How can I get over stage 
fright or nervousness? 

I’d like to be able to tell you something comforting—
“It’s going to be fine!” or “You’ll do great if you just 
believe in yourself!” I wish I could tell you to just chat 

positive affirmations or picture your audience naked or 
visualize a standing ovation. The problem is that none of 
those things will prevent you from giving a lousy presen-
tation, so they shouldn’t help ease your anxiety either.

The reality is that you have good reason to be ner-
vous. You are probably nervous because at some point 
in your life, you’ve given a lousy presentation. And I’m 
sure you’ve attended a lot of lousy presentations. So, you 
know that chances are you’re going to bomb. Okay, okay, 
that may have been a little harsh. But I didn’t say it to 
be mean-spirited or to ruin your confidence. The fact is 
that most speakers bore their audiences. Most presenters 
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give unmemorable data dumps. Most speakers commu-
nicate absolutely nothing (and by communicate, I mean 
give the audience something to remember). So, at the risk 
of freaking you out, I really think that you and most pre-
senters should be MORE nervous, not less nervous, when 
you speak. 

But I also recognize that being excessively nervous 
can really ruin your shot at giving a great presentation. 
I’m going to help you deal with it on a deeper level and in 

Visualizing your audience without any clothing on might 

actually make you more nerVous.
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an audience-oriented way. In fact, that’s what this book 
is designed to do. What, then, is the secret to getting over 
your fear of public speaking?

The Secret
Preparation, preparation, 
preparation—always with 
your audience in mind.

•   First, create an interesting presentation designed to 
give your audience what they want and need. 

•   Second, understand what your audience is seeing by 
recording yourself giving the presentation, watch-
ing the recording, adjusting your delivery or con-
tent, and then recording the presentation again.

•   Third, get feedback from real people by giving the 
presentation to a few willing colleagues and ask-
ing them specific questions about your content and 
delivery.

•   Fourth, prepare for your specific audience by ask-
ing them questions before you start.

•   Fifth, prepare for your next presentation by asking 
your audience how you did.

I’ll explain how to do all of these things throughout 
the rest of this book. If you follow my advice, you’ll have 
a lot more confidence in what you are saying and doing, 
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and your presentations will improve dramatically. It’s not 
that hard, yet very few people ever take the time to pre-
pare fully and properly. 

While I do want you to take every speaking oppor-
tunity very seriously—and prepare accordingly—I don’t 
want you to feel fear. I want you to look at every presenta-
tion as a chance to learn and have fun, and the surest way 
to make that happen is to feel secure in your readiness. 

TJ TV: Want more advice about overcoming 
your nerves? Go to www.tjwalker.com, register 

if you’re a first-time visitor, and then enter the words 
OVERCOMING NERVES in the TJ TV form.



In every presentation, there are three possible outcomes 
for the presenter:

 A good impression was made.
 A bad impression was made.
 No impression was made.

The biggest blunder most presenters make is not that 
they humiliate themselves or freeze up on stage. The huge 
mistake most presenters make is that they show up, give 
their presentations, and come across as professional, pol-
ished speakers. They give their presentations exactly as 
planned. No snags. Then they sit down.

So, what’s the problem? Ask the audience members 
what any one of these speakers said and they say, “Great 
presentation! Very professional.” The audience doesn’t 

How can I avoid making  
a bad impression?
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remember anything the presenter actually tried to com-
municate! The presenter had an opportunity to communi-
cate a message, but he blew it by being guilty of sameness. 
In an effort to avoid making a bad impression, the pre-
senter ended up making no impression at all. 

Think of how many presentations you hear at the 
office, civic clubs, sales meetings, trade conventions, 
church, or school. And yet, how many do you remember 
six months later, six days later, or even six hours later? 
Foolproof speakers realize this problem, so they don’t 
waste their time trying to avoid bombing.

The Secret
Don’t focus on not making 
a bad impression. Spend 
your time figuring out how 
to leave a lasting positive 
impression.

The solution is to give real thought to becoming more 
memorable, not to convey more facts and data. This 
doesn’t necessarily mean more time, expense, or fancy 
props; it just means being a little more creative and set-
ting yourself apart from the crowd of average present-
ers. When Steve Jobs wants to demonstrate how thin his 
new laptop is, he doesn’t just flash up a slide that says 
“Laptop thickness: 0.25 inches.” That would be boring. 
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Instead, he demonstrates how thin the laptop is by pull-
ing it out of an envelope. Total cost: 79 cents. The image 
is so powerful that it can’t be forgotten days, weeks, or 
even months later.

What are you doing to make sure you leave an impres-
sion—any positive impression—on your audience? When 
you consider this question, you’ll realize that it’s not really 
a gamble to try that new story or a PowerPoint slide with 
edgy humor. Or to ask audience members questions even 
though you don’t know how they’ll respond. All of these 
attempts to mix it up will increase the odds that you don’t 
end up instantly forgotten. Doing what everyone else is 
doing—playing it safe—just to avoid bombing is the real 
gamble, because you will likely make no impression on 
your audience at all.

You must do something, anything, in order to get 
people to leave your presentation with a positive impres-
sion of you and your ideas.

TJ TV: Want to know how Warren Buffett 
gets people to remember what he says? 

Go to www.tjwalker.com, register if you’re a first-
time visitor, and enter the words REMEMBER 
BUFFETT in the TJ TV form.





Y es, you should rehearse. Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes. 
From a presentation coach’s perspective, the fol-
lowing sentence is the dumbest in the English 

language:
“I don’t want to rehearse because I don’t want to 

seem canned; I want to seem spontaneous and fresh, so I 
had better wing it.”

Ugh!
It is true that if you try to memorize your speech or 

deliver your presentation in the exact same way every 
time, you will set yourself up for failure (exceptions for 
any reader who is a trained Broadway actor). But rehears-
ing your speech should never be about memorizing words 
or movements.

If you don’t rehearse, you are throwing the rough 
draft of your presentation at your audience. And rough 

Should I rehearse,  
and for how long?
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drafts are, well, rough. Here is a question I ask every one 
of my clients: “How often would you dictate a letter to 
an assistant, and then instruct your assistant to send it to 
all of your clients, your boss, and the media without edit-
ing it, spell-checking it, putting it on a nice letterhead, or 
getting another set of eyes to review it?”

Clients usually chuckle and say, “Never,” and I imagine 
that is what you would say too. But that’s exactly what you 
are doing if you give a presentation without first rehearsing 
it. Most people are nervous before they give a presentation, 
yet they’re calm when they send out a letter to clients and 
prospects. What’s the difference? With a letter you have 
the opportunity to work through several drafts and get to a 
point of confidence that it is the best it can be and is devoid 
of major errors before you send it out. That’s why you 
aren’t nervous about sending letters. 

The real reason that you—and most people—fear 
public speaking is that you fear the unknown. You don’t 
know if your content is interesting, you don’t know if you 
look or sound stupid, and you just don’t know what the 
audience thinks about you or what you’re saying. When 
you think about it, this makes perfect sense. 

Let’s take another example from our everyday lives. 
If someone forced you to get dressed in the morning in 
the dark and didn’t let you look in the mirror once before 
leaving your home, would you be nervous about your 
appearance? Of course you would. You’d be worried 
that you missed shaving half of your face or that you put 
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lipstick on crooked. I’m sure that you look in the mirror 
many times before leaving in the morning. But it’s not as 
if you have to look at your own face all day long. You 
look in mirrors because you want an accurate sense of 
how the rest of the world sees you. We all have an “edit-
ing” system for putting on our public face and clothes. 
The result? When you show up at the office or in front of 
clients, you probably aren’t worried about your face or 
your hair or your clothing. You might not think you’re 
perfect (I hope you don’t), but at least you are confident 
that you have put your best face forward.

The same principle that applies to writing a letter 
or getting ready to leave your house in the morning can 
apply to presenting. There is no good reason not to go 
through drafts of your presentation until you really like it 
and feel totally comfortable with it. And I’m not talking 
about rewriting the words of your speech or reading it 
over and over again to yourself. A presentation is NOT 
the words you’ve created on paper or on a computer 
screen. A presentation is you actually speaking. So, how 
do you rehearse?

The Secret
You must record your  
entire presentation on  
video and then watch it.
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You absolutely must do this. It is the only way to find 
out whether your presentation is any good. You have to 
watch yourself giving your speech. You can’t just stare at 
words written on paper. The presentation is you actually 
speaking, so you have to edit the rough draft of you actu-
ally speaking. 

Over and over again, clients ask, “TJ, do I really have 
to watch myself? I hate watching myself on video!” Sorry, 
but you do. The same way you have to read a letter before 
you send it or look at yourself in the mirror at least once 
before you leave for work in the morning. Is it painful to 
watch yourself? Yes. But this is less painful than wasting 
the time of people you are speaking to because you were 
boring or hard to follow. So grab a video camera, a cell 
phone with video capture, a Webcam, or any other video 
device and record your speech. Then watch it. 

This brings up a point that never ceases to amuse me. 
Countless how-to books on speaking and presenting use 
phrases like, “If a video camera is available, try to record 
your speech . . .” 

If a video camera is available? What year are we in, 
1910? 

You don’t see books on resume writing that say, 
“If a computer is available and if you can find a spell-
check program, you may wish to check the spelling in 
your resume before sending it out.” It is equally absurd 
in this day and age not to use a video recorder as you 
rehearse your presentation. For starters, your cell phone 
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probably captures video and your computer likely has a 
Webcam that will capture your rehearsal, not to mention 
any digital still camera. Personally, I never go anywhere 
without a Flip Digital video recorder; it’s no larger than a 
cell phone, has one button, costs less than dinner for one 
in Manhattan, and plays back instantly.

And don’t try talking to a mirror. It’s a complete waste 
of time. It will take you a half hour to get past the first 

THe laCk of a real auDIenCe IS no exCuSe noT To 

reHearSe Your PreSenTaTIon.
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line. And instead of focusing on delivering ideas to an 
audience, you will focus on your big nose or some part 
of your face you don’t like. Plus, there will be nothing to 
analyze once you are done.

The video creates something tangible that allows you 
to critique your strengths and weaknesses. That’s impor-
tant when learning most new skills. Imagine if, when 
you were in elementary school, you tried to learn how 
to write essays by dictating one to your English teacher 
and never reading the transcript. Now, imagine that when 
she graded your essay your teacher didn’t show you the 
words. Instead she just told you what you did well or 
poorly. Do you think you ever would have become a com-
petent writer that way? Of course not.

You have to see video of yourself speaking if you 
want to improve, and there is absolutely no excuse not 
to do so. 

I will warn you, if you have never seen a video of 
yourself speaking, you will not likely enjoy watching one. 
Tough! Your audience has to watch you; shouldn’t you 
know what they are seeing and hearing?

If you are like most people, here is the response you’ll 
have after watching yourself: “Ugh, I hate my speech! I 
am so deadly dull it’s not funny. I never imagined I would 
sound so boring and monotonous. I would fall asleep if I 
had to watch this speech.” Well, at least now you know 
how your audience will feel. The good news is that you 
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still have time to fix this disaster of a speech. When I 
ask clients what they want to do to improve their presen-
tations, the first response is usually, “Throw the whole 
thing in the trash can!” And sometimes that may be the 
best thing. 

Practice alone is not enough—especially if you are 
practicing a long, boring, abstract presentation. I can’t 
tell you what to say, but I can tell you that if you hate 
your speech, there is an excellent chance your audience 
will too. So, come up with a new one. The key is to get 
rid of the bad, boring, abstract content from your speech 
and replace it with interesting examples, case studies, and 
success stories. (More about this later in the book.) But 
here’s the rub: The best way to get rid of stuff you don’t 
like is to focus on the parts of your presentation that you 
do like so you can do more of it.

Now, for the second part of the question—how long 
should you rehearse? You can’t just try this once and move 
on. You have to rehearse, record, and review your presen-
tation again. Are you happy with your presentation? If 
not, keep revising, rehearsing, recording, and reviewing 
until you are happy. Is this tedious? Sure. But you already 
do this with printed documents going out of your office. 
Why is your presentation less important than a printed 
document? Keep refining your speech and keep watch-
ing it until you reach a magical moment: when you can 
watch your own speech and actually love what you see, 



when you can watch the video and say, “Wow, that’s a 
great presenter. If I can do half as well in real life, I will be 
the best presenter there.” This might take you five hours 
or it might take you five days. Either way, your audience 
doesn’t care. They just want your best.

Here’s the payoff: When you are watching a video 
of yourself and you can clearly see that you look com-
fortable and confident and that you are expressing your 
ideas in an interesting and memorable way, a funny thing 
happens—you become a better presenter. That first feel-
ing of confidence goes a long way.

Please, please, please, I beg of you: Record your pre-
sentation rehearsal and keep rehearsing until you love 
what you see. If you disregard everything else in this 
book but follow this one piece of advice, you will have 
unlocked most of the secret to giving foolproof presenta-
tions, because you’ll actually get a chance to see yourself 
the way your audience sees you!

TJ TV: Want some extra strategies on maxi-
mizing your rehearsal time? Go to www.

tjwalker.com, register if you’re a first-time visitor, 
and enter the words REHEARSAL TIME in the TJ 
TV form.

16 PreParIng for Your PresentatIon



I am constantly amazed at how many hard-nosed exec-
utives who want to quantify everything they do—from 
evidence on what is the cheapest paper clip to clearly 

defined goals for every step they take—suddenly go all 
squishy when it comes to giving presentations. Instead of 
focusing on how to specifically communicate what they 
want the audience to remember and testing the results, 
they try to just get through it and cover all the bases. 
They see the ability to deliver a good presentation as a 
“soft” skill. But there is absolutely nothing soft about 
delivering effective presentations. It is a highly quantifi-
able endeavor.  

So, when a client says something foolish to me like, 
“I guess I’ll never know for sure whether what I’m saying 

How can I find out whether 
my presentation is 

effective?
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is sticking with the audience,” I get a little peeved. Of 
course there is a way! How? 

The Secret
You have to test your 
presentation in front of 
a real, live audience and 
then ask them what they 
remembered.

Videotaping your presentation is a spectacular way 
to make sure you’re saying what you want to say in a 
clear and interesting manner. But you’ll never know 
whether what you’re saying is memorable to the masses 
(of one or one thousand) if you don’t test it with an 
audience—repeatedly. 

The beauty of a presentation is that it is much easier 
to test than, say, a new drug, which might take ten years, 
or new software, which might take ten months. Testing 
a presentation takes just about as long as you need to 
deliver it and then ask some questions.

The goal of every presentation is to make the audi-
ence remember what you wanted to communicate. If 
you want to know whether your presentation works, all 
you have to do is ask people who listened to you what 
they remember. Very simple. If they remember what you 
wanted them to, your presentation worked. If they don’t 
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remember what you wanted them to, your presentation 
didn’t work. And if your audience doesn’t remember your 
message, it’s not their problem—it’s yours. 

Let’s start with the first test. Let’s say you have to give 
a sales presentation to twenty important prospects this 
Thursday afternoon. Simply round up four colleagues 
and ask them to watch your presentation Tuesday at 
lunchtime. When you are done with your presentation, 
ask your colleagues two specific questions: 

1.  Can you tell me every specific message point from 
my presentation that you remember? 

2.  Can you tell me every PowerPoint slide you remem-
ber? (Obviously, this question is necessary if you are 
using slides. If you are using some other form of sup-
port, you can adapt this question, such as, “Which 
video or audio clips did you remember?” or, “Which 
whiteboard drawings did you remember?”)

Write down their answers. Any message that was 
important to you that was not instantly thrown back 
in your face means you have a problem. You now have 
empirical evidence that the way you are communicating 
your most important messages is not working. Go back 
to the drawing board and start over.

Any slide or other element you used for support that 
your sample audience didn’t remember should be cut or 
revised. If they didn’t remember it, you have empirical 
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evidence that the way you graphically or otherwise sup-
ported your idea isn’t working. Take anything from your 
presentation that your test group didn’t remember and 
throw it in the trash—it is worthless! Maybe it just isn’t 
necessary, or maybe it needs to be replaced with some-
thing better.

The secret to knowing whether your presentation 
works really is this simple, and yet it is a challenge, 
because it means breaking old, ingrained habits. It means 
preparing and giving speeches based not on what is easy 
or convenient for us as presenters but, instead, on what is 
easy and convenient for audience members to understand 
and remember. 

The next step in the testing process is to ask your 
actual audience the same questions you asked your sam-
ple group after you’ve delivered your presentation. This is 
particularly important if you have to deliver the same or 
similar presentations over and over. Again, I am amazed 
at how many bottom-line-focused businesspeople throw 
away billions of dollars’ worth of market research that 
they could be gathering free of charge—just because they 
don’t think to ask their audiences a few simple questions. 

After every presentation you give, ask one or more 
of the people you spoke to for feedback on what they 
remember. In addition to the two questions I already gave 
you, try these:
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•    What stories, case studies, problems, and numbers 
do you remember? 

•   If one of your colleagues missed the presentation, 
how would you describe it to her in a couple of 
minutes or less?

Your audience will give you great, specific feedback if you 
ask specific questions like these. Do not ever ask audience 
members, “How’d I do?” They will say, “You did great!” 
And that is worthless feedback. Also beware of responses 
like, “Wow! The presenter was excellent. He seemed so 
poised. He was interesting and funny. I liked the presen-
tation a lot.” If that’s what you hear, it means you com-
municated nothing. Sure, we want people to form nice 
impressions about us as speakers, but our primary goal is 
to communicate messages. If all the audience remembers is 
what they thought of our speaking style, then we failed.

If you want to test your presentation in an even more 
thorough manner, wait three days and then e-mail people 
in the audience and ask them what ideas and messages 
from your presentation they found to be most useful. If 
you really communicated effectively, you’ll get responses 
of substance and insight. If you failed to communicate, 
you’ll get e-mails like this one: “Hi, Jim. Great speech! 
See you soon, Brandy.”

You can complain that there is no time to test your pre-
sentation in advance because you are busy rewriting your 
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speech or redoing your slides until 2:00 am the morning 
of the presentation. (This is a horrible thing to do, by the 
way, but that still doesn’t get you off the hook. In this 
case, you just have to use the presentation itself as the test 
and make sure you ask your audience members specific 
feedback questions.) 

When you get specific feedback from your audience, 
you can refine, tweak, and improve your product—in this 
case your presentation—much in the same way cars and 
expensive household appliances—even ordinary house-
hold products—are improved by using feedback from 
expensive focus group testing. But your focus group 
research is completely free! Take advantage of it.

In most larger organizations, this type of feedback 
is rarely gathered or incorporated into major presenta-
tions. I always get a kick out of people who speak about 
Six Sigma strategies for seeking out defects and improve-
ments in business practices, yet never seem to think that 
presentations should be a part of this process. This is a 
real bureaucratic danger: A marketing or sales presenta-
tion is written and rewritten twenty times, and then sev-
enteen different people review and approve it before it is 
ever tested in front of an audience. And then the presen-
tation is treated as if it were the Gospel and to change 
one word of it would be a sacrilege. It’s the same bor-
ing presentation, therefore, that’s given thirty times over 
the next eleven months. This is such a gigantic waste of 
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money. It’s fine for corporations to approve key messages 
at an executive level, but the delivery of those messages 
should be continually improved and refined. No presen-
tation is perfect. Every presentation could be improved. If 
you ever have to convey the same set of messages to dif-
ferent audiences, each presentation should be better than 
the last one. 

Consistently giving great presentations has nothing to 
do with the mood of the audience, the person who spoke 
just before you, or luck. Like any world-class businessper-
son knows, you make your own luck. You can foolproof 
your presentations by testing before and after every one. It 
really doesn’t take much time, and the results will be well  
worth it.

TJ TV: Want another example of how to improve 
your speech? Go to www.tjwalker.com, regis-

ter if you’re a first-time visitor, and enter the words 
FRANKLIN IMPROVE in the TJ TV form.





I think you should have five specific goals every time 
you present.

First, you should want to look comfortable, con-
fident, relaxed, and authoritative. You want to look your 
best. Partly because we are all vain, but mostly because it 
will generally make us seem more credible and therefore 
will make our messages more memorable and believable. 
By looking comfortable and relaxed, we allow our audi-
ence to focus on our message without distractions.

Second, you should want to be understood. If you use 
too much jargon or insider lingo, no one will understand 
you. If you speak too quickly or too softly, no one will 
understand you. If you use language that is too high-level 
or low-level for your audience, no one will understand 

What are the realistic big 
picture goals I should shoot 

for in every presentation?
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you. And if people don’t understand you, then no real 
communication is going to occur.

Third, you should want people to remember your 
messages. This is a big one. This is where presenting gets 
tricky. Lots of people can speak in ways that are under-
standable, but few people can speak in ways that are 
memorable. Most people present in a manner that is so 
abstract and fuzzy that although they may be understood, 
nothing sticks in the memory of the average audience 
member. This is a critical problem if left unsolved. If you 
present information and no one remembers anything you 
said, what have you accomplished? Absolutely nothing.

There is only one type of presenter I know of where 
it doesn’t matter whether the audience remembers any-
thing—the standup comic. If I go to a comedy show on 
Saturday night and have a lot of laughs with friends, but 
I don’t remember any of the jokes Sunday morning, that’s 
okay. I still had a fun Saturday night. But if you are giving 
a business presentation and nobody remembers anything 
you said, it was a failed presentation. 

Fourth, you should want the people you are present-
ing to to take some action, in the form of placing an order, 
voting for you, hiring you, authorizing your project, or 
at least changing some small thing about the way they 
work. Unless you are a philosophy professor and you are 
speaking just for the intellectual enrichment of your audi-
ence, when you present to people, you typically are doing 
so because you want them to take a very specific action.
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Fifth, you should want people who heard you pre-
sent to tell other people what your message is. You want 
people who didn’t write down anything you said to be 
able to tell their colleagues, associates, friends, and busi-
ness partners what they learned from you. This way, 
your presentation continues to benefit you and others—it  
lives on.

The Secret
To be a successful  
presenter, focus 
on confidently and 
authoritatively delivering 
a presentation that your 
audience understands 
and remembers, and that 
will drive listeners to take 
action and tell others  
about your message.

Remember, it’s not communication if it simply comes 
out of your mouth. It is only an act of communication if 
it comes out of your mouth and is received, processed, 
and understood by someone else. And it is only effective 
communication if you get that person to act on your mes-
sages. The foolproof presenter realizes that it is possible 
to accomplish all five of these goals each and every time 
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you speak. Every single presentation is an opportunity 
both to make a connection and to communicate with 
your audience.

TJ TV: Want to see an example of John F. 
Kennedy defining his goals? Go to www.

tjwalker.com, register if you’re a first-time visi-
tor, and enter the words BIG PICTURE in the  
TJ TV form.



CreaTIng Your 
PreSenTaTIon

28 PreParIng for Your PresentatIon





unfortunately, I cannot offer a specific answer to 
this question that will meet everybody’s needs. 
Because there is no one, perfect way to start a 

presentation, I’m going to tell you what you shouldn’t do 
and then give you the secret of a good beginning. 

You shouldn’t start your presentation or speech the 
way most presenters do. Why? Because most present-
ers start by talking about themselves. This is a critical 
moment in the presentation, and as a presenter, you have 
to make a fundamental choice: Are you going to focus on 
yourself or on your audience? If you focus on your audi-
ence, you will likely be a success. If you focus on yourself, 
no matter how polished you are, you will likely fail.

What follows is a lesson in what not to do. 

What is the best way for me 
to start my presentation?
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“Good morning. My name is TJ Walker.” (The audi-
ence already knows this because I was just introduced or 
my name is on the agenda.) 

“I am the CEO of Media Training Worldwide.” 
(Again, the audience already knows this because that’s 
how I was introduced or it’s on the agenda.)

“I am very happy to be here today.” (The audience 
doesn’t care about my happiness at this stage of the 
relationship.)

“Before I begin (actually, I have already begun), I’d 
like to tell you about the history of my company. Back in 
1984 . . .” (Why does anyone want to hear my life story 
at this point?)

The problem with this approach is that everything the 
presenter is saying is about himself and is boring, a cli-
ché, or irrelevant to the audience. He might eventually get 
to some interesting content, but by then there is the real 
danger that half the audience has zoned out.

It doesn’t have to be that way.
Deep down I am an optimist, and I believe that most 

people are good-spirited. But I don’t believe that audi-
ences are terribly interested in the well-being of the pre-
senter. It’s not that the people we speak to wish us ill will, 
it’s just that they are focused on themselves, their lives, 
and their careers. So, the quicker we talk about them, the 
better off we are. What, then, is the best way to start a 
presentation? 
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The Secret
Talk about the audience’s 
needs or desires right  
off the bat.

Here is an example of how I start a presentation when 
I am working with a small group of executives in a ses-
sion on presentation training.

So, why are we here? Jim, you mentioned that you are 

comfortable when you are sitting down presenting to 

a small group, but you get uncomfortable when you 

have to stand and talk to more than twenty people. 

We’ll work on ways to overcome that.

Sally, you mentioned that you don’t mind talking 

to a room full of strangers, but you get really nervous 

talking in your weekly staff meetings. We’ll come up 

with tips on how to get comfortable there.

Sandy, you feel like your PowerPoints are dragging 

you down. We’ll learn some new ways to make Power-

Point add to your presentation.

Now, you might be thinking that I haven’t said any-
thing particularly eloquent or brilliant—or even that 
interesting. But I can assure you that Jim and Sally and 
Sandy find this opening incredibly interesting because it 
is all about them. They are riveted to the presentation 
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because it is personal, and I’ve told them exactly what I’m 
going to do FOR THEM. 

How did I get all of this inside information about 
the people I am speaking to? Did I do Google searches? 
Interview their assistants? Spend four hours reading their 
profiles on the company Web site? No. All I did was have 
a thirty-second conversation with each of them ten min-
utes before my presentation. I talked to them about their 
needs, listened to their concerns, and personalized the 
start. It’s simple and effective.

The biggest hurdle most people face with this approach 
is that their speeches are written out in advance, includ-
ing the beginning. They feel that if they don’t have a start 
already prepared, they’ll fumble and falter and fail. It’s 
also difficult to know how to personalize your presen-
tation if a speechwriter or corporate communications 
person created your speech for you. Speechwriters may 
prepare a beginning that is overly formal. Marketing 
experts may want you to start by listing your top five 
corporate messages. These are all mistakes.

The technique I used works well with a small group 
of people or even just one person. But it also works well 
with an audience of one hundred. Obviously, you can’t 
talk to one hundred people before you start or reference 
what they all might say. But if you reference what four 
or five people in the room said, it will make the audience 
relate to you better and feel like you are giving them 
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content that is fresh and relevant. It gives your presenta-
tion an un-canned quality, and they will appreciate it.

Even when you personalize your approach, there is 
no one ideal way to start a speech. It could be with a 
question, or it could be with a funny story. But it doesn’t 
have to be witty or clever as long as it is interesting and 
relevant to your audience. 

In my experience, audiences truly reward presenters 
who concentrate on the audience right from the begin-
ning. And they will reward you with what really counts—
their attention, their focus, and their positive memory of 
what you said.

TJ TV: Avoid the mistakes this presenter makes 
during his opening remarks. Go to www.

tjwalker.com, register if you’re a first-time visitor, 
and enter the words OPENING REMARKS in the 
TJ TV form.





according to a U.S. Department of Defense study 
conducted in 1974, the perfect length of a pre- 
 sentation is 17.4 minutes. Really. This is what the 

research found.
Don’t you believe it.
Here is the only rule you need to follow when it comes 

to presentation length: 

The Secret
Speak for as long as you 
need to, provided that you 
are consistently interesting 
and memorable to the 
people in front of you.

How long should my  
presentation be, and how 

can I be more concise?
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I have personally seen Anthony Robbins hold the 
attention of a room filled with five thousand people from 
10:00 am until midnight. And the crowd wanted more! 
And I’m sure you’ve seen lots of speakers who put every-
one to sleep in two minutes. So, a twelve-hour speech 
can seem too short if you are incredibly interesting, and  
a three-minute speech can be too long if you are dread-
fully dull.

Many speakers make the mistake of conceptualizing 
their speech in terms of length. They think, I am giving a 

thirty-minute new business pitch or I am giving a twenty-

five-minute quarterly review. This is the wrong way to 
think about your presentation. Length should be a sec-
ondary thought. Making your points come across in an 
interesting, memorable way is what counts. 

Great Hollywood directors know this. James Cam-
eron didn’t set out to make a ninety-minute movie about 
the Titanic. Instead, he set out to make the best movie 
about the Titanic that he possibly could. The fact that it 
was three hours and fourteen minutes long was irrelevant 
to him. He used as much time as he needed to tell his 
story about a ship and an iceberg. You need to have the 
same philosophy with your presentation—even if there is 
no love story angle.

Yet in almost every training session, I am asked, 
“How can I be more concise?” I always respond the same 
way: “Why do you want to be concise?” Typically, people 
don’t have a good answer for this other than some vague, 
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general notion that, all things being equal (they never 
are), it’s better to be concise than it is to be long-winded.

In my experience, most mediocre presenters tend to 
fixate on the length of a speech because they have a nega-
tive mind-set. They want to get through the speech with 
minimum pain or damage; therefore, they focus on how 
to make the presentation shorter, faster, leaner, and more 
concise. This is a horrible and destructive mind-set! It’s a 
mind-set driven by the fact that most business presenta-
tions are really, really boring and seem to go on way too 
long. So, if you have a choice between being really boring 
for a long time versus being really boring for a short time, 
then it’s better to be really boring for a short time because 
that will inflict less pain on your audience. 

But your goal in presenting shouldn’t be as fundamen-
tally negative and depressing as causing the least amount 
of pain! Here’s the fundamental insight about being con-
cise that few people realize: As long as what you are say-
ing is interesting, relevant, helpful, and memorable, then 
your audience will think you were concise—even if you 
speak for five hours! However, if you seem to be going 
through a laundry list of boring facts, data, and numbers, 
no one will think you are concise—even if you speak for 
only three minutes.

Of course, there may be times when you are under 
strict time limitations. For example, you may be pre-
senting at a financial conference where every company 
is given exactly twenty minutes. Or you may be granted 
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precisely fifteen minutes to make a sales pitch to the gen-
eral manager of an auto dealership on why she should 
advertise with your TV station. In these cases, make sure 
you don’t speak longer than the allotted time. And if you 
want to know how long your presentation is, you must 
time it when you rehearse. If you read it silently, you’ll 
end up with a severely inaccurate sense of how long your 
presentation is because you can read much faster than 
you can speak. 

Regardless of the constraints for your presentation, 
your goal as a presenter must always be to present your 
key points in a way that is interesting, memorable, use-
ful, and relevant to your audience. That should be your 
goal—not being concise. When I ask people to tell me 
about the best presenters in their industry or their com-
pany and why they like that person, no one ever says, “I 
like Jane because she always speaks in a concise man-
ner.” They always say things like, “Jane speaks with great 
passion and always connects with the audience by giving 
stories and examples they can relate to.”

In my experience, people who worship the God of 
Concision end up hurting themselves and their audiences. 
When you strive to be concise, the first thing you do is get 
rid of your relevant stories. The second thing you do is 
eliminate good examples. The third thing you do is strip 
out tangible case studies. You are left with a jumble of 
disconnected, abstract numbers and data points. Sure, 
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you stood up, delivered your concise presentation, and 
then sat down again without embarrassing yourself, but 
you didn’t actually communicate anything.

Please don’t think I am giving you an excuse to ram-
ble or give three-hour tirades the way Fidel Castro used 
to do to his captive audiences. It’s possible to go on and 
on and be too long. But I have never once in my forty-five 
years of life heard an audience member turn to someone 
and say, “I really wish that presenter had NOT told those 
last interesting, memorable, and useful case studies that 
will help me make my business grow more effectively.” If 
someone thinks your presentation is too long, chances are 
you became boring. Therefore, attack the real problem: 
the boredom, not the length.

Once you realize that presenting is an opportunity to 
help yourself, your company, and your cause, you won’t 
have a bias toward keeping it short; instead, you will 
have a permanent bias in favor of being interesting and 
memorable. And when you have that, the length of your 
presentation will take care of itself.

TJ TV: Want to captivate audiences just like 
Martin Luther King, Jr., did? To watch TJ ana-

lyze Martin Luther King, Jr.’s, techniques, go to 
www.tjwalker.com, register if you’re a first-time 
visitor, and enter the words SPEECH TIMING in 
the TJ TV form.





Your marketing director is going to want you to 
include the top fifteen marketing points. Your 
sales manager will throw in another ten. Your cor-

porate attorney will want you to add five more to protect 
yourself. And you will want to show everyone how smart 
you are by throwing in another thirty-seven. Add them all 
up and that comes to . . . sixty-two points too many.

The bigger your corporation or organization, the 
stronger the pull will be to add more and more points to 
your presentation. There won’t be anyone advocating for 
you to have fewer message points. Everyone will be mak-
ing a forceful and compelling case to add more messages. 
There is only one little flaw with this strategy—it doesn’t 
work with audience members.

How many points should I 
cover in my presentation? 
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The Secret
The magic number of  
points to cover in a 
presentation is exactly five.

How did I come up with this number?
For the last several years I have asked the following 

question of my presentation-training clients: “Think of 
the best speaker you have seen in person in the last year. 
I’m not talking about a professional motivational speaker 
or a celebrity like Bill Clinton—just focus on someone in 
your industry or maybe even your company. Now, how 
many specific, distinct message points do you remember 
from that presentation?”

Occasionally, people say: “I can’t remember a sin-
gle thing. I must have a bad memory.” Often, they will 
respond by listing two or three points they still remember.  
And very, very rarely, someone will be able to summarize 
a great speaker’s five specific key messages.

In all of the years I have been asking my clients this 
question, guess how many remembered more than five 
specific message points?

Zero. That’s right, not one. And it doesn’t matter how 
educated the audience members are, what industry they 
are in, or what continent they are from. I work with them 
all and the responses are always the same. 
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When I suggest that your presentation should have 
five points, it’s not because five is my lucky number. It 
really does seem that most adults can remember only 
five or fewer points from a speech or presentation, even 
a really good one. And you need to cover one point at a 
time because your audience is listening to you one point 
at a time. Make your point, give evidence, give facts, 

keeP Your meSSage PoInTS In CHeCk To keeP Your 

auDIenCe enTHralleD.
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give numbers, and give stories, all to buttress that one 
point. Then and only then should you try to go to the 
next point.

Some presenters actually think there are just two 
options when presenting: either do a thorough, profes-
sional job and cover seventy points or do a lazy, half-
baked job and cover merely five points. The reality is 
the exact opposite, as Mark Twain humorously noted: 
“I didn’t have time to write you a short letter, so I wrote 
you a long one instead.” It’s actually easier to prepare a 
speech that has fifty-seven separate message points in it. 
No tough decisions have to be made about what to put in 
and what to leave out; what points are the most important 
and what are the least; which departments are going to be 
the most angered by your decisions to cut their content. 
But remember, your audience doesn’t care about what is 
easy for you; they only care about what is easy for them, 
and it’s too darn hard for them to remember fifty-seven 
new ideas they heard just once! 

So much of delivering a foolproof presentation has 
nothing to do with the mechanics of speaking or the qual-
ity of your voice. Instead, it has to do with fundamental 
judgment. Too many presenters don’t use enough judg-
ment as to what messages they are going to cover in their 
presentation. And if you try to cover fifty-seven or two 
hundred or anything more than five points, you won’t 
communicate any one of them effectively. And don’t 
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think that you can get away with more than 5 and have 
the audience remember the 1 or 2 that you think are most 
important. Each individual will remember the points that 
were most relevant to him or her, and those may or may 
not be your key points.

Properly viewed, a presentation is a process that you 
can and should engineer. I’ll give you another analogy—
and if you’re technically minded, this will probably hit 
home. If you are building an oil pipeline, you would engi-
neer a system so that 100,000 gallons of oil flowing into 
the pipeline means that 100,000 gallons will flow out 
hours or days later. You would never say: “Huh, only 
50,000 gallons came out the other end. There must be 
a leak. Oh, well.” Instead, you would find the leak and 
fix it to make sure all 100,000 gallons come out at the 
end. You’d work all night; you’d spare no expense; you’d 
work until you got it right.

Unlike engineers and other technical people, many 
business presenters prepare a presentation with seventy 
key messages and are happy if, at the end of the pro-
cess, the audience remembers one or two ideas and comes 
away with a general feeling that the presenter was compe-
tent. This is crazy. You need to decide which five messages 
you want people to remember and begin the process with 
a plan for delivering those five messages. 

Instead of setting yourself up for failure, you need to 
write out all of your message points and then prioritize 
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them. Isolate your top five ideas. Those are the ideas you 
should speak about. You can share all of the other ideas 
in a handout, in an e-mail, or on a T-shirt—whatever! 
Just don’t talk about more than five points in your actual 
presentation.

You have to choose: Communicate five points, or 
communicate absolutely nothing at all. Remember, com-
munication is not what comes out of your mouth, it’s 
what is heard, understood, and remembered by your 
audience. You can communicate your most important 
message points every time if you respect and listen to the 
needs of your audience.

TJ TV: Want to watch John F. Kennedy pre-
senting a big, bold, ambitious message? 

Go to www.tjwalker.com, register if you’re a 
first-time visitor, and enter the words BOLD  
MESSAGE in the TJ TV form.
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T he goal of telling your audience what you’re going 
to tell them, telling them, and then telling them what 
you told them is to get everyone to remember your 

messages. This is an excellent goal, and I applaud you for 
focusing on this particular objective. But at the tactical 
level, this method isn’t very effective. A far more effective 
technique is to package your messages with interesting 
and memorable stories, case studies, and examples—and 
to deliver them with passion and feeling.

Here is the fundamental insight: It doesn’t matter if 
you say something three times or three hundred times. 
If you say it in a boring and unmemorable manner, no 
one will ever remember it. If you say something once in 
a memorable, visual, emotional, specific, relevant way, 

Should I tell ’em what  
I’m gonna tell ’em, tell ’em, 

and then tell ’em what  
I told ’em?
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people will remember what you said minutes, hours, 
days, even years later.

The Secret
Spend less time  
focusing on telegraphing 
the outline of your  
presentation to your  
audience and more time 
simply being interesting.

Take this little test:
Answer quickly: How many emergency exit doors are 

there on a 737? 
Anytime I ask a group of presentation trainees this 

question, I get answers ranging from two to twelve. Yet 
anyone who travels has been told exactly how many exit 
doors there are dozens or even hundreds of times. Some-
how, we still don’t remember. (Confession: I have no idea 
how many exit doors there are.) We don’t remember how 
many doors there are on the plane because we are pre-
sented with this information while we’re getting comfort-
able, stowing our bags, or looking at the safety brochure. 
And the information is delivered in such a perfunctory 
manner, without any effort to get our attention, it’s no 
surprise we can’t remember it. 
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So, why would you think that delivering critical 
information about your key messages at the very begin-
ning of your presentation is a good idea? Engage your 
audience first. Get their attention. Then focus on mak-
ing the delivery of your messages interesting, entertain-
ing, and relevant.

I’m not saying that a quick recap at the end of your 
presentation won’t work in some circumstances, but 
overall, the tell ’em what I’m gonna tell ’em–tell ’em-
tell ’em what I told ’em structure for a presentation just 
doesn’t work. 

TJ TV: Want tips to making your presentations 
more interesting? Go to www.tjwalker.com, 

register if you’re a first-time visitor, and enter the 
words BEING INTERESTING in the TJ TV form.





You have three choices:
One, you can guess. The problem is that you 

won’t make a good guess because you are too close 
to the content. Messages that you consider too obvious to 
even warrant discussion might well be exactly what your 
audience is most interested in. 

Two, you can “play it safe” by covering every con-
ceivable point you have on the topic. This way, no one 
can accuse you of leaving out something important or 
being less than thorough. The problem, of course, is that 
this isn’t safe at all. It’s extremely dangerous. When you 
dump too much data on your audience, you drown out 
the most important points in your message. Instead of 
communicating everything, you communicate nothing.

How do I know what  
messages and topics will 

be most interesting to  
my audience?
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Three, you can pick up a phone and call a couple of 
people who will be in your audience. Ask them, “What 
do you think you and your colleagues are most interested 
in hearing about when it comes to (your topic here)?” In 
case you didn’t notice, this is the right choice.

The Secret
Take a few minutes to call 
future members of your 
audience and ask them 
what they want you to talk 
about.

When you do this, you send a message loud and clear 
that you care about your audience and are responsive 
to their needs and desires. Some presenters are afraid to 
do this for fear that they won’t seem professional and 
authoritative. But in the end, you will seem more profes-
sional if you conduct research on your audience’s needs, 
because your presentation will be far, far better—at least 
in their eyes, and those are the only ones that matter.

You can use this technique in every setting. Before 
you have a staff meeting, ask members of your staff to 
e-mail you their recommendations for topics they would 
like you to cover. Before you meet with a client team to 
discuss the status of a project, ask them what particular 
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concerns they have that they would like you to address. 
Before you deliver a speech at a conference, ask the con-
ference organizers what they think the audience will want 
you to cover. 

There’s one important thing to keep in mind with 
this advice: If you ask your audience for input, you have 
to follow through and actually shape your presentation 
around what they told you they want to hear.

asking your audience now what they want to hear is better 

than learning later they weren’t interested in what you chose.
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Calling potential audience members before you speak 
to them is a free, simple, and easy way to find out exactly 
what messages you should cover in your presentation 
and to eliminate the risk of picking wrong or inappropri-
ate topics. The only reason not to call is laziness. And 
when you display laziness to your audience, they return 
it in kind. So, pick up the phone and call your audience 
today! They will love the attention and pay you back 
accordingly.

TJ TV: Do you have to present the same data 
over and over? TJ has some video advice 

to help keep it interesting. Go to www.tjwalker 
.com, register if you’re a first-time visitor, and enter 
the words REPETITIVE TALK in the TJ TV form.
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How should I use humor?

Humor in a presentation is a good thing because 
if you get audience members to laugh, you know 
the following things are true: 

•  They were listening to you and not sleeping!
•  They understood you.
•  They processed what you said.
•  They liked what you said.
•   They are communicating back to you in the form 

of laughter.
•  You likely said something unexpected.
•  You aren’t boring them.
•   They like you more because you aren’t boring 

them.
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•   They aren’t sneaking a peek at their cell phones to 
check text messages.

•   You have brightened their day (laughter always 
does that).

Humor is a good thing, but it is also tricky. Every 
member of your audience has a different sense of humor, 
so you have to be cautious. Beware of these pitfalls when 
using humor:

If you start your speech with a joke, you lose the war 
on the expected. It’s a cliché to start that way. Too many 
people are expecting it. Half of the effectiveness of humor 
is being unexpected.

Don’t tell canned or generic jokes. If you sound like 
you are trying to be a comedian, then people will com-
pare you to professional comedians and you will lose.

The sensitivity police are everywhere. Make sure your 
humor won’t be interpreted as mean, nasty, negative, or 
insensitive.

Your humor needs to have a point; otherwise, you 
will be seen as just another amateur comedian.

Never preface a joke by saying, “Let me tell you a 
funny joke.” Never preface a funny story by saying, “Let 
me share a funny story.” Don’t tell people you are telling 
a joke or story. Just tell it. Otherwise, you destroy the ele-
ment of surprise. Plus, the audience wants to decide for 
themselves whether the joke or story is humorous. 
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Never feel like you have to be funny (unless you are a 
paid comedian).

Don’t look rejected if the audience doesn’t laugh when 
you think they should laugh.

Don’t berate the audience for not laughing.
Don’t seem like you are trying to be funny. Don’t be a 

clown. It just deflates your authority.

unleSS You Have Your oWn SITCom, leave THe TIreD 

ComeDY aT Home.
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After all that, it doesn’t seem like I’ve given you a lot 
of options for using humor in your presentations. Not 
true! You still have many options. Your best bet is to fol-
low one key piece of advice.

The Secret
The best thing to do 
is to retell stories that 
happened to you that were 
funny at the time and that 
still seem funny to others 
when they hear them. 

If your stories and anecdotes are personal, then your 
humor will be authentic. Plus, if you are making fun of 
yourself, no one gets offended, and you seem like a class 
act for being able to poke fun at yourself. 

A part of the beauty of humor is that it really increases 
your audience’s ability to remember you and your mes-
sages. I still remember North Carolina Secretary of State 
Thad Eure giving a speech at an American Legion Boys 
convention in 1980. Eure was speaking to hundreds of 
U.S. high schoolers who would soon be freshmen in col-
lege. He started off with, “I still remember when I was a 
freshman in college.” (He was in his 80s at the time.) “All 
the upperclassmen were nice enough to call me Freshman 
Eure [pronounced fresh manure].” As you can imagine, 
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that went over very well in a convention hall full of teen-
age boys.

As a presenter, you shouldn’t try to get a big belly 
laugh every ten seconds. You aren’t a comedian. But there 
is no reason why you can’t steal an effective trick from 
comedians. If you ever go to comedy clubs, you will see 
many comedians bring a recording device up to the stage 
with them. They record their act and then listen to it to see 
what parts got the biggest laughs and what parts fell flat. 
You can do the same. Record your presentations and then 
listen to find out what generated the most laughs. You can 
use those stories or jokes again and again, as long as they 
fit with your message and your audience hasn’t heard them 
recently. If something falls flat, chuck it. Don’t assume it 
was a problem with “this audience’s sense of humor.”

Your goal as a presenter is to communicate messages 
to get people to act, not to serve as a court jester. But if 
you can make people laugh, get them to like you, and 
have them remember some of your messages through the 
use of humor, you will be way ahead of the competition.

TJ TV: Want to see Bono make fun of himself 
in a very effective way? Go to www.tjwalker.

com, register if you’re a first-time visitor, and enter 
the words BONO HUMOR in the TJ TV form.





Do I have to use stories 
in my presentation?

most presenters, including me, would rather not 
use stories in speeches. Stories take up time, and 
they are an inefficient way of communicating 

message points. But here is a central fact of foolproof pre-
sentations: Stories work! In fact, as I test audiences all 
over the world (by simply asking them what they remem-
ber from presenters), the only thing that routinely stands 
out are the stories they heard.

The Secret
Stories are far and away 
the most effective memory 
devices for your audience.
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I constantly hear things like this: “But TJ, I’m a CFO. 
My presentation is cut-and-dried. It’s all numbers. I can’t 
possibly tell a story. I’d be laughed out of the board-
room!” But the most significant numbers in a quarterly 
report do have a story behind them. Numbers and facts 
do not speak for themselves. If they did, no one would 
ever have to give a presentation. Everything has a context 
and is only meaningful to your audience in that context. 
Explaining context is why stories are so necessary.

Therefore, if you want somebody to remember an 
important message, you need to give an example, tell a 
story, reveal a case study, and perhaps draw a picture or 
show a photo. Then and only then do you have even a 
good chance of an audience member remembering some-
thing you have said. Among those memory devices, sto-
ries are in a league of their own, a league apart from 
anecdotes and examples. If a certain point is critical, tell 
a story to support it.

This concept is massively misunderstood by most pre-
senters in the world. Why? Because our role models for 
presenters are teachers and professors. And most teachers 
and professors teach by presenting lots and lots of facts, 
bullet points, and numbers. But here’s the rub: Teachers 
have a very different relationship with their audiences 
than you probably have with yours. 

If I am your college biology teacher and you are my 
freshman student, I have great power over your life. I can 
be a boring, data-dumping, droning professor, and guess 
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what, you have to take it. You are a highly motivated 
audience member. Why? Because I have power over your 
life. I have the authority to test you in two weeks based 
on what I am saying in class today. If you fail the test, 
then you flunk the class. Now you can’t go to medical 
school or graduate school. You lose your financial aid. 
Your parents stop supporting you. No more parties. Sud-
denly, there’s a direct correlation between remembering 
what I’m saying and a life of flipping hamburgers for 
minimum wage and living in a beat-up trailer. Your life is 
over and I have ruined it. 

So, I have the power to motivate you to listen and 
remember. I might be the most boring professor on cam-
pus, but you will still learn a lot of biology. You are 
learning not because of how I presented but in spite of it. 
(Although I’d be willing to bet that if you had to name 
your favorite teacher from high school or college, you 
would likely pick someone who spoke with passion, gave 
real-world examples, and occasionally told stories.) 

It turns out, then, that the biggest role models most of 
us have as presenters, our teachers, are usually the worst 
role models we could possibly have because of the differ-
ent power relationships we have with our audience mem-
bers versus the teacher-student relationship. 

If you are going to make a presentation, it’s great to 
have the command position of authority that professors 
have. But back in the real world, we almost never have 
this authority over our audiences. We can’t fire our sales 
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prospects if they don’t write down everything we say. We 
can’t kick a business partner out of our office for not pay-
ing attention. In theory, if you are the CEO of a company, 
you have the power to fire any employee who doesn’t 
memorize what you’ve said. But I’ve asked hundreds of 
CEOs if they have ever fired an employee for this and no 
one has ever said yes.

Audiences remember stories and they remember the 
messages behind stories. Audiences do not remember 
facts and data delivered in isolation. And no, it doesn’t 
help if you list the facts on a PowerPoint slide so that the 
audience can see the facts while you are reading them. 
(However, it is fine to give handouts with lists of facts 
that people can take with them.) 

Let me illustrate. When I am conducting a typical 
eight-hour training session with a group, I will tell them 
six industries I work in, six types of clients I work with, 
and six TV networks I’ve appeared on. An hour or two 
later, I will call on one of the trainees to name all eighteen 
points. This usually results in a nervous chuckle followed 
by a feeble attempt to name two or three, with one or two 
usually being wrong. No one ever gets more than five (the 
magic number) right. Clearly, I have not communicated. 
In my case, it was by design, to make a point. I remind 
my audience that I had perfect speaking conditions—
everyone had a front row seat, I made sure they had fresh 
coffee, I was miked for adequate volume—and I’m a pro-
fessional keynote speaker! And yet, I still failed.



66 creatIng Your PresentatIon do I have to use stories in my presentation? 67

I hope you are skeptical about what I am saying here. 
In fact, I don’t want you to blindly take my word for it. 
I want you to challenge me. But I also want you to chal-
lenge the assumptions you have been going by for years 
when you make a presentation. Don’t take my word for 
it. Deliver your presentation the old-fashioned way: Start 
by listing the twelve points you plan to cover and then 

stories aren’t just for bedtime. use them correctly, and your 

message will stay with your audience.
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dump lots of data. Test your audiences. I might be lying 
to you, but your audience won’t. If they don’t remember 
your facts and messages, you failed; your system doesn’t 
work.

Once you realize that delivering information in a 
straightforward, concise, linear fashion doesn’t really 
work in presentations (even though a lot of people claim 
that is what they want in a speaker), it will change every-
thing about how you prepare and deliver presentations 
for the rest of your life.

TJ TV: Joel Osteen uses stories effectively. 
See how by going to www.tjwalker.com, regis-

ter if you’re a first-time visitor, and enter the words 
OSTEEN MOM in the TJ TV form.
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When you are making a presentation, your goal 
is not to develop a reputation as a great story-
teller. Instead, your goal is to communicate 

messages so that people can remember them, act upon 
them, and tell other people what they are. Stories are sim-
ply the most efficient device for helping us get our audi-
ences to remember our messages.

The problem is that people don’t know what an effec-
tive story in a presentation setting looks like. It’s not a 
story for the sake of a story. It’s not a random inspira-
tional tale without relevance to your topic. It’s not some-
thing you offer just to entertain. It’s not something you 
need to make up or be overly creative with. It’s usually 
neither long nor heavy with emotional impact.

How can I be a  
better storyteller?
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The Secret
To tell a good story in 
a presentation, relive 
(don’t memorize) a true 
experience you had that 
you have an emotional 
connection with, that your 
audience cares about and 
finds relevant,  
and that is relevant to a 
specific message point  
in a clear way. 

I realize this doesn’t tell you everything you want to 
know about how to tell a good story, so here are the basic 
elements of good stories for you to review.

•   A setting—physically describe where you were and 
what you saw

•  Characters—preferably you and one other person
•   Dialogue—what did you say to that person and 

what did he/she say to you
•   A problem—highlight the point of conflict (every 

story has one)
•   Emotions—describe how you felt, and don’t be 

afraid to be honest
•  A clear-cut message for your audience
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 That’s all you need. The reality is that all of us tell 
stories all day long to friends, family members, and col-
leagues. We do this one-on-one to make a point or to 
express ourselves, whether it is to talk about our day in 
the office, an annoying client, or frustrating traffic.

Here is an example of how to use a story in a busi-
ness setting. Background: I am giving a media training 
seminar to a group of executives. I want to convey the 
message that the training principles I am about to teach 
them are not based on brilliant insights that I created out 
of thin air or from academic research but are lessons I 
learned the hard way, through mistakes. And now they 
can learn faster and easier than I did. So I begin . . .

I’m not standing before you because I was born know-

ing how to speak to the media more effectively than 

anyone else. I’ve had to learn the hard way. Some of 

you told me you fear talking to the media because you 

worry about being quoted out of context. I can relate. 

Back in 1991 I was working as a press secretary for a 

member of Congress. One day a reporter calls me up 

and asks, “TJ, what’s the purpose of HR 1400 that 

your congressman is sponsoring?”

I said, “Currently the legislation is unclear. But it’s 

being cleaned up in committee, and once that happens, 

people will see it has nothing to do with . . .” I finished 

the interview and went home to pack for a trip. The 
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next day I was scheduled to fly to Hawaii for a con-

gressional fact-finding mission. 

The next day I arrive at the office, suitcase—

with swimsuit, suntan lotion, and Hawaiian shirts—

in hand. The newspaper’s on my desk. I open it up. 

There’s the story on HR 1400. And there I am in the 

first paragraph: “The spokesperson, TJ Walker, con-

cedes ‘the legislation is unclear.’” End of quote. Wait! 

Where’s the rest of it? I start to panic. After the jump, 

on page B17 near the end of the story is the rest of my 

quote about how great the legislation will be after it 

goes through the committee process.

Ugh. I slump in my chair in my little cubicle in the 

Capitol. Then my phone rings. It’s Jim, the congress-

man’s chief of staff. He wants to see me right away. 

“TJ, the good news is you’re packed. The bad 

news is you won’t be going to Hawaii. But you will 

be leaving here. The congressman will no longer be in 

need of your services. Good-bye.”

Ouch. I just lost my job. 

So, the lessons we work on today are based on the 

real-world desire that all of us have to keep our jobs. If 

you follow the techniques I show you, then you won’t 

be out on the street like I was with your bags packed 

and nowhere to go.

Is that a brilliant story? No. Will it win me a Pulit-
zer prize? No. But it happens to be true, I deliver it in 
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less than two minutes, it is memorable, and it makes my 
point. It works! It works because it contains all of the ele-
ments I outlined earlier.

You have your own stories. Use them. They might be 
twenty seconds long or five minutes long. No matter. As 
long as they meet the big criteria, they’re good.

My clients complain, “TJ, I can’t think of any good 
stories.” My response is: “You’re trying too hard. Be lazy. 
Just think of a time you had someone call you with a 
work problem and how you worked it out. Where were 
you? Spell it out. Who called you? Give the person’s name 
and title. What exactly was the problem? How was it 
resolved? How did you feel about it?”

Unfortunately, it is practically impossible for you to 
delegate story creation to staff members or writers in the 
corporate communications department. Your stories have 
to come from you. Even someone like President Ronald 
Reagan, who had a whole team of professional speech-
writers, had to write his own stories. The first thing every 
member of his speech-writing staff did when they were 
hired was to read old radio and TV commentaries that 
Reagan personally wrote before he was president. These 
stories were then recycled within presidential speeches.

 The best stories don’t require an ounce of creativity 
or hard work; they just require you to relive an expe-
rience you had that is interesting and relevant to other 
people. Foolproof presenters make it a habit of having a 
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relevant story for each and every message point they plan 
to communicate in their presentation. If you can’t find a 
story, ask someone else you work with for a story, and 
give them full credit. If you can’t think of a story and you 
can’t find one from anyone else, then maybe it’s not such 
an important point and doesn’t deserve a mention in your 
presentation after all.

TJ TV: Want to watch a video of master sto-
ryteller Ronald Reagan at work? Go to www.

tjwalker.com, register if you’re a first-time visitor, 
and enter the words REAGAN STORY in the TJ 
TV form.
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I often get this question, but I don’t really know what it 
means. There really is no such thing as a formal pre-
sentation or an informal presentation—from the per-

spective of the audience. There are really only two kinds 
of presentations in the entire world:

Good ones.
Bad ones.
Really. That’s it.
Think about when you are listening to someone speak. 

Are you thinking, “Wow, I sure am glad this presenter is 
being formal”? Of course not. The audience doesn’t think 
in these terms, so you shouldn’t either. 

Should I make this a 
formal or an informal 

presentation?
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The Secret
Your focus must always 
be on how you can 
present your ideas in an 
interesting, memorable, 
and conversational way—
regardless of your venue, 
audience size, or  
subject matter.

There are typically only two possible reactions you, 
as a presenter, are likely to get from your audience: (1) 
“Wow, this person is saying something interesting and 
useful. I’m going to pay attention and tell other people 
about this.” (2) “Uh oh, this presenter is really boring. 
I’ll pretend to pay attention but I’ll really be playing with 
my BlackBerry.” Your job is to figure out how to get the 
first reaction.

The challenge for most presenters is that they often 
forget this focus and get caught up in trying to figure out 
what a formal presentation is and whether or not they 
should give one. But they’re usually wrong. Why? Because 
there is no such thing as a formal or an informal presenta-
tion, just a good one or a bad one.

Most presenters confuse setting, length of presenta-
tion, and audience size for formality. For you, the pre-
senter, it may feel scarier, and therefore more formal, to 
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speak to a much larger group of people than you usually 
do. But from any one audience member’s perspective, it’s 
still the same—they are listening to one person.

I get very nervous when one of my clients tells me he 
has to give a formal presentation. Typically, that means 
he is about to take all of the interesting stories, anecdotes, 
case studies, humor, pauses, and conversational style that 
work so well for him and throw them out the window. 
Then, he replaces all of those dynamic elements with 
bulleted lists of data that he reads from slides or notes. 
To make matters worse, he speaks loudly and monoto-
nously—to sound more official. Ugh! This is not a “for-
mal” presentation; it is simply a “bad” presentation.

Ronald Reagan, Bill Clinton, and Tony Blair are—or 
were—very different speakers with different philosophies, 
but they are all great speakers. Why? They never let their 
formal surroundings make them sound “formal.” All 
three spoke in an informal, conversational manner. They 
didn’t change their styles just because the venue changed. 
Whether they were talking to two people or two million, 
they still had an informal tone that sounded real, fresh, 
conversational, and interesting—the opposite of the typi-
cal business speaker giving a “formal” speech.

Please remember that it doesn’t matter if you are 
given a strict time limitation or are using PowerPoint or 
are speaking to a large group of people. Don’t tell your-
self you are giving a “formal” presentation. Instead, just 
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focus on how you can speak in a conversational tone of 
voice and convey your ideas in an interesting and memo-
rable manner. Then, from your audience’s perspective, 
you will be delivering a “good” presentation.

TJ TV: Martin Luther King, Jr., was great at 
connecting with all kinds of audiences in all 

kinds of settings. See some examples by going 
to www.tjwalker.com, register if you’re a first-time 
visitor, and enter the words KING CONNECTION 
in the TJ TV form.
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That depends. Do you want to use technology to 
genuinely enhance the learning experience for your 
audience? Or are you using it as a crutch for your-

self because you think it will make it easier for you to 
give the presentation? Or worse, are you using Power-
Point because everyone else is using PowerPoint and you 
feel stupid if you don’t?

The Secret
only use PowerPoint or 
any other technology if it 
really helps your audience 
understand and remember 
your messages more 
effectively. 

Should I use PowerPoint 
or other technology to 

enhance my presentation?
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You should never need to use PowerPoint or any tech-
nology. You should be able to communicate your mes-
sages effectively simply by talking. Thus, the real question 
is, Can your audience benefit in any way by seeing some 
graphic, image, or video of what you are talking about 
in order to better understand your ideas? If the answer is 
yes, then you should include some type of visuals in your 
presentation.

Before you put any given slide or video clip into your 
presentation, ask yourself these questions: 

1.   Will this genuinely help my audience understand 
and remember my points better? 

2.   What is the worst thing that will happen if I leave 
this slide or video clip out of my presentation? 

For example, I frequently give a keynote speech called 
“Bully Pulpits: Speaking Secrets of World Famous Lead-
ers.” I am certainly capable of giving the speech without 
any PowerPoint slides or video clips. But I have decided 
it is much more interesting, insightful, and memorable 
for my audiences to see short video clips of Reagan, 
Churchill, Clinton, and Oprah in action rather than just 
to hear me talk about them. Also, I’m not very good at 
impersonations. So I have a set of PowerPoint slides that 
includes video clips.

Presentations that rely on PowerPoint slides often 
have a well-deserved reputation for being dreadful, but 
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not because there is anything inherently wrong with the 
program. All of the flaws associated with PowerPoint 
flow from one fundamentally flawed decision the pre-
senter made before the presentation started. Namely, that 
the presenter decided to use PowerPoint as a crutch for 
herself, not as an actual aid for the audience. Once the 
decision is made to use visual elements and technology 
in a way that is truly helpful to the audience, most of the 
problems associated with PowerPoint or other forms of 
technology disappear.

Too many executives and salespeople automatically 
gravitate toward the high-tech solution to presentations. 
Video can now be inserted into a PowerPoint presentation, 
but it is not easy for most people to do. If you are going to 
use video, you also have to make sure you have the right 
plug-ins on your computer, you have to have speakers, and 
you have to be sure that the projector can handle it. You 
can’t just store the presentation on a CD or memory stick 
and assume it will work on someone else’s laptop. I esti-
mate that 75 percent of the presenters I see who attempt 
to use video can’t get it to work, and they end up mum-
bling a bunch of apologies. I use video clips in every one of 
my presentations because I am speaking about speaking, 
hence I need to show great examples of people speaking. 
But too many people want to use a video clip for no appar-
ent reason other than to show off or because technology 
lets them—both of which are terrible reasons.
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If you are going to use PowerPoint or other technol-
ogy in your presentations, you must realize that it is a 
big commitment. You need more rehearsal. There will be 
many more moving parts that can go wrong. Ultimately, 
it is your responsibility if people cannot see your slides or 
if there is no audio coming out of your speakers or if the 
projector won’t work with your laptop. Nothing is more 
feeble than a speaker complaining to the audience about 
bad audio, an out-of-date projector, or lack of wireless 
connection. You don’t hear Mick Jagger complaining 
about his lighting or sound system when he is performing 
in front of 90,000 people in a stadium. Why? Because 
he got to the stadium six hours earlier to do a rehearsal 
and sound check. If it’s good enough for Mick, it’s good 
enough for you. You are both in the business of providing 
satisfaction to your audience.

One thing that you must realize is that you will never 
give a “PowerPoint presentation.” There is no such thing 
as a PowerPoint presentation. PowerPoint is simply one 
tool to help things along. You aren’t giving a PowerPoint 
presentation any more than you are giving an electricity 
presentation. Granted, electricity is nice to have, especially 
during a presentation. But electricity is just a helper, just 
as your PowerPoint slides or other learning tools are. You 
aren’t fundamentally giving an electricity presentation. 

What you are giving is an “audience-focused Tom 
presentation” or an “audience-focused Meg presentation.” 
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Because your audience will judge you and your content, 
not Microsoft for developing PowerPoint, make sure 
you are using it or any other technology for all the right 
reasons.

TJ TV: Get more tips on using PowerPoint 
effectively. Go to www.tjwalker.com, register 

if you’re a first-time visitor, and enter the words 
POWERPOINT TIPS in the TJ TV form.





What do I really need to 
know about PowerPoint in 
order to use it effectively?

There are 20,465 books on PowerPoint for sale on 
Amazon.com, which means that there are more 
than four million pages of content you could read 

to learn about how to use all the bells and whistles of 
PowerPoint! You don’t have to read them all. In fact, if 
you just follow the ten tips below, you will consistently 
be the most effective user of PowerPoint anyone in your 
audience has ever seen.

1.   Create two separate sets of PowerPoint slides: one 
for projecting on a screen, and one to both e-mail 
to audience members in advance and hand out after 
your presentation. Your e-mail/print PowerPoint 
slides can be jam-packed with words, numbers, text, 
data points—make it two hundred pages if you like. 
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 (Note that Tips number 2 through 10 apply just  
 to the PowerPoint slides you are projecting.)

2.   Use images, charts, pictures, video clips, or any other 
visual element.

3.   Focus on one idea per slide. One means “one.” It 
doesn’t mean cram four charts that cover the same 
basic topic onto one slide.

4.   Don’t use ANY text. This is not a typo. You can 
call me insane. You can complain that your corpo-
rate culture demands that you use text. I’m telling 
you, text doesn’t work when you are projecting on a 
screen twenty, thirty, or fifty feet away from people. 
This is not how human beings like to read.

5.   Use as many slides as you need.

6.   Don’t use any slide unless it makes your idea more 
clear and memorable than you simply saying it. 

7.   If you want people to look at your slide, then stop 
talking long enough for them to do so.

8.   If you want people to listen to you, then don’t have 
a slide up behind you to distract them.

9.   Remember, you are the star of the presentation, not 
the PowerPoint slides.

10.   You aren’t prepared to use PowerPoint unless you 
can give the whole presentation without the ability 
to show the slides (because projectors and comput-
ers can malfunction).
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That’s really all you need to know about PowerPoint. 
To help you understand a few of these rules even better, 
I’ll elaborate a bit.

Please note that I clearly said that you have to have 
TWO separate sets of PowerPoint slides. If you have just 
one set with photos and images, then you can and will 
be attacked for being fluffy, superficial, nonsubstantive, 
and incomplete. You MUST have the second set. This one 
is to be e-mailed to people (preferably in advance, but it 
could be sent out after the presentation too) and to be 
printed out and handed to them so that they can read it 
when they have the time. If you prepare both sets of slides 
and the nonprojected version has all of the data, num-
bers, and facts that anyone could ever want, then you 
protect yourself from criticism and you help people by 
giving them a true resource that they can refer back to 
weeks or months later.

There are a lot of smart, successful people in the world 
who will tell you that you must follow specific rules for 
creating a set of PowerPoint slides, such as use ten slides 
and three bullet points each and three words per bullet 
point. Nevertheless, these rules don’t work! (Though some 
of them will make your presentation less painful than the 
typical data dump.) I have personally tested audiences all 
over the world for years and the only thing anyone ever 
remembers are slides with visual elements. No one ever 
remembers words.
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The Secret
Your audience will 
remember your message 
better if you give them 
visual cues to help them, 
not a bunch of text on  
a screen.

What works in one medium does not work necessarily 
in another medium. You might love reading Harry Potter, 
but if you went to the movie theater to watch a Harry 
Potter movie, you’d probably be pretty angry if all you 
saw was text moving across the movie screen for twenty-
seven hours. Most business executives would never think 
of taking the text from a newspaper ad and turning it into 
a television ad, yet for some reason we think that text on 
our computer should work fine projected on a screen a 
long way away from people. It doesn’t work that way.

Our brains are better image processors than they 
are word processors. What is easier for you to remem-
ber when you pass someone on the street that you met 
a month before: the spelling of their first and last name 
from their business card, or their face? The person’s face, 
of course. Chances are you recognize the person but you 
have forgotten his or her name. The face is an image and 
that is what sticks in the memory.
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Now, not every image is a good or an effective image. 
The rule to follow is this: the simpler the better. The typi-
cal PowerPoint graph has eight different lines, all in differ-
ent colors showing weekly sales results on three continents 
over the last twelve months. Yes, the graph fits on one 
slide, but it took you two hours to create it, and now you 
expect the audience to understand it by looking at it from 
a distance for sixty seconds while you are talking to them. 
Ridiculous! Some people get too complicated with their 

sometimes it’s best to leaVe the special effects to hollywood.
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PowerPoint tricks for the slides that are projected. (It’s fine 
to have a PowerPoint slide with eight color-coded variables 
as a handout because it can be studied and examined at the 
convenience of the reader.)

And, while I love PowerPoint, I want to make it 
clear that what we’re really talking about here is effec-
tive visual memory enhancers. You shouldn’t use slides 
just because it’s convenient. If you are talking about the 
problem of oranges freezing, don’t show a slide of a fro-
zen orange. Bring in a frozen orange, hold it up, and then 
pass it around.

There is nothing worse than a bad presentation with 
bad PowerPoint slides, but there is nothing better than 
a great presenter who uses PowerPoint effectively. Most 
people use their PowerPoint slides as the poor man’s tele-
prompter. The foolproof presenter uses PowerPoint for 
the sole benefit of his or her audience.

TJ TV: Want a demonstration of the best ways 
to use PowerPoint? Go to www.tjwalker.com, 

register if you’re a first-time visitor, and enter the 
words BETTER PPT in the TJ TV form.
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Is it okay to use white-
boards, flip charts, and 

other non-high-tech tools 
for presentations?

Y es. It’s often much better than using overly com-
plicated PowerPoint slides. These low-tech tools 
are especially effective when you are presenting 

to groups smaller than fifty and in rooms where everyone 
can see you clearly. 

The Secret
The secret to using any 
visual tool, and particularly 
low-tech tools, is 
simplicity. 

The beauty of using a whiteboard or even an old-
fashioned chalkboard is that you can draw only one 
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line or one arrow or one thing at a time. This slows you 
down, which is good because your audience can focus 
on just one thing at a time. If you are drawing a diagram 
or chart, live, in front of your audience, it forces you to 
simplify and to focus on one or two variables alone. This 
makes it much easier for your audience to grasp what you 
are talking about. 

Another benefit to using a whiteboard, flip chart, or 
chalkboard is that it forces you to stay away from exces-
sive abstraction. By drawing something, you are focusing 
on a thing, not just a concept. This helps make your mes-
sage more concrete for your audience.

When President Reagan wanted to make a point in his 
State of the Union address that the federal tax code was out 
of control, he didn’t use a PowerPoint slide that showed sta-
tistics on the tax code or how long it was in terms of pages 
or words. He took the actual tax code books, which were 
as thick as a dozen Manhattan phone books, and dropped 
them in front of the lectern for all the world to see. It was a 
dramatic use of a prop that made his point about the com-
plexity of the tax code in a highly memorable way, which 
people recall even decades after it happened.

It’s also important to consider how low-tech tools 
force you to interact with your environment. They require 
you to move around, draw, or gesture, and that creates 
visual diversity and interest and wakes up your audience 
a bit. If you are prone to being stiff during your presenta-
tions, you might want to consider using one of these tools 
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to force you to move around, to interact physically with 
your environment, and to give your readers something 
interesting to look at.

Another type of low-tech support to consider is a 
physical prop. Let’s say you were talking about credit card 
payments being an important new method for interacting 
with your customers. A photograph of a credit card is 
better than just printing the text “credit cards” on a slide, 
but pulling a credit card out of your wallet and holding 
it up while you make your point about convenience can 
really send the point home. If you have ever been to a 
Don Shula steak house, you know the waiter does not 
just explain the daily specials and hand out a menu with 
football pictures on the cover. At these restaurants, the 
menu is printed on an actual football, and that creates a 
permanent memory for every customer. Props work espe-
cially well with audiences of twenty or fewer.

Regardless of whether you use a high-tech tool, a low-
tech tool, or an old-fashioned prop, always make your 
decisions based on what will help your audience under-
stand the most, learn the most, and remember the most. 

TJ TV: Want more low-tech tips? Go to 
www.tjwalker.com, register if you’re a first-

time visitor, and enter the words LOW TECH in 
the TJ TV form.





DelIverIng Your 
PreSenTaTIon





How should I ask  
to be introduced?  

f irst impressions count. The first impression of you 
as a presenter is not formed when you start pre-
senting; it’s formed when you are being introduced. 

It’s important that you don’t lose your audience before 
you even get a chance to speak. Don’t start off by boring 
your audience with a lot of details they don’t care about. 
They’ll assume that’s what your presentation is going to 
be like and you’ll be fighting an uphill battle right from 
the start. Most audience members are savvy enough to 
know that you had a hand in how you were introduced.

The Secret
When preparing your 
introduction, follow two 
rules: keep it relevant  
and keep it brief.
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When coming up with your introduction, start by 
asking yourself, “What does the audience need to know 
about me in order to be interested in what I am about 
to say and to see me as a credible source on this topic?” 
Really focus on that. Don’t use a generic one-page bio 
from your Web site or the resume you used to land your 
last job. You should come up with a uniquely tailored 
intro for each audience you talk to. 

This probably means that your audience doesn’t have 
to know that you were president of the honor society in 
eleventh grade or that your cat’s name is Spooky. Give 
your audience only the most relevant information and 
the most interesting information about your background 
and accomplishments to whet their appetites for your 
actual messages. If they want your full bio, they can go 
to your Web site. 

Keep in mind that what looks like a quick read on 
paper can seem interminably long and boring to an audi-
ence listening to someone introduce you. If you are giving 
a one-on-one sales presentation to a single prospective 
customer, you will be introducing yourself, so it’s best 
to keep it to one or two sentences. If you are speaking 
in front of a larger group and someone else is introduc-
ing you, the introduction could be as long as a minute—
but that’s still brief. A rough word count to shoot for 
is between 60 and 160 (the average person speaks 160 
words per minute). 
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A separate but related question is how do you actu-
ally get your introducer to use the intro you wrote? Try 
the following:

Type out your intro in bullet-point format in gigantic 
20-point type so that it fills an entire sheet of paper, but no 
more than a single sheet of paper, and e-mail that to the 
introducer in advance. This makes it easy for your intro-
ducer to read it without having to bend close to the paper.

it neVer hurts to haVe a few extra copies of your introduction 

on hand.
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When you get to the venue where you are speaking, 
hand the introducer a second copy of your introduc-
tion. Don’t ever assume the introducer will bring what 
was sent.

Keep a third copy of your introduction handy in your 
pocket so that when the introducer tells you twenty sec-
onds before he is about to introduce you that he has lost 
the script, you can give him another one. 

Although these are minor details, they can add up 
nevertheless to make a big impact on your audience. Take 
the time to do it right.

TJ TV: Want to know the best way to intro-
duce yourself when speaking to a group? Go 

to www.tjwalker.com, register if you’re a first-time 
visitor, and enter the words SELF INTRODUC-
TION in the TJ TV form.
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How do I connect with  
my audience?

This is a huge question that every presenter must 
answer. Unfortunately, most presenters never con-
nect because they decide from the beginning to 

focus on themselves, not their audience. They think: This 

is about MY speech. MY time. MY slides. MY outline. 

MY lectern. MY handouts.

This is completely the wrong approach. Foolproof 
presenters focus entirely on their audience, whether it is 
an audience of one or one thousand, and this focus is the 
first step to establishing a connection that could lead to a 
great presentation. Just as presenters make decisions, so, 
too, do audiences. And your audience is going to decide 
very quickly whether they think you care more about 
helping them or about making yourself look good.
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The Secret
Send repeated signals to 
your audience that you care 
about them in a genuine 
and authentic manner. 

In my experience, if the audience senses you are con-
centrating on them, they will listen harder to you, remem-
ber more, and have a more positive impression of you, 
even if you are a less-than-perfect speaker. To let your 
audience know that you are truly focused on helping 
them and connecting with them, try the following:

•   Start by saying something interesting to the audi-
ence, not something about yourself.

•   Encourage people to ask you questions at any time.
•   Ask questions of your audience.
•   Look individual audience members in the eye.
•   Look at audience members to see whether they 

understand what you are saying and are follow-
ing you.

•   Seek verbal and nonverbal agreement occasionally 
from audience members and comment on it.

•   Walk around the room from time to time to get 
physically close to different audience members.

•   Weave in snippets of conversation with audience 
members that occurred right before the presenta-
tion started.
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•   Use notes in a subtle way that doesn’t draw the 
audience’s attention to what you’re doing.

•   Move out from behind the lectern; literally lean 
forward into the audience from time to time.

•   Respond to both positive and negative reactions 
from the audience.

I have seen presenters who had their shirt tails hang-
ing out, said lots of “uhs” and “ums,” used bad gram-
mar, had ugly PowerPoint slides, and lost their focus, but 
audiences loved them because they were clearly focused 
on helping their listeners. On the other hand, I have seen 
speakers who were impeccably dressed, had strong, pow-
erful voices, and never uttered a single verbal tic, but they 
fell flat with their audiences because they seemed to be 
focused on themselves.

You can connect with each and every audience you 
present to, but this requires a specific focus. Once you 
decide you care more about your audience than you do 
about yourself, many things in your delivery will change 
for the better.

TJ TV: Want to see and learn how John  
F. Kennedy connected with his audience? Go 

to www.tjwalker.com, register if you’re a first-time 
visitor, and enter the words JFK CONNECTION in 
the TJ TV form.





no. I plead with you, please do not try to read 
your presentation.

You may be thinking something like this: 
“This presentation is really crucial, and I want to get it 
just right. I don’t want to screw up. I’ll be speaking to 
an important audience and I’m going to be nervous. I’m 
afraid I might forget something.” I can sympathize with 
your thinking, but there are some serious flaws with the 
reasoning here. 

The Secret
reading a speech is  
actually an extraordinarily  
difficult thing to do well—
it’s not for amateurs. 

Should I read my speech  
so that I don’t make  

any mistakes?
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While it is true that reading is a basic skill mastered 
by most second graders, reading a speech in front of a 
roomful of people is extremely difficult and is mastered 
by very few. Here’s why: 

•  Your speaking speed becomes consistent, which 
destroys your attempts at a conversational tone.

•  Your volume becomes consistent.
•  You don’t vary your pauses.
•  You lose eye contact with your audience.
•  You can’t see what your audience is reacting to 

positively or negatively.
•  You become monotone.
•  Everyone falls asleep.
•  You communicate nothing.
•  Are you convinced yet? 

When an amateur presenter announces that she is 
planning to read a speech, it strikes me as absurd as a life-
long coach potato announcing that he wants to take up 
exercise, and he is going to start by climbing Mt. Everest! 
Sure, some trained experts can reach the top of Everest, 
but an amateur would die trying.

Network news anchors like Charlie Gibson and Brian 
Williams can read a presentation from a teleprompter 
and make it sound natural, but not because they were 
born with this skill. They can do it because they have 
done it every day for the last quarter of a century—and 
they still practice.
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learning to read your speech without sounding mechanical 

is more difficult than you might think.

Ronald Reagan was a master at being able to read 
a speech and make it sound authentic and believable. 
Many people erroneously believe that Reagan could do 
this because of skills he acquired as an actor. But it was 
really a matter of discipline, not skill. Most people don’t 
realize how much work Reagan put into delivering a 
major speech. Take the State of the Union address. For 
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starters, Reagan would work intimately with his speech-
writers on various drafts of his speech over a period of 
months. Next, he would read the finished speech out loud 
for three hours every night for a week. Then, he would 
spend the entire day the speech was to be delivered doing 
videotaped rehearsals. It’s important to remember that he 
wasn’t doing this to memorize the speech. He was still 
reading the speech from the teleprompter. 

Reagan put all of this time and effort into speech 
preparation because he realized it’s not just the words 
that count, it’s how you deliver them. Reagan’s goal was 
to read the words in such a way that you were never con-
scious or aware of him reading. Instead, you as the audi-
ence member could focus on the meaning of his words 
and get the sense that Reagan really believed them.

If you still want to read your speech, be my guest, 
but are you willing to put in as much rehearsal time as 
Reagan did?

I didn’t think so.
Reading full texts is difficult, dangerous, and unnec-

essary. Instead, just rely on notes.

TJ TV: Learn from the best! Even Winston 
Churchill used notes. To watch an example, 

go to www.tjwalker.com, register if you’re a first-
time visitor, and enter the words CHURCHILL 
NOTES in the TJ TV form.
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Cheat. I’m serious. You need to cheat.
The reality is that it’s hard work to memorize 

a presentation. If you are like me, you already 
have enough hard work in your life, so let’s not add to the 
list. Don’t waste time memorizing. But you need a solution 
for remembering all of your key points that is easy for you 
and also helps your audience. You reading a speech word 
for word is easy for you, but it creates a painful and boring 
experience for your audience—not a win-win solution. 

The Secret
The best tool you can use 
to help you remember the 
points you want to make is 
a really good set of notes, 
used skillfully. 

How do I remember what  
to say in a presentation?
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But even notes have their potential flaws, so you must 
use them in a very specific way in order for your audience 
to see you as believable, authentic, and authoritative. I 
never give a presentation anywhere without using notes, 
but I create the illusion that I’m not using notes. How is 
this done? It’s easy if you follow these simple rules:

•  Limit your notes to a single sheet of paper.
•   Use print that is so large that you can read it from 

five feet away.
•   Use one- to four-word sentence fragments to jar 

your memory.
•   Number your points; don’t create an outline using 

complex indentation and subsections.
•   Cut your sheet of paper in half so that it is only 

4¼ x 11 rather than 8½ x 11; it will be even less 
noticeable. 

•  Never pick up your notes.
•  Never be seen holding your notes.
•  Never be seen touching your notes.
•   Have two or three copies of the same notes in dif-

ferent parts of the room so that you don’t have to 
be near any one copy for long stretches of time.

•   Know what you want to say the first couple of min-
utes without having to look at your notes.

•   Whenever possible, place your notes in the venue 
before the audience even enters the room.
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•   Place your notes on a flat surface such as a table or 
on the keyboard of your computer.

•   Don’t make sudden head movements to look down 
at your notes.

•   Don’t make quick eye darts down to your notes.
•   Move around the room and look at your notes as 

part of your natural movement.
•   Look at your notes when your audience is looking 

elsewhere, such as the second you show a new slide 
from a PowerPoint.

•   Place one copy of your notes on the table where 
your water glass or bottle is. Look at your notes 
when you appear to be just taking a sip of water.

•   If a lectern is available, place your notes on the side 
of it rather than in the normal position. This way 
you can glance at your notes without ever walking 
squarely behind the lectern, thus furthering the illu-
sion that you aren’t using notes.

•   Make sure you have a strong conclusion that you 
can deliver without having to glance at your notes.

Audiences love it when the person presenting to them 
appears to be speaking right to them and is not beholden 
to or reading from a script or notes. Have you ever read a 
news article about a political or business figure in which 
the reporter wrote something like, “She spoke for an hour 
to the mesmerized crowd without using notes.” Audiences 
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seem to respect and admire a presenter who doesn’t use 
notes because it seems like a courageous act, like walking 
across a tightrope without using a safety net. But here’s 
the thing: Audiences don’t really care whether or not you 
use notes, as long as they don’t notice you doing so. 

If you use the techniques I’ve outlined here when using 
notes, it will be almost undetectable, and your audience 
will think you are one of the best presenters they’ve seen. 

TJ TV: If President Franklin Delano Roosevelt 
could use notes, so can you! Go to www.

tjwalker.com, register if you’re a first-time visitor, and 
enter the words FDR NOTES in the TJ TV form.
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Some experts advise holding all questions until 
the end. Others advise answering every single 
question—no matter how irrelevant—even if that 

means you never get to your main points. Neither approach 
works—at least not from the audience’s perspective.

The presentation you give belongs to your audience. 
This is a learning experience for them, not for you. Every 
decision you make as a presenter has to be geared toward 
helping the audience. This is why, in most circumstances, 
I favor letting audience members ask questions at any 
time. In the following pages I describe how to use the rel-
evant questions, as well as how to move away from other 
questions that are off topic.

Should I take questions  
during my presentation or 

ask people to hold them  
until the end?
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The Secret
When you allow your 
audience to ask 
questions at any time, the 
presentation becomes an 
engaging, collaborative 
experience, which 
creates a great learning 
environment. 

Obviously, if you are speaking to a large crowd of five 
hundred people or more, you cannot stop every two sec-
onds to take a question; you will have to take questions 
at the end of your presentation. But chances are that dur-
ing a typical month you have a lot more opportunities to 
speak to one, ten, or twenty people at a time. When you 
are speaking to smaller audiences, you are much better off 
letting people ask questions at any time.

Average and mediocre presenters take a very dim view 
of questions. Consequently, they ask audiences to hold their 
questions until the end of the presentation. This approach 
is based on six faulty assumptions: (1) Audience questions 
are interruptions. (2) The questions will interrupt my flow 
or make me lose my train of thought. (3) Taking questions 
will disrupt my carefully planned order. (4) I will look like 
an idiot if I can’t answer the questions. (5) If I take time 
to answer questions, I won’t be able to cover all of my 
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important points. (6) I know best what my audience needs 
to focus on. The problem with all of these assumptions is 
that they are based on the premise that the presentation is 
a concrete thing that is owned and operated for the benefit 
of the presenter. Wrong!

This is a destructive attitude. Instead, your attitude 
should be, “Great, now someone wants to help me make 
this an even better presentation and is willing to do part 
of the work.” A foolproof presenter has the same attitude 
toward questioners that Tom Sawyer had toward recruit-
ing kids to help him paint his fence. Like Tom, the fool-
proof presenter realizes that the more people who are in 
on the project, the less time and energy it will take to finish 
the job.

If you allow people you are presenting to to ask you 
questions at any time, the following good things are gener-
ally true:

•   You know that at least one person you are speaking 
to is paying attention and is not sleeping, daydream-
ing, or doodling.

•   The questioner is trying to process and reflect upon 
what you are talking about.

•   The questioner may be helping you by asking a ques-
tion that everyone else in the room is thinking.

•   The questioner may be forcing you to fill in a 
gap in your knowledge or logic that everyone else 



118 delIVerIng Your PresentatIon should I take questions during my presentation? 119

in the room needs in order to understand what 
you’re saying.

•   When you answer the question, you know with 100 
percent certainty that you are covering messages that 
are of extreme interest to some of your audience.

•   The questioner has provided the audience with 
some audio variety because now people get to hear 
two voices instead of just yours.

•   The questioner has provided some visual variety 
because now people in the audience can look at 
somebody other than you. They may even have to 
move to see the person, which will wake them up 
physically.

•   The questioner really appreciates you answering 
the question.

•   Audience members are impressed that you are will-
ing to share the spotlight with others.

•   Audience members are impressed that you can think 
on your feet and don’t mind being interrupted.

•   If an audience member asks an insightful question, 
you look good by giving an insightful answer.

•   If an audience member asks a dumb question, you 
look classy by answering it patiently (of course, the 
person asking the question doesn’t see it as dumb).

•   The whole presentation goes from being a potentially 
boring lecture where you are in control 100 percent 
of the time to more of a communal experience in 
which everyone feels a part of a positive outcome.
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Once your attitude has switched to viewing question-
ers as adding to a collaborative process, your presentation 
gets easier, not harder. I know it sounds touchy-feely to 
talk about how the whole room is working together, but 
the presentation really does work better that way.

There are some limits to taking questions, however. 
If someone persists in asking more than two questions or 
launches into a series of questions, you can politely say the 
following: “I’d like to give your questions the full atten-
tion they deserve. If you could meet right here immediately 
after the presentation I will go into more detail with you 
on that. Thanks.” And then move on. But be sure to be 
available after the presentation. Remember, too, that even 
though you want to encourage questions, you must also 
be a strict traffic cop. If someone asks a question that is 
off topic, gently but quickly tell him you will speak to him 
directly after your presentation is over. 

Give your questioners a chance, and odds are they will 
add to your presentation and make it better. Once you real-
ize that, you will turn what you used to see as an irritant or 
a distraction into your new secret weapon.

TJ TV: Get great tips for the best way to deal 
with questions from your audience. Go to 

www.tjwalker.com, register if you’re a first-time 
visitor, and enter the words AUDIENCE Q&A in 
the TJ TV form.





What should I do  
with my hands?

This is one of the most common questions I am 
asked. People complain to me every week, “I don’t 
know what to do with my hands!”

Somewhere, long ago, it was written that a profes-
sional presenter should not move his or her hands when 
speaking. This is utter nonsense!

The Secret
use your hands the way 
you use them all day long 
when you are talking to 
one person—move them 
around to punctuate or 
illustrate your points.
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If you attempt to stop moving your hands when you 
speak, you set off the following negative chain reaction:

Your body looks literally stiff.
You look uncomfortable.
Your arms stiffen.
Your vocal chords stiffen.
You speak in a lower volume.
You speak monotonously.
You seem more boring.
Don’t do it!

In theory, it is possible to move your hands too much 
and to gesticulate so wildly that you distract your audi-
ence. But in a quarter of a century of coaching people 
around the world, I have never had a client who moved 
his or her hands too much. Yet every week, sometimes 
every day, I have clients who freeze their hands or hold 
pens or grab lecterns to keep their hands from moving.

Let’s focus on the real problem, then: When you are 
nervous, you tense your body and stop moving your 
hands. This makes you look nervous to the audience, and 
that’s a problem. We want to look natural, relaxed, and 
confident to our audiences so they can focus on what we 
are saying, not on what we are doing or not doing with 
our bodies.

The first thing that usually happens when my clients 
rehearse in front of a video camera for the first time is 
they stop moving their hands in a natural manner. They 
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feel free To move Your HanDS DurIng Your 

PreSenTaTIonS . . . unleSS You aCTuallY Do  

neeD To uSe THe reSTroom.

will hold their hands in a fig leaf position as if they have 
to go to the bathroom. Or they hold their hands behind 
their back in the military at-ease position and it looks like 
they are about to be arrested. Or they hold on to a pen 
as if they are about to say something so spontaneously 
brilliant that they might have to write down their own 
quote. Or they grab hold of the lectern as if it were a life 
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raft. All of these things make them look uncomfortable 
and uncertain.

When we are watching a video of a rehearsal, I will 
ask the trainee what she thinks. The response is usually, 
“I seem a little flat, boring, and stiff.”

Then I ask, “Have you ever thought about moving 
your hands a little?”

She responds, “Oh, no, TJ, I never move my hands 
when I speak.” Of course, while the trainee is saying this, 
she is gesturing with wide sweeps and chops, moving 
both her hands and her arms! Fortunately, I am secretly 
taping her. 

Next I ask: “How would you like to see someone who 
could be a role model for you? Someone I think you can 
relate to, but who moves naturally and seems much more 
confident and comfortable than you do?”

The trainee says yes, thinking that I am about to show 
a video clip of a great speaker like Barack Obama or Tony 
Robbins. Instead, I show the video of the trainee herself 
from moments before. “Which presenter do you like bet-
ter?” I ask.

This always produces a laugh; but more important, 
it creates a breakthrough. She prefers her natural way of 
speaking, which makes her realize that her natural way of 
speaking is fine. She doesn’t need to learn some new the-
atrical skill to use when presenting in front of people. All 
she needs to do is to stop acting and to move naturally.
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This approach can take some practice. When you 
are speaking to a new group of people for the first time, 
or if you are doing anything that takes you out of your 
comfort zone, you may need to consciously think while 
speaking, “I am now moving my right hand . . . now I am 
moving my left hand . . .” You have to prime the pump at 
the beginning of your presentation by forcing your hands 
to move. This sounds phony and contrived, but if you 
practice it, you will look natural and relaxed. And even-
tually you won’t have to remind yourself to move.

Around the world, I find that most audiences respond 
best to presenters who talk and move in a natural man-
ner. And most people move both hands when they speak. 
Yes, there are a few exceptions (such as in Japan where 
it is considered rude to gesture when giving a business 
presentation). Always try to find out if there are local cus-
toms that supersede your own practices, and then follow 
those local customs. But in general, your audience will 
see you as confident, authoritative, and authentic if you 
move your hands when you present.

TJ TV: Watch Hillary Clinton demonstrate how 
best to use your hands naturally and effec-
tively during a speech. Go to www.tjwalker 

.com, register if you’re a first-time visitor, and enter 
the words HILLARY HANDS in the TJ TV form.





look at individual audience members, one at a time. 
This will make you seem comfortable, confident, 
authoritative, and credible—even if you are scared 

to death inside.
The following are things you should NOT look at 

when you are presenting:

The tops of people’s heads
The clock
The floor
Your PowerPoint slides
Your fully written script

There are three main categories of eye contact most 
presenters display. The bottom 5 percent of presenters 
stare at their notes, their slides, and their shoes—anything 
but at their audience. This is the worst thing you can do.

Who or what should I look 
at when presenting?
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The next 94.9 percent do some variation of the “wind-
shield wiper.” They look at their audience, but they sweep 
their gaze back and forth from one side of the room to the 
other, perhaps quickly, perhaps slowly. This windshield 
wiper effect doesn’t give any one audience member the 
feeling that the presenter is speaking directly to him or 
her. No one audience member ever gets eye contact for 
more than one second because the speaker is looking at 
the group and not at an individual.

The top 0.1 percent of presenters use their eyes in a 
way that is very different from the first two groups. 

The Secret
great presenters will pick 
one specific person in the 
audience and maintain eye 
contact with that person 
for one full thought. 

This may be for only five or six seconds, but it is long 
enough for the audience member to really feel a personal 
connection with the speaker. The presenter will do this 
with as many people as possible in the room. The pre-
senter will not play favorites with friends or pretty people 
or people in the front row. Instead, everyone in the room 
will get personal eye contact. When the presenter is zero-
ing in on one person at a time, this gives that presenter 



128 delIVerIng Your PresentatIon Who or what should I look at when presenting? 129

the feeling of having a close, personal, intimate conversa-
tion with just one other person. This creates a very pow-
erful connection between the audience members and the 
speaker. 

This skill is not hard in the same sense that learning 
how to be a brilliant composer is hard, but it isn’t natural 
either. It’s natural to look at someone you are speaking to 
for just a couple of seconds and then break eye contact. 
It’s natural when you are standing in front of people to 
have your eyes dart nervously back and forth across the 
room. So it will take some practice to master this high 
level of sustained eye contact.

If you are giving a presentation to only one person 
in the room, then this rule doesn’t apply. It might freak 
the person out. But if you are standing and presenting 
to more than a couple of people, it is a highly effective 
technique.

This also works for extremely large audiences as well. 
Let’s say you are speaking to a convention hall of two 
thousand people. You are on a stage in the spotlight and 
the audience is in the dark. You can’t even see their faces. 
Here is what you do: Just pick one spot in the crowd and 
look right at that spot for a full thought, even though 
you can’t see anything. The effect on the audience will 
be just as powerful. The twenty or so people in that gen-
eral area will all feel like you are speaking directly to 
them. After about six seconds, look to another part of 
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the crowd. Continue to mix it up. Don’t look around the 
room in a clockwork rotation. Instead, look at the front 
left, then the back left, then the middle of the room. You 
don’t want to look mechanical or like you are moving in 
a set pattern.

Your eyes are a very powerful tool. By looking directly 
at an audience member for five or six seconds, you will 
occasionally make someone uncomfortable. That’s okay. 
Better to make them slightly uncomfortable than to make 
them so comfortable they fall asleep. Remember, you 
aren’t being rude because you aren’t singling anyone out 
and you are giving equal attention to everyone. If you are 
speaking for twenty minutes to a room of fifty people, 
you can give each person individualized eye contact sev-
eral times during the course of your presentation.

In a subtle way, your eye contact is also conditioning 
your listeners to be better, more attentive audience mem-
bers. We have all seen presenters so focused on their slides 
or notes that they wouldn’t notice if an audience member 
in the first row fell over, had a heart attack, and died on 
the spot. As audience members, it is only natural for us to 
ignore presenters when we feel they are ignoring us. But 
when someone is looking right at us, we feel as though that 
presenter can tell whether we are paying attention. We as 
audience members start to focus on the presenter because 
the direct eye contact makes us feel there is a chance he or 
she might call on us with a question at any time.



130 delIVerIng Your PresentatIon Who or what should I look at when presenting? 131

The final benefit to holding eye contact like this is that 
even to the people who don’t have eye contact with you at 
any given moment, you will seem much steadier and less 
jerky than most speakers who have their heads bobbing 
and weaving around.

There is only so much a presenter can do with his or 
her content to make it more interesting, but when you 
couple great content with great eye contact, the result is a 
much more powerful effect on everyone in the room.

TJ TV: Martin Luther King, Jr., was a master 
at making eye contact with his audience. To 
watch an example, go to www.tjwalker.com, 

register if you’re a first-time visitor, and enter the 
words EYE CONTACT in the TJ TV form.





Should I move around  
the room or stand  
behind a lectern?

Some experts will advise you to stand still with 
both feet planted firmly, or to grab the lectern 
with both hands so that you don’t appear shaky. 

This is terrible advice! You could stand in one spot for 
your whole presentation and still be a competent pre-
senter, but you run the risk of making yourself seem ordi-
nary and boring if you do.

You are normally better off if you can walk around 
when you are presenting. This is true whether you are 
speaking to a group of five or five thousand. Obviously, if 
you are presenting to just one or two people and they are 
seated, you can stay seated too. But if you are standing 
before a larger group, then I recommend that you move 
around the room.

First, let’s address the issue of the lectern. In my view, a 
lectern should be approached like a set of training wheels—
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not something to be used by anyone over five years old. 
Why? Because the second you get behind a lectern it cre-
ates a barrier between you and your audience. It obscures 
two-thirds of your body. Once you are behind the lectern, 
you will be tempted to lean on it, hold it, or hold your 
notes. This means you have shut down all of your natural 
hand movements. The result is that you come off as a 
frozen, stiff automaton. 

When you stand behind a lectern, you run the risk of 
making your audience think that you are insecure. It’s as 
if you are hiding behind a wall because you fear the audi-
ence is going to turn on you and start throwing rotten 
vegetables at you! 

Why do we get behind lecterns in the first place? 
Because the person speaking before us did, and the person 
presenting after us probably will, so it must be the right 
thing to do, right? Wrong. Your goal as a foolproof pre-
senter is to distinguish yourself as better, more confident, 
more comfortable, more conversational, more interesting, 
and more memorable than all other presenters. You can’t 
do that if you follow the pack. I’m not suggesting that 
you do anything showy or theatrical, but I have found 
that audiences respond much better to presenters who 
move around the room.

Professional speakers never use lecterns for this very 
reason. Even though you might not aspire to become a 
full-time professional speaker, there is no reason why 
you can’t borrow some of the easy techniques they use. I 
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movIng arounD DurIng Your PreSenTaTIon keePS  

THe auDIenCe foCuSeD on You, noT THeIr e-maIl or  

Cell PHone.

am constantly amazed that audiences around the world 
seem to be genuinely impressed when a speaker can walk 
around a room or stage while speaking. All it is is walk-
ing and talking at the same time, something most of us 
master at three years of age!

Most people have a huge fear of presenting and pub-
lic speaking; they are afraid they will forget what they are 
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going to say and look like a fool. Therefore, when they 
see you walking around the room talking to them with-
out staring at notes or holding on to a lectern, there is a 
part of them that says, “Wow, that presenter is brave; I 
could never do that!”

Why else do people get behind lecterns? That’s often 
where they store notes. As mentioned in the chapter on 
remembering what to say during a presentation, you can 
place notes on the side of a lectern, so that you can look 
at them without standing directly behind it.

Other times people stand behind the lectern because 
the microphone is attached to it. Make sure you truly 
need the microphone. I’ve seen presenters talk to a room 
with ten people in it for ten minutes standing behind the 
lectern and using the microphone. You should just walk 
right up to the ten people and speak; you don’t need a 
microphone in this setting. If you are in front of a large 
audience and you need the microphone, you can normally 
bend the mic stand to the side so that you can stand next 
to the lectern rather than directly behind it. This way your 
whole body will be visible. If you are giving a presenta-
tion to a large annual sales conference, you should always 
ask for a wireless microphone so that you won’t have to 
be stuck standing near the lectern. You might not get one, 
but you won’t know unless you ask.

When you are moving around the room, there are a 
few guidelines to keep in mind.
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•   Don’t walk consistently from side to side or back 
to front. If your movement is consistent, you will 
appear to be pacing, and that will make you seem 
nervous.

•   Move naturally, which means inconsistently.

•  Feel free to stop moving at any time.

•   Move to show you have finished a thought and are 
taking a moment to signify a transition.

•   Move closer to someone when that person asks a 
question.

•   Move to different parts of the room to give differ-
ent people attention.

•   Occasionally, move close to people, but don’t stand 
too close for too long.

•   When you want to make a really important point, 
stop moving.

•   Your movement should not include foot tapping or 
any other nervous, jerky movement.

•  Mix it up.

Part of the value of movement is that you are gently 
but forcefully coercing your audience into moving their 
heads and eyes to follow you. If they are moving, they 
are less likely to fall asleep. Additionally, you are putting 
your audience on notice, politely, that you might be close 
to them at any time. This means they had better think 
twice about checking their e-mail. Conversely, if you stay 
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behind the lectern, audience members feel it is safe for 
them to read e-mail, doodle, or even chat with people 
next to them. 

The Secret
By walking around the 
room and getting closer to 
people, you make yourself 
a much bigger presence 
in the room and therefore 
harder to ignore. 

It’s not the end of the world to speak from behind a 
lectern or to stand in one spot, but if you can do some-
thing that you already do every day—walk and talk at the 
same time—and give your audience a much more inter-
esting and dynamic presentation, why not do it?

TJ TV: Joel Osteen doesn’t stand behind a lec-
tern. Why should you? Go to www.tjwalker.

com, register if you’re a first-time visitor, and enter 
the words OSTEEN LECTERN in the TJ TV form.
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Should I give my audience 
fair warning if I know that I 

have to cover some  
boring content?

Don’t do it! It doesn’t work. 
Imagine you are going on a date. How 

impressive would it be if at the beginning of the 
evening your date said, “I’m sorry, but this is going to 
be a really lousy date because I’m not good at this sort 
of thing, and I didn’t get enough sleep last night, and my 
mom picked out this ugly shirt for me to wear.” Would 
that have made the date go better, or would it have just 
soured things from the start? 

Yet I routinely see entrepreneurs, businesspeople, and 
political candidates start off their presentations by saying 
things like, 

“Sorry, but I know my presentation is really boring!”
“I’d like to apologize for some of my slides being out 

of order.”
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“Let me get through this tedious stuff and then we 
can have fun with your questions.”

“I know some of you won’t be able to see my slides 
but . . .”

“I’m pretty nervous about speaking in front of you 
today.”

“I missed my plane and flew all night so I am really 
tired . . .”

These are awful ways to start a presentation. What 
you are really telling your audience is that you hold them 
in such low regard that you didn’t adequately prepare for 
them. You are disrespecting them, giving them permission 
to respond in kind by ignoring you. Is this any way to 
start a new relationship?

The reality is that you aren’t going to help yourself by 
making excuses or trying to minimize audience expecta-
tions. But here is the more important reality: Your audi-
ence already has very low expectations for you and every 
other speaker. Why? Because most presenters are really 
boring and tedious. Most presenters waste the time of the 
people they are presenting to. A fairly high percentage 
of presenters start by making lame excuses or trying to 
minimize expectations. You, on the other hand, can really 
distinguish yourself by being interesting and great from 
the moment you start presenting. 
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The Secret
You can surpass the 
expectations of your 
audience every time you 
speak not by lowering 
their expectations, but by 
exceeding the already low 
expectations that other 
presenters have created 
before you.

Audience members are typically rooting for you, the 
presenter. They want you to do well. They have a mutual 
interest in the presentation going well because if it’s awful, 
you will both suffer. If they really didn’t want you to do 
well, they would have figured out some way to avoid being 
in the room with you. And it’s likely that their expectations 
have been set low. As a result, most business audiences are 
pleased if you just don’t bore them to death. The one big 
exception is for comedians who have to present in front 
of a paying audience that is expecting a huge belly laugh 
every ten seconds. That is the hardest audience to please. 

Take this reality, then, and accept it. Use it to your 
advantage to give you confidence and to set you straight 
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from the very beginning of your presentation. Although 
you don’t want to openly articulate this, everything you 
communicate with your words, energy, enthusiasm, and 
body language should say, “This presentation is going to 
be freakin’ fantastic, for you and for me!”

TJ TV: Rudy Giuliani exudes confidence dur-
ing his speeches, a model we can all try to 

emulate. To see a Giuliani video clip, go to www.
tjwalker.com, register if you’re a first-time visitor, 
and enter the words CONFIDENT SPEAKER in 
the TJ TV form.
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What do I do if I make  
a mistake or forget  

what I am about to say?

Don’t tell anyone! Don’t show anyone!
It really does come down to following these 

two principles. 
Everyone makes mistakes when they present. We 

forget a point, present something out of order, and talk 
about a slide that is two slides away instead of the one 
our audience is looking at. Everyone makes mistakes. But 
not everyone reacts to their mistakes the same way.

The average presenter will literally say “I’m sorry” 
to the audience, with a look of extreme sheepishness. 
When you combine this blunder with the probability 
that the average speaker is unemotional, bland, and bor-
ing through the rest of the speech, the end result is that 
the only emotional moment in the whole presentation is 
when the presenter looked and sounded embarrassed. 
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This moment now stands out as the most interesting and 
therefore the most memorable. Disaster!

The Secret
Typically, audience  
members don’t notice a 
presenter’s mistakes— 
until the presenter brings a 
mistake to the audience’s 
attention by mentioning it. 

The foolproof presenter, being human, doesn’t aspire 
to flawless perfection when delivering presentations. But 
he or she does have one trick up the sleeve that other pre-
senters don’t have, and that is the knowledge that if you 
don’t tell your audience you made a mistake, they will 
likely never figure it out.

Let’s look at a few common mistakes and the best 
way to handle them.

Let’s say you deliver a point in your presentation out 
of order. Well, “order” is a concept in your brain or on 
your notes. The audience doesn’t see that order. They don’t 
have your notes or speech text in front of them. They are 
just listening to you and trying to understand what you 
are talking about. So, if you realize you’ve gone out of 
order, just go back to the point or points you missed after 
you finish the current point. Do not tell the audience that 
this is what you are doing. They don’t care.
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Every so often, I will start talking about a concept 
and a story that is supported by a video clip or an image 
that is two slides away. In that case, when I advance the 
slide, the wrong slide will come up. But I never panic and 
I never comment on it. I just calmly advance the Power-
Point to the slide that I need. Then I go in reverse when 
I am ready to go back to the missed point. Thereafter, I 
have to advance twice to get back to the right place. Guess 
what? No one ever notices this blunder when I quiz them 
on it immediately after the presentation. This is because I 
never show distress. I never utter apologies. I never show 
concern. I just keep going, and the whole mistake becomes 
so unmemorable that it is forgotten moments later. Or the 
audience may even think that I did it on purpose to better 
meet their needs.

Let’s say you are in the middle of making a point 
and suddenly your brain freezes and you can’t remember 
what to say next. The average presenter will have a look 
of horror shoot across his face, turn bright red, grimace, 
apologize to the audience, and then mutter something 
about having a so-called senior moment. But here is what 
you do if you are a foolproof presenter:

Stop. Look at one person in the audience with an 
expression on your face that communicates that you just 
said something so brilliant, she should take a moment to 
think about it. Next, perhaps ask a question of one per-
son or the whole audience to see if they are with you so 
far. Or just quietly walk across the room as if to signify 
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a planned, natural transition. Inwardly you are thinking, 
“Oh no, I forgot what I was supposed to say! What comes 
next?” But outwardly you are projecting serenity, calm, 
purposefulness, and a focus on your audience.

Trust me; this technique will work for you the vast 
majority of the time. Obviously, if you say something so 
glaringly, factually wrong that everyone will notice (for 
instance, “the Moon is only nine thousand miles away from 
the Earth”), then you should instantly and immediately 
correct yourself, but without unnecessary self-flagellation.

So, if you make a mistake, don’t panic. You now 
have the skills to minimize the damage in the eyes of 
your audience. And if you master the skill of ignoring 
your weak moments, you will condition your audience 
to do the same.

TJ TV: Want more great tips for how to handle 
mistakes? Go to www.tjwalker.com, register 

if you’re a first-time visitor, and enter the words 
HANDLE MISTAKES in the TJ TV form.
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This is a common situation. You’ve been told you 
have thirty minutes to make your presentation 
to the board on what your department has been 

doing for the last quarter and why you deserve continued 
funding. But at the last minute, the organizer whispers 
in your ear: “We’re running behind schedule. You’ve got 
fifteen minutes.”

Egads!
What do you do now? You have thirty minutes’ worth 

of material. You’ve rehearsed it, and you’ve got the time 
down to exactly thirty minutes. This is unfair! This can’t 
be happening! You played by the rules, why can’t every-
one else?

Relax. You will get through this.

If my allotted time is cut, 
what should I eliminate 
from my presentation?
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Here is the first option, and by my estimation, it’s 
what 99 percent of businesspeople do when facing this 
situation: Comment at the beginning, middle, and end 
that there is not enough time to cover all of your points, 
apologizing along the way. Eliminate all of your stories, 
examples, and case studies to save time. Speak faster than 
normal to cover all the key points. Sweat. Apologize one 
last time in your conclusion. And then walk away with an 
annoyed look on your face.

If you follow this approach, you will be in good com-
pany because this is what most people do. However, you 
won’t actually communicate anything, and your presenta-
tion will have accomplished nothing. But you don’t have 
to fall into this trap. 

Here is what you should do in these situations.
Quickly determine the order of importance of all of 

your key points and then eliminate the bottom half. (Note 
that it’s always best to know the order of importance of 
your points so that if you are running long, you can cover 
those points you think are most important first.)

Never waste even a second of time by talking about 
the fact that you don’t have as much time as you’d like.

Speak at a normal speed in a completely conversational 
manner, as if you had all the time in the world. If you speak 
faster, people won’t understand you and they’ll just think 
you are nervous, which will make you seem less credible.
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Deliver every single story, anecdote, and case study 
you had prepared for the top points you cover.

Never apologize—not even once.
Finish in your allotted time, and act as if this was the 

best presentation you have ever given and that you are 
completely satisfied with how it went.

when time is cut, something must go. make sure it isn’t you.
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At the conclusion, give people paper or electronic 
handouts that cover all of the points you had originally 
planned to discuss. 

The Secret
make the best of every 
presenting situation. never 
complain, never seem 
nervous or irritated, and 
never apologize.

It actually can be a blessing to have your time cut 
moments before you present. It provides a great oppor-
tunity for you to demonstrate in front of your boss, col-
leagues, and clients that you have the ability to adapt 
quickly, that you can survive under pressure, and that 
you are flexible and can think on your feet. Too many 
salespeople, account managers, and executives get put 
into this situation and all they can do is feel sorry for 
themselves and make excuses. It’s never pretty.

The foolproof presenter realizes there is never an 
ideal environment for speaking. There will always be 
distractions—noise from next door, poor lighting, or 
noisy people in the back of the room. You have to sim-
ply size up the opportunity, given what is available in 
terms of time and resources, and then make the best of 
it—every time. 
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TJ TV: Make the most of your time on stage. 
Go to www.tjwalker.com, register if you’re a 

first-time visitor, and enter the words STAGE TIME 
in the TJ TV form.





I t’s nerve-racking when someone, especially a boss or 
an important client or prospect, asks you a question 
and you can’t answer it. I sympathize with you; really, 

I do. But this is not an uncommon problem, and the solu-
tion is quite simple. So don’t panic.

In fact, every time I speak to a large audience of one 
hundred or more, I ask the following question, “How 
many of you remember a time when you saw a presenter 
who couldn’t answer a question and he or she was obvi-
ously embarrassed?” Sure enough, about 20 percent of 
the hands go up. This is indeed a real and legitimate con-
cern, but this response is also key to understanding the 
secret of dealing with the problem.

What if I can’t answer  
a question during or  

after my presentation?
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The Secret
It’s not important that 
you have a full, complete, 
fascinating answer to 
every question. What most 
audiences remember 
is your reaction to the 
question, not your answer.

Quite often, when a presenter is asked a tough ques-
tion, this is what the audience sees:

An expression of “Oh, crap!” 
A quick, nervous look up to the heavens, as if waiting 

for divine intervention.
Beads of sweat breaking out on the presenter’s 

forehead.
The presenter muttering something like “Ugh, this is 

such a tough question . . . I wish you hadn’t asked me 
that . . .”

The presenter breaking out in nervous laughter.
The presenter slumping and sighing, as if to con-

vey: “You got me! I am a fraud! We all know that I am 
supposed to know the answer to this question. I stand 
exposed. I am so ashamed! Please let me go home now 
and I promise to never bother you again!”

The presenter looking back at the questioner with a 
barely concealed look of contempt.
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It is these emotional and physical reactions that 
become so memorable to audience members. The real 
trick, therefore, is not as difficult as having a brilliant 
answer to every question. The solution is just to not look 
or sound embarrassed in any way when someone asks 
you a tough question.

There is no one perfect answer or dodge to tough 
questions, but here are a few possibilities:

“I know that Jim Smithers in our organization has 
the complete answer to that question. I will find out 
from him and e-mail you the answer by 4:00 pm today.” 
The trick is to look comfortable and confident the whole 
time you are speaking. Don’t look evasive. And then 
actually get back to the person with an answer by four 
o’clock, as promised.

 “I don’t know. What I can tell you in general is  
that . . .” and then bridge to something you do know that 
touches on the subject of the question. Don’t be afraid to 
say you don’t know, but always bridge to something else 
so that you are not saying only “I don’t know.”

“That’s an interesting perspective. Thanks for shar-
ing.” This works well if the person asking the question 
was incredibly long-winded, seemed to give a mini-speech, 
and was a little wacky. This works well for politicians 
who get crazy questions at town hall meetings.

You can come up with your own answer, and it 
will work as long as you seem completely comfortable, 
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relaxed, confident, and not bothered. Remember, there 
can be no “gotcha” moments in your presentation if you 
don’t act “gotten.” 

Now that you know how to answer tough questions 
during your presentation, you can get back to more seri-
ous business, like making sure you have an interesting 
and memorable message for your audience.

TJ TV: Get advice for how to respond when 
you don’t know the answer to a tough 

question during a presentation. Go to www 
.tjwalker.com, register if you’re a first-time visitor, 
and enter the words DEER HEADLIGHTS in the 
TJ TV form. 
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e veryone says the occasional “um” and “uh.” 
Don’t beat yourself up if you do. Bill O’Reilly and 
Martha Stewart both say um and uh all the time, 

and they both make tens of millions of dollars a year just 
by speaking! So, let’s put your problem in perspective. Bill 
and Martha are still successful because they have mes-
sages that audiences find interesting. Your biggest prob-
lem is always making sure you have something interesting 
to say, not whether you have too many ums and uhs.

However, all things considered, the fewer ums and 
uhs you have cluttering your speech, the better. The first 
thing you have to do is actually determine if you have the 
problem. In my experience, executives and salespeople 
who think they have a problem with too many ums and 

How do I get rid of my 
“ums” and “uhs”?
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uhs rarely do. Those who think they don’t have a prob-
lem are the ones who often do.

There is only one way to find out. That’s right, let’s 
go to the videotape (or audiotape). Record yourself and 
then note how often you say um, uh, like, or any other 
annoying filler words. The video will not lie to you. Keep 
a tally as you watch it.

Although the occasional um or uh isn’t the end of the 
world, you do want to pay especially close attention to 
how many come out of your mouth in the first thirty sec-
onds of your presentation. This is when you are making 
your first impression. Sadly, the audience will interpret 
your ums and uhs to mean that you are scared, nervous, 
and possibly unprepared. It’s okay, of course, to be ner-
vous, but we don’t want to let our audience know that. 

Saying um or uh is the equivalent of filling up your 
pauses with punctuation; these sounds are like extra com-
mas. Imagine someone has sent you a cover letter and a 
resume. Imagine the resume is perfect, but the cover letter 
has a comma after every word in the first sentence. You 
could still read the letter, and you could still understand 
it, but the extra commas would be both annoying and 
seriously distracting. That is the problem with too many 
ums and uhs.

How do you get rid of these audible fillers? You should 
not have someone stand in the back of the room and ring a 
bell every time you say an um or an uh. That will only make 
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you more nervous. You need to recondition your brain. No, 
you do not have to hook up your brain to receive a pain-
ful electric shock (this has been suggested to me many 
times!). I give my clients stickers with the word “um” or 
“uh” in small type inside a red universal “no” symbol (a 
circle with a slash through it). I place this sticker on my 

UH

the best way to end your Verbal tic is with a little  

reminder from tj.
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clients’ watches, cell phones, computer monitors, or any-
place else where they will see it frequently. 

Try it. You look at your watch or cell phone dozens of 
times a day, and now you get a visual reminder not to say 
um or uh. After one day, you will still say it, but you will 
at least be aware of it. After a couple of days, just as you 
are about to form that sound, the image of “don’t say it” 
pops into your mind. You almost catch it . . . but it still 
comes out. Drat! But after one week, the image will pop 
up in your mind and you will be able to hold in the filler 
word. Now you can simply pause, and this will make you 
sound more comfortable, confident, and authoritative.

The Secret
Put this image everywhere:

I’m happy to send you some free stickers if you send 
an e-mail to freestickers@tjwalker.com, or you can just 
create them yourself. Within one week, your audible fill-
ers problem will no longer be a problem.

 The goal is not to have zero verbal tics, so don’t beat 
yourself up or wince in the middle of a presentation if one 
slips out. The solution I’ve outlined may sound simple, 
but it really does work—just not instantly. I’ve used this 
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technique on billionaire fund managers and politicians 
around the globe and it works for them—it can work for 
you too.

TJ TV: Want to see these instructions in a 
video? Go to www.tjwalker.com, register if 

you’re a first-time visitor, and enter the words TIC 
BUSTER in the TJ TV form.





no, you don’t need a deeper voice or a different 
voice from your natural speaking voice. 

Most people hate the sound of their own 
voice. If you record your presentation rehearsal and then 
watch or listen to it, chances are you won’t like yours 
either. As you may know, how you hear your own voice 
is not how you actually sound. We hear our own voices 
distorted through the bones in our skulls from both inside 
and outside. But when you listen to a recording of your 
voice, you’re hearing the non-distorted version—what 
everyone else hears when you speak. Your voice sounds 
very different to you, though, and this is disorienting. 
This may lead you to the conclusion that you have a 
strange voice which you should try to change when you 
are presenting.

Don’t I need to speak in a 
deeper or more authoritative 

voice to sound serious  
and credible? 
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Not so fast!
Chances are your voice is fine; it’s just different from 

what you are used to. Different isn’t bad; it’s just dif-
ferent. In theory, it is possible to have a voice so awful, 
shrill, and annoying that it seriously detracts from the 
communication process. But in twenty-five years of 
training and working with tens of thousands of people 
around the globe, I have never encountered anyone 
whose voice was that bad. In fact, I have rarely worked 
with anyone whose voice is even as bad as Barbara Wal-
ters’s voice—and she makes tens of millions of dollars a 
year with her voice!

The Secret
learn to love the sound of 
your own voice. If you do, 
others will follow.

The solution for most people is to simply get used to 
their voice by hearing it more. Often, women and men 
feel they need to speak in a lower, deeper voice because 
they believe this will make them more authoritative and 
believable. This is very dangerous. Most audiences are 
very good at detecting someone who is acting phony or 
trying to put on airs. If you try to sound like you have a 
rich, full, deep voice and you don’t, you’ll end up a joke—
so don’t try it.
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If you speak in a monotone (the most common prob-
lem that most people associate with their voices), you can 
easily correct this. Pretend you are talking to five friends 
at a noisy restaurant. Imagine a crowded bar and waiters 
in the corner singing “Happy Birthday.” If you were tell-
ing a story to friends, you would speak louder than nor-
mal, with more energy, and with greater variation. That’s 
how you should speak when giving a presentation.

I have studied reports by various clinical researchers 
who purport to have proof that audiences respond better 
to deeper voices. I don’t buy it. Look at the most suc-
cessful news anchors and talk show hosts. They don’t all 
sound the same, but they tend to have very full ranges. 
They hit highs and lows without fear of sounding less 
authoritative.

There are voice coaches out there who can help any-
one improve the quality of his or her voice. If you really 
feel you need help in this area, you could work with 
one. But I don’t think this is a useful or productive way 
for most presenters to spend their limited training time. 
Instead, I would urge you to use your time creating inter-
esting ideas, messages, and stories for your audience and 
then rehearsing in front of a video camera. This will score 
you more points than sounding like the guy who does the 
voice-over for the lottery commercials.

Very few people have a voice so great that they could 
make a living as a professional voice-over artist. But that’s 
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okay, since you probably don’t want to be a voice-over 
artist. But I’m sure that you can use your voice effec-
tively when presenting, as long as you can be heard and 
understood.

TJ TV: Understand why hating your voice is 
common and what you can do to improve your 

voice. Go to www.tjwalker.com, register if you’re 
a first-time visitor, and enter the words VOICE 
ADVICE in the TJ TV form.



DeveloPIng 
a lIfeTIme 

PreSenTaTIon 
ImProvemenT Plan
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I t all comes down to one thing: stories. Great present-
ers tell interesting, relevant stories to support their 
message points and make them more memorable; 

boring speakers make abstract points with lots of facts 
and numbers. It doesn’t matter if you are a motivational 
speaker or a chemistry teacher, a preacher or a physics 
professor; this is one of the few universal truths among 
presenters. 

True, you might not look foolish or embarrass your-
self if you stick to facts and figures, but you won’t actu-
ally communicate a message that is remembered or acted 
upon. On the other hand, I have seen presenters break 
every single rule of speaking mechanics and still offer a 
message that really resonated with their audiences because 
of the interesting, relevant stories they told.

What is the single biggest 
difference between great 

speakers and average 
speakers?
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The Secret
If you are a presenter 
who is doing ninety-nine 
technical things well—
good eye contact, neat 
appearance, great hand 
motions—but you fail to 
tell stories, you will quickly 
be forgotten by your 
audience. 

Being a great presenter isn’t necessarily about put-
ting in the most hours of rehearsal time (though that can 
help sometimes). It isn’t about having a smooth voice or 
the most expensive suit. Some so-called speaking experts 
will try to convince you that you need to rehearse one 
hour for every minute of your speech. Others will want 
you to practice with marbles in your mouth. Some will 
want you to record your speech, transcribe it, and then 
rerecord it until you have eliminated every unnecessary 
word. These are all irrelevant regarding whether your 
audience sees you as a great presenter or a mediocre or 
lousy presenter. 

Great speakers are great story gatherers and story 
retellers. They aren’t necessarily more creative or more 
original or better speechwriters. If you truly want to 
prepare yourself to be a great speaker and you could ask 
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yourself just one question before each presentation, it 
should be this: “Do I have an interesting and relevant 
story for each point of my presentation?” If the answer 
is yes, then you are ready to be great. If the answer is no, 
then you are prepared for mediocrity.

TJ TV: Examining the secrets of Howard 
Stern’s success can help you become a bet-

ter presenter. Go to www.tjwalker.com, register 
if you’re a first-time visitor, and enter the words 
HOWARD STERN in the TJ TV form.





a ttitude plays a much bigger role in presentation 
success than it does in other areas of life. For 
example, I can go out on a golf course brimming 

with confidence. I can tell my partners: “I’m going to hit 
a hole in one. I’m going to make Tiger Woods look like 
a duffer.” And the results will be predictable: I will still 
shoot 180 (and that’s with a mulligan on each hole). 

The self-help movement and personal development 
fields are full of gurus who will tell you attitude is every-
thing. But I would say that in many areas of life, this 
is bunk. With sports, genetics may play a bigger role. 
With talents like singing, the ability to be truly great 
is distributed to a random few. Attitude may not make 
you great in either field. Fortunately, presenting skills 
are NOT like that.

What role does attitude play 
in my presentation?
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Anyone can learn to be an excellent presenter. Your 
attitude really does have a huge impact on your presenta-
tion and on your audience. The sheer act of you looking 
and sounding like you think you are a great speaker will 
actually have the effect of making some people believe you 
are, in fact, an excellent speaker. Because if you believe 
that you will deliver a great presentation, then you will 
be confident, and that will go a long way toward making 
your presentation great in your audience’s eyes.

if you see yourself as a superhero, so will your audience.
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There are a lot of different styles among world-class 
speakers, but they all have this one thing in common: 
They convey through their attitude that they absolutely 
love speaking, they love the audience they are in front 
of at that moment, and they are good at what they do. 
Bill Clinton and Tony Blair make audiences believe that 
if they weren’t being paid fortunes to speak, they’d pay 
audience members for the right to speak because they are 
having so much fun.

When Arnold Schwarzenegger speaks to an audience, 
he doesn’t act as if he is filled with self-doubt or nervous-
ness about his accent or his inability to pronounce the 
word “California.” Instead, he exudes a sense of joy 
and “I can’t believe how well this speech is going!” It’s 
contagious.

You can do this too. 

The Secret
It is critical that you go  
into every presentation 
with the attitude that you 
are going to nail it, be 
great, clearly communicate 
your messages, and 
accomplish all of  
your goals. 
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You must convey this with every part of your body, 
your voice, your eyes, and your energy. No, you won’t be 
perfect, but audience members are far more likely to pick 
up on your positive attitude than any minor mistakes or 
blunders you make.

Unlike learning how to hit a hole in one or dunk a 
basketball or play concert-level violin, presenting and 
speaking well are easy skills. When you go into a presen-
tation with a positive and upbeat mental attitude, it’s not 
some phony-baloney, pie-in-the-sky attitude that will set 
you up for a big fall. Instead, it is an attitude that is posi-
tive and realistic at the same time, and it will propel you 
and your audience toward a successful time together.

TJ TV: Want some video advice on style, sub-
stance, and attitude—the three essentials of 

great speaking? Go to www.tjwalker.com, regis-
ter if you’re a first-time visitor, and enter the words 
STYLE SUBSTANCE in the TJ TV form.
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Who are the best  
presenters in the world I 

should emulate?

I have my favorites, but you should find your own. Per-
sonally, I like watching and listening to Tony Blair, 
Warren Buffett, Steve Jobs, Oprah Winfrey, Rush 

Limbaugh, Jim Hightower, Pat Buchanan, Bill Clinton, 
and recently, Barack Obama. I also enjoy vintage Ronald 
Reagan and Winston Churchill. But you might hate my 
taste in presenters—that’s okay. 

What is important is that you develop your own taste 
in speakers, just like you do in musicians. You also need 
to develop the skill of separating content from delivery. 

The Secret
If you watch and listen to 
only people you agree with, 
you will limit your abilities 
to improve as a speaker. 
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If you are a liberal Democrat, I urge you to listen to 
conservative radio icon Rush Limbaugh for fifteen min-
utes a week. I’m not asking you to share his beliefs, but 
you can learn a great deal about communicating by lis-
tening to the cleverness with which he packages his mes-
sages. If you are a conservative Republican, you could 
benefit greatly by watching Oprah Winfrey. You might 
not love her social messages or her Democratic politics, 
but you will learn from a true master of empathy and 
audience connection.

At the risk of making your spouse annoyed with you, 
I urge you to channel surf more. Stop on C-SPAN and 
watch congressional speeches for three minutes at a time. 
Analyze what you like and don’t like about a presenter’s 
techniques and style. Sure, you can continue to analyze 
and judge messages, but learn from the speakers’ present-
ing skills as well. 

It’s not that I want you to watch Governor Schwarzeneg-
ger on Larry King and start talking with an Austrian accent, 
but I do want you to make mental notes on your likes and 
dislikes. You need to be yourself when you are presenting, 
but each of us is made up of little experiences and prefer-
ences, and we can identify them in the people we watch. 

Don’t limit yourself to your own genre. If you are a 
banker, don’t just watch CNBC; watch Comedy Central 
to see how great comedians operate. If you are a politi-
cian, don’t just limit yourself to CNN and C-SPAN; try to 
watch the great sportscasters on ESPN.
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If you continue to watch other successful presenters 
and look for techniques that you like and don’t like, you 
will improve. In fact, you won’t be able to help it. If pre-
senting becomes a passion for you, you will get better 
at it. The best athletes watch videos of themselves and 
their competition. You get good at what you focus on. If 
you focus on great presenters, your own standards will be 
elevated in the process.

Those who learn to present successfully usually are 
the most successful in all walks of life. Much has been 
written about the traits of great leaders, but I would sub-
mit that the only consistent trait among world-renowned 
leaders is that they are effective presenters.

Being a great leader isn’t about being tall—look at 
Ross Perot and Dr. Ruth.

It’s not about having great hair—look at Dr. Phil and 
Donald Trump.

It’s not about wearing the right power suit—look at 
Steve Jobs in his jeans and mock turtleneck.

It’s not about getting up early in the morning—
Churchill loved sleeping late.

It’s not about traditional family values—as thrice-
married Rudy Giuliani can tell you.

It’s not about belief in God or religion—look at athe-
ists Ted Turner and Albert Einstein.

It’s not even about being ethical or law-abiding—as 
infomercial guru, best-selling author, and twice-convicted 
felon Kevin Trudeau can tell you.
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Every one of the people I just mentioned is a leader to 
millions, yet each of them breaks someone’s definition of 
a leader. I’m not saying these are good trends, just reality. 
But they do all have one thing in common: They are all 
great at presenting their ideas to others. 

But there is really only one great presenter that you 
need to watch regularly and repeatedly. You. It’s not 
enough to watch others; you must watch yourself. You 

there is something to learn from all successful presenters 

. . . including yourself!
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need to watch yourself regularly, not once every five 
years—which is just often enough to be horrified by 
how much you’ve aged. (It’s happening to me too, but 
it doesn’t hurt much because I see myself on video every 
week). You need to watch yourself every time you make a 
presentation. It doesn’t matter if it’s at a PTA meeting or 
a friend’s wedding. Tape yourself and figure out what you 
do that you think is great—then do more of it. What do 
you not like? Do less of it. If you don’t consider yourself 
great yet, you will soon if you practice enough and follow 
the principles covered in this book.

If you do this long enough, what you will find is that 
when you watch world-famous celebrities on TV speak-
ing, you will no longer be in awe. You will appreciate the 
things they do well, but you will know exactly what they 
are doing and why you like it. And you will find fault with 
even the best. Eventually, you will conclude that you can 
do as well as or better than anyone you see presenting.

So, develop your presenting role models, and make 
sure that in the long run you are your own ultimate 
role model.

TJ TV: Paul Harvey is a great role model for 
developing presentation skills. To watch a 

video analysis of Paul Harvey, go to www.tjwalker 
.com, register if you’re a first-time visitor, and enter 
the words PAUL HARVEY in the TJ TV form.





Isn’t being a truly great  
presenter a talent you  
have to be born with?

no.
Anyone can be a great presenter. Presenting 

well is not a rare talent, like playing concert-level 
piano or shooting six under par on a world-class golf 
course. Presenting well is a skill that anyone can learn 
with a little focus. It’s more like making tasty Toll House 
chocolate chip cookies: If you follow the recipe and pay 
attention, you will create a satisfying final product.

You already know how to talk, to engage others, and 
to be understood. For most people, then, learning how to 
be a great presenter doesn’t require learning a new skill 
set. It just requires an understanding of how to transfer a 
skill set they already have to a different setting. 
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The Secret
If you have ever had 
a single interesting 
conversation with one 
other person, then you 
already have all of the 
technical skills you need to 
be an excellent presenter. 

Most people let fear and nervousness psych them out 
of delivering a good presentation. Once they learn how 
to control their nerves, the speaking comes naturally. All 
they have to do is throw in a little organization and spe-
cific message points into their natural speaking talent, 
and they’re set.

I see average executives and salespeople transform 
themselves into great presenters every day. But don’t take 
my word for it. Just look at some of the most well-known 
and highly regarded speakers in history.

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., earned a “C” in public 
speaking class while in college.

President John F. Kennedy was such a nervous speaker 
that people who sat behind him saw his legs shake while 
he spoke.

Conservative radio talk show host Rush Limbaugh 
barely passed his college public speaking course.

Rev. Jesse Jackson had a horrible stutter as a child.
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Vice President Joe Biden had a horrible stutter well 
into his college years, yet he spoke his way into the U.S. 
Senate at age 29!

Excellent presenters are not born, they are made.
People don’t grow up practicing their presenting skills. 

People don’t get coached daily for years on their present-
ing skills. The reality is that most presenters are awful, 
untrained, unrehearsed, boring, and ordinary because 
they don’t practice and they have never been coached.  
But it is crucial for you to realize that you already have 
all the talents and abilities you need. Not to be a com-
petent presenter, an okay presenter, or an above-average 
presenter, however. You have everything you need to be a 
great, foolproof presenter.

TJ TV: Martin Luther King, Jr., wasn’t born 
a great speaker. Go to www.tjwalker.com, 

register if you’re a first-time visitor, and enter the 
words BORN GREAT in the TJ TV form.
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