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Presentations Should --- And Can --- Advance Inquiry

“That was ...  interesting … but I didn’t understand her hypothesis,” a statistician comments, making his way to the meeting room door. 

“That’s because she didn’t have a hypothesis,” a biologist replies, “just lots of data, not very believable or persuasive.”

“I couldn’t even understand her data,” a chemist adds.  “And we certainly didn’t discuss it, there wasn’t enough time.  Same as always.”

“Still, it wasn’t a bad presentation,” they all agree, “one of the best this year.”

Often sidelining good ideas and reinforcing weak ones, technical presentations seldom do justice to their content. Worthy concepts get derailed or lost completely not because of the ideas themselves but because of our flawed processes of presentation and discussion.

Of course it’s difficult to present technical content effectively.  Presenters must explain complex concepts, draw on sophisticated analyses, illustrate cumbersome theories, master advanced audiovisual tools and convince skeptical audiences.  Few technical professionals meet this challenge with success; most lack the presentation skills, experience or training necessary to do justice to the ideas they are presenting.  

Yet as our technical organizations strive to improve their ability to innovate and produce, and to partner across organization and department lines, it’s essential that we significantly improve presentations.  Tolerating ineffective presentations, we’ve lost sight of the role they should be playing in advancing technical inquiry.  Presentations provide the major the forum, the key medium where ideas get tested, developed, refined, perfected.  If presentations are not highly effective, the process of inquiry suffers.

It’s quite possible to significantly improve presentations.  With some effort, presenters at all levels can improve their presentation skills.  However, improving skills is just the first, and easiest, step in improving presentation effectiveness.  More daunting and important, it’s also necessary for both presenters and organizations to re-think the purpose of presentations and the outcomes they expect their presentations to achieve.  

Working to improve presentations with thousands of scientists, researchers and engineers, and dozens of their organizations, we observe consistent presentation shortcomings, symptoms and deeper problems.  We’ve also identified specific steps individuals and organizations can take that generate significant improvements. 

Ineffective Presentation Symptoms, Initial Improvements 
Small comments and events often provide a useful initial sense that something is wrong with a presentation.  Familiar to many people who present or attend presentations, these are some of the symptoms that often signify that larger presentation problems are likely to follow. We offer initial comment on each. 

Before the presentation, as participants get seated:

· Confusion.  Taking their seats, people ask each other, “does anybody know what this meeting is about?”  Participants who don’t know what to expect in a presentation are unlikely to get from it or respond thoughtfully to it.  Pre-work is the presenter’s friend, not just alerting participants to the presentation content but also setting expectations for their participation. 

· Presenter-participant stand-off.  The presenter stands at the podium, arranges papers, checks and rechecks the projector, stares blankly at the participants but does not move.  Effective presenters circulate among participants as they enter, asking them what they’d like to get from the presentation.  
· Participant grocery list.  After taking their seats, participants quickly begin composing their grocery list, or tackling some other off-topic task.  It’s tempting to blame participants for their lack of interest, but it’s up to the presenter to set participant expectations.  

During the presentation:

· Presenter helplessness.  When the presenter begins with, “I hope we have enough time to get through all my slides.”  This too-familiar opener signifies two problems --- the presenter’s lack of organization and his/ her view that the presentation is less about its content than it is about participants’ endurance.  

· Slide love.  This occurs when the presenter focuses more on the slides than on the group.  The most extreme form of this symptom is the presenter who spends more time looking at his/her slides (are they really that interesting?) than at participants.

· Data overload.  The presenter seemingly empties his/her files, showing participants all possible data and failing to indicate what’s most significant. 
· No affect.  Shakespearean drama is not required, but many technical presenters sound like they don’t care.  It’s difficult for participants to care about a topic if the presenter doesn’t.  

· No logic.  Following the slides, it’s not clear how the presenter arrived at his/ her conclusions.  It’s ironic that presenters with strong technical backgrounds often present data that fails to clearly, logically lead to their conclusions.  

· No boundaries.  The presenter invites, and responds to questions at any time during the presentation.  The “interrupt me any time with questions” technical presenters follow often results in participants derailing the presentation with minor questions and comments.

· No discussion.  The presenter “runs over” in his/ her time estimates and fails to allow enough time for meaningful discussion.

· No group management.  A vocal, usually negative, minority dominates discussion.  Most participants are passive.  The topics that get discussed generally miss the mark, failing to engage the presenter’s core issue.  The presenter hasn’t thought about or prepared questions that channel the discussion along more productive lines.

Deeper Problems

Three deeper, interrelated problems underly ineffective presentations and drive the limited results too many presentations achieve:  limited expectations, one-way information flow and presenters’ lack of skills.  

[image: image1.png]Limited
expectations

Presenters’
lack of skills





Limited Expectations

We can, we should expect much more of presentations.  When technical professionals present in their organizations, there’s often an aimlessness about the presentation’s purpose.  Higher, more focused expectations that the presentation should advance technical inquiry would set the stage for more idea development overall.  Presentations both in organizations and at conferences would trigger more robust inquiry if both presenters and participants worked within a 1+1=3 framework.  Both participants and presenters could expect that drawing on their diverse knowledge, they could achieve results far beyond the limits of their individual work.  

One-Way Information Flow

Most presentations “run over” the time allotted for discussion.  They would accomplish much more if presenters talked less and participants discussed the concepts in greater depth.  Limiting discussion limits inquiry and idea development.  Perhaps the culprit here is the very word “presentation,” which itself implies a one-way information flow, a focus on the slides themselves rather than the ways they advance an idea.  Even sales presentations intended to impress potential clients with a presenter or company’s expertise benefit from a more robust exchange of ideas, reactions to and suggestions regarding the presentation.

Presenter’s Lack Of Skills

Few technical professionals do justice to their ideas in their presentations, but who can blame them?  If we expect little of presentations, technical professionals will continue to neglect their presentation skills.   If we recognize what presentations can accomplish, if we make it clear that explaining one’s ideas is as important as developing the ideas, technical professionals will work to improve their presentation skills.  If we view presentations more as a key forum for advancing ideas, technical professionals will improve their ability to facilitate meaningful group discussion.

Improving Technical Presentations:  Essential Beginnings 

We consistently see technical professionals significantly improve their presentation skills with modest effort.  Working in programs of several half-day workshops, participants consistently register surprise at the extent of the gains they achieve.  Participants in those workshops tell us these factors help them make strong initial gains:

1. Clarify your purpose.  If you’re thinking your presentation is “informational,” think again.  More often, your purpose is to advocate a particular course of action, recommend a decision, or suggest that participants take a next step.

2. Don’t turn on powerpoint until you’ve outlined your “argument,” your sequence of slide titles.  Turning on powerpoint first often muddles your thinking, distracts you from your core points and purpose.

3. Arrange your slides to achieve your purpose.  Slides have a way of wandering off track on their own.  Check for logic and clarity.  Check again.

4. Eliminate data that doesn’t clearly help achieve your purpose.  After you’ve worked on the research for many months, it’s tempting to present it all.  Yes they’re all “interesting,” but many of the facts you’re including are irrelevant and distracting. 

5. Explain what the data illustrates.  What does your data mean?  What does it imply?  It may be clear to you, but it’s often not clear to participants.

6. Summarize your conclusions.  Don’t just read your data, go beyond.  What do you conclude?  What do you recommend?  Are you sure your data leads to your conclusions?  It you began with conclusions (even the most objective scientists do this on occasion) you may find your data does not support them.

7. Check your passion.  If you want participants to care about your findings, you must clearly project that you believe in them yourself.   You don’t have to be a Shakespearean actor, but your affect should reflect genuine belief in the value of your work. 

Improving Technical Presentations:  From Good To Great

Beyond the basics, it’s also quite possible to take presentations from good to great, and with relatively little effort.  Four factors especially contribute to a presentations’ impact on the process of inquiry:

· Don’t just present data, tell a story.  This may seem far-fetched, inappropriate for technical presentations.  However, using an intelligent story theme --- the group’s struggle to conquer a disease, the scientist’s quest to unlock the secret of a gene, the engineer’s inexplicable good luck discovering a new approach --- all help convey a presentation’s significance much more effectively than simply presenting the data. Working with a project over time, technical professionals often lose sight of the significance of their own work.  Story themes uniquely, effectively clarify the deeper meanings of a presentation and communicate to participants why they should care. 

· Think twice about giving an “informational” presentation; instead ask participants to take action.  Connecting a presentation’s content with some kind of call to action clarifies the meaning of the presentation and helps participants better understand why they should care about it.  It’s not necessary for presenters to view every presentation as a rally.  However, it does help to clearly ask participants to try using the concepts in their own work, reflect on the implications of a study for the presenter’s organization, or point out possible next steps participants could take on their own to continue to develop the ideas.
· Plan group discussion as thoughtfully as you plan your slides. Whether a presentation is intended to advance inquiry or convince a partner or client of the presenter’s expertise, nearly all presentations benefit from more effective, intelligent participant discussion.  Managing the inevitable vocal, negative minority that appears in most technical discussions is challenging but entirely possible.  To achieve more intelligent discussion, it’s necessary to avoid open questions (“Do you have any comments?”) and ask (+) / (-) questions instead, e.g. “What do you think are the three most significant aspects of what I presented / What three aspects of what I presented seem least important / relevant?”  Thoughtfully dividing large participant groups into smaller sub-groups more effectively engages quieter participants, quiets dominant participants and yields more depth in discussions.

· Plan your learning.  Presenters benefit from planning their learning and development in presentations effectiveness.  Having participants complete a brief written evaluation of presentations pinpoints specific items for the presenter to improve and provides useful benchmarks charting the presenter’s development.  Two books --- Nancy Duarte’s Resonate, which works actively with effective presentations on www.ted.com and Nick Morgan’s Give Your Speech, Change The World, both provide valuable, fresh insight for presenters who want to take their skills to higher levels.
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