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PROLOGUE

Imagine this. You are giving a speech.You’re standing on a stage looking out at an audience of 100 people. They are staring expectantly at you, wondering whether you are going to entertain or bore them.You feel the pressure.Your hands are shaking. You open your mouth—and nothing happens. You try again and this time some half-choked, hesitant words emerge. You cough. Someone in the audience coughs.You try to control your nerves. Fail. You know you are supposed to talk, so you do, and the words tumble over each other in such a hurry to get out of your mouth that all that emerges is a rushed jumble of sounds that mean nothing, even to you.Your hands are really shaking now. You see the people in front of you disengage, look away, whisper to their neighbours. A man in the front row sighs and starts to doodle. Your face turns red and your heartbeat races.You feel worse than you have ever felt before. You look at the clock on the wall. Your speech has 29 minutes to go.

Now imagine this. You are giving a speech.You are on stage looking out at an audience of 100 people.They are staring expectantly at you, wondering whether you are going to entertain or bore them.You feel the pressure, and revel in it. You are calm and aware, in control of your mind and body. You start talking and your voice is confident and purposeful. You don’t look down at notes, but you know exactly what you are saying, why you are saying it and how you are going to say it. You see that your audience is utterly engaged and eager to know what you are going to say next.You draw them in, pose a question, pause and let the silence hang. You look out at them and you know with complete certainty that at that moment the only thing anyone in that room wants to know is what you are going to say next. It feels very good.

I have been in both positions. If you are interested in public speaking, or you find yourself in a situation where you have to speak in public, and you would prefer to experience the second scenario rather than the first, read on.



INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this book is to help eliminate two forms of agony—the agony of listening to a bad speech and the agony of giving one. Each is painful in different ways. Listening to a bad speech brings boredom of such an intense and powerful kind, you feel that if you are unable to somehow stop the speaker from continuing you may find yourself pulling your ears off so the noise can’t get in anymore. Giving a bad speech brings such humiliation and embarrassment that, for the rest of your life, if you ever see anyone who you know was in the audience you will immediately want to run away.

All that pain is preventable. In fact, when it’s done well, public speaking can be an informative, interesting, funny, uplifting and utterly pleasurable experience for both audience and speaker. 

Public speakers are not born.They are made. Someone who is a bad public speaker can become a good public speaker. And a good public speaker can create as much pleasure as a bad one can create pain. Good public speakers can inspire, they can move, they can cause the listener to laugh, cry and give money. Sometimes they can even change a listener’s life.

Public speaking isn’t just standing up at a wedding or giving a presentation in a lecture theatre. It is what you do every time you talk to a group of people. If there are six people at a staff meeting and you speak, then you are public speaking. A job interview involves public speaking. Most of us will have to do it at some point, so we may as well learn how.

Public speaking is the most basic, direct and powerful way to communicate. If you can stand in the same room as another person, get their attention and talk to them in a way that makes them want to listen, you have the potential to influence them far more than any email, letter, telephone call, text message or television show can. If you can do it well, you can create magic. You can bring a crowd to life, you can have them hanging on your every word, you can make them think, you can make them laugh, you can even make them love you (at least for a little while).

But if you do it badly, your audience will hate you. Nothing can bore more intensely than a bad public speaker.You can stop reading a boring email or a book, you can turn off the television or the radio, and you can walk out of a movie without offending. But when you are listening to a speech you’re stuck, and that explains the murderous thoughts that pop into the head of even the most reasonable person when someone is giving a boring speech. 

The other reason a bad speech can be so life-sapping is that, in this age of fast cuts, multiple images and short attention spans—in which even at rock concerts the band has to have obscure moving images on a big screen behind them to prevent anyone having time to think about how much their tickets cost—listening to one person doing nothing but speak is a big ask. The main reason I never saw stand-up comedy until I was in my mid-twenties was because I was conditioned to think,‘One guy just standing there talking—how funny can that be?’

To engage an audience simply by talking, with no props, is difficult. It can easily fail. It is also one of our biggest fears. Most people would rather jump out of a plane strapped to a shark while having a dentist pull out their front teeth than speak in public. Why?

Fear of humiliation. We all care what other people think of us, and there are few things that will cause others to think badly of us more rapidly and intensely than boring them with a bad speech. When I’m part of an audience and someone is giving a bad speech, I feel like I’m dying. It makes me angry.

Those feelings would be unfair if the speaker couldn’t help it. If the ability to speak in public was something you were either born with or not born with, like height or looks, it would be grossly unjust to dislike those who couldn’t do it. It would be like hating someone for being tall.

But public speaking ability isn’t like height. It’s like playing the violin.Yes, some people are naturally better at it than others when they begin, but all they have is a bit of a head start. What really determines how good a violinist you will become is how much you learn about it, how much you practise, and how committed you are.And, when it comes to performing, how well you control your nerves. Public speaking is the same.

If you have to speak in public or if you want to be able to speak in public, you can learn to do it a lot better than you do it now.

And you should want to.

Why? There are several reasons.

It makes you feel good 

It really does. If a speech you give, whether at a wedding or at work, goes well, you will feel great. It’s a rush.You have successfully held the attention of, and impressed, lots of people.You have expressed your ideas coherently and logically and perhaps even made your audience laugh and think.

Sure, some say real happiness comes from within, and what other people think of you shouldn’t be important—and that’s all great if you’re spiritually evolved—but most of us need every bit of public praise and reinforcement we can get. Public speaking can provide it.

It builds confidence 

Public speaking changed my life. I was a timid, underachieving lawyer with no faith in my ability to do anything until I stumbled upon stand-up comedy. When people started to laugh I realised I had succeeded at something that most people were terrified of. It was the beginning of self-belief.

If public speaking scares you—and then you conquer your fear and do it and become good at it—that’s got to be deeply satisfying. 

It’s powerful 

Sometimes you can feel everyone in the room hanging on your every word. You know that all anyone wants to do is listen to you. You can feel people listening, you can feel them thinking, and sometimes you can even feel them being persuaded that whatever it is you are saying is the most correct and righteous thing in the whole world.

Being good at public speaking gives you an opportunity to persuade and to be perceived as clever and powerful and smart. That’s got to be good.

It’s useful 

If you need support for something you want to do, then the ability to deliver your message powerfully and persuasively is very important.Throughout history, people have been motivated to do all sorts of weird things purely by the power of public speaking. During wars, the power of inspirational public speeches has turned ordinary, timid people like you and me into fearless fighting machines. I advise using such power for good, of course, not evil, but if you have an idea and you want to get people fired up about it, being a good public speaker will be of great assistance. In pretty much any sort of business presentation, the ability to formulate and speak your thoughts in a coherent, entertaining and listenable way is a huge advantage.

The audience deserves it 

Think back on a bad speech you have heard, remember the pain it caused you, the way it made you writhe in your chair, the way it made you fidget and made your brain soundlessly scream ‘PLEASE, JUST SHUT UP!’You don’t want to inflict that pain on other people, do you? You don’t want your audience to hate you. Life brings enough pain without you adding to it.

If you talk to 100 people for 20 minutes, that’s 2000 person minutes—which is about 33 hours. You wouldn’t want to be responsible for creating 33 person hours of pain,would you? No.

Then learn how to give a good speech.



one
BEFORE YOU BEGIN 
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You’ve been given your assignment.You’ve been asked to give a speech at a fortieth birthday party, or to give a presentation at work, or to address a sales conference. You know the length of time you have to speak for and you know the topic, but that’s it. Maybe you don’t even know the topic.You stare up at the computer screen and there, typed very neatly in utterly appropriate font is your speech so far: one word, ‘Hello’. The word stares back at you.You stare back at it. You wonder what comes next. Then for a long time nothing at all happens except that your brain starts to implode.

Entertainment

In broad terms there are two types of public speaking.There is the kind whose sole purpose is to entertain—stand-up comedy, for example, and some after-dinner speeches.Then there is the other kind, the majority of speeches, which have another purpose—to toast the bride and groom at a wedding, for example, to inform students about the French Revolution, to explain a new business plan to staff, to pitch for a job or contract, to enlighten people about the pathology of frogs, to thank staff for their hard work over the past year, or to MC a fundraising event as smoothly as possible.

Obviously, the first group of speeches, those whose only purpose is to entertain, must be entertaining to succeed. That’s what they’re for. But what about the second group? This is one of the most important things I am going to tell you: this second group of speeches must also be entertaining. This is vital. I don’t necessarily mean that they must be full of jokes. What I mean is that all speeches must—must—make the audience want to keep listening. That is what entertainment is; it’s making the audience want to keep looking and listening to find out what happens next. Any good book, film, ballet, television show or sporting fixture does this. Speeches are the same. Entertain the audience; make them want to know what happens next and your other aim—the imparting of certain information—will become immeasurably easier.

This doesn’t mean you have to tell lots of jokes, or pretend you’re a comedian or juggle or do a handstand. I’m not talking about being funny, but you do need to remember at all times to package and arrange and deliver the information you are trying to impart in such a way as to make the audience want to keep listening to you. 

Giving a speech in which you want to communicate information to the audience is a bit like having sex to get pregnant. Impregnation may be the primary purpose of the act, but it will only really work if everyone involved is enjoying it. If it’s not fun, you probably won’t achieve the primary aim of getting pregnant. And if your audience doesn’t enjoy your speech they’re unlikely to remember much of its content.

No matter how vital the information you are delivering to your audience, no matter if it will make them money or save their life, if they are bored by the way in which you deliver that information they will hate listening to you, they will shut their ears and their minds, and you will have failed.Your message will not be communicated effectively unless you have the attention of the audience. If people are looking at their watches, wondering how much longer it will last, or daydreaming about hitting the winning runs for Australia in a cricket match, they may as well not be there. In fact, mentally they’re not there.

Interest them and entertain them in the way in which you convey your information, and you will succeed. Get their attention and keep it, and they will be yours. If they are interested in what they hear, they will take it in. If they are bored they won’t. So make your speech entertaining.This is simply said, of course, but hard to do.However, there are ways.

Why are you speaking?

The first thing you need to do when you are planning a speech is to work out why you are speaking. It sounds obvious, but many people never bother to do it. For example, at a corporate function where I was the MC I was told that the managing director of one of the evening’s sponsors was going to speak.

‘Why?’ I asked.

I expected the answer to be something like, ‘They’re paying a lot for the dinner so they want to tell everyone what a great company they are.’

Instead I got a blank look. ‘Well,’ said the organiser, ‘we just thought he should.’

It turned out the managing director didn’t particularly want to speak, but because he thought it was expected, he had agreed. The organisers didn’t particularly want him to speak either, but because his company was sponsoring the function they felt they should ask him. Predictably, the speech wasn’t really about anything and benefited neither the function nor his company.

In everyday conversation we often say things that don’t have much point. We make small talk at barbecues because standing in silence next to someone feels awkward. You can’t get away with this in public speaking. Everything you say must have a point. Once you’ve finished saying stuff that has a point, sit down. You’re finished. If you haven’t got a really good reason to stand up and make a speech, don’t do it. 

Each speech should have a clearly defined aim that you can write down in a sentence. If you are doing stand-up comedy your aim is simple—to be funny. If you’re giving a toast at a wedding your aim may be to inform everyone about parts of the history of the couple’s relationship in a humorous way without offending anyone. If you are giving an address at a conference on mice your aim is to impart some information about mice. If you are speaking at your firm’s annual dinner your aim may be to make everyone who works with you realise that you appreciate their efforts, to excite them about the future and, if you are the top dog, to make them feel that you are a fantastic person so they will have warm and fuzzy feelings about their boss. If you are the MC at a fundraising event your aim may be to run the evening as smoothly and amusingly as you can while at the same time persuading everyone there to part with as much cash as possible.

If you have been asked to give a speech, ask those who have asked you why they picked you and what they want the speech to be about. What do they want it to achieve? Hopefully they’ll know. If not, you need to work it out with them.

Sometimes the request will be very specific.You may be asked to talk about your field trip to Algeria, or to share your expertise on Senegalese oak trees.When this happens then you know what your talk is about.

Or the request may be general. You may just be asked to educate and inspire the audience. Often when I am asked to speak at corporate functions, I am simply told that the organisers want me to be funny, and for what I say to be relevant to the experiences of the people who will be in the audience. That’s enough. I then know the aim of my talk—to be funny and relevant.

Sometimes you won’t be told anything helpful.Then you have to work out for yourself what the aim of your talk will be. Firstly, work out how wide the parameters are. If you are talking to a group of people you work with, your talk will need to be relevant to what you all do. If you are talking at a conference on fishing, your talk needs to have something to do with that subject.

Secondly, think about what your area of expertise is within those parameters.What knowledge do you have that others don’t? What experience have you had that may be relevant and useful to discuss? 

Then think harder. It’s not often that you are given the opportunity to say whatever you like to a group of people. It is a privilege. All those people will be listening to you, and if you have been given some freedom and flexibility in deciding what topic you speak on, it’s a wonderful opportunity to talk to people about something that you think is important.

So, given the broad parameters of the speech and the basic unifying feature of your audience, write down the most important things you want to say. For example, if you were giving a talk to students at your old school, what would be the most important things you would say to them? Imagine yourself back then.What would you have liked someone to have said to you? Or, if you are the boss and you’re talking to people who work for you, write down the most important thing you want to get across to them. When you were sitting where they are, and your boss talked to you, what did you find interesting and inspiring? And what did you find deadly dull?

Next, within the broad area within which your speech must fall, write down some topics. If you have to give a talk on something to do with ageing, for example, write down thirty things that come into your mind about ageing. You might think of things like maturity, responsibility, physical decay, mental decay, helplessness, wisdom, reflection, proximity to death, wrinkles, loneliness and fear. Or you might think of quite different things. If your talk is about your company you might think about profits, retrenchments, morale, the physical environment, technology, work/life balance and innovation.

Then ask yourself:

• Which of these topics are most relevant to the audience?

• Which of them are likely to be of most interest to the audience?

• Which of them do I have most knowledge of?

• Which of them do I have most experience of?

• Which of them am I most interested in?

It may be obvious from your answers which topic or topics you should pick to speak about, but then again it may not be. In particular, you may find that the topics about which you have the most experience and expertise are not the ones you are most interested in.You may be most interested in some new aspect or discovery about your topic that you know little about. There’s no right or wrong thing to do in this situation. Just remember that if you pick a subject that you don’t know much about, you’ll have to do more work than if you pick a subject you are very familiar with.

Perhaps the most important thing is to pick something to talk about that you think matters. If what you are talking about is not important to you, everything that follows—researching, writing and delivering your speech—will be more difficult, and quite possibly pointless.

Don’t be afraid if at first the aim of your speech looks really broad and vague. For example, if you are giving a speech at a fortieth birthday party, all you may start with is the aim of saying something entertaining about the birthday person. That’s fine. As long as you have an aim, you have something to start with.

Sometimes it will fall to you to give a talk about something you don’t find interesting. Don’t write a subject off too quickly. If you look hard enough you can find something interesting in practically any subject. To test this theory, on radio I once challenged listeners to come up with the most boring idea they could think of for a radio story.The winner was ‘The History of Financial Institutions Duty in Australia 1984–1987’. I had to do a ten-minute story on it the following day. Believe it or not, in my desperation I managed to find enough material about this obscure subject to create an interesting story. 

So look hard. And if you can’t get interested in the subject you are speaking on, all is not lost—get interested in the fact that you are giving a speech. Approach the talk as a challenging exercise, and test yourself to see if you can make a fascinating speech about a subject you find dull.

Sometimes you may think that the subject you have been lumbered with is one that people cannot help but find boring. Remember, however, that most people are naturally curious about things they know nothing about. Whether they find your presentation fascinating or dull will be more about how you impart the information than what information there is to impart.

If you are stuck with talking about a subject that bores you, be professional.Act like it matters. Look for things to make it matter, and after a while, who knows, maybe you’ll find something that actually is interesting and that you do think matters.

13 questions to ask

There are several things you need to find out before you start writing your speech. It’s important to gather as much information as you can about the situation in which you will be speaking and about your audience. And the questions apply whether the occasion is large or small, formal or informal.

Your immediate reaction will probably be to rush right in and start working out what you are going to say, but you will be in a much better position if you first find out as much as possible about the circumstances.

So ask lots of questions.And write down the answers, because you may not get around to writing the speech for a few weeks.

1 What is expected? 

It’s important to know what those asking you to speak are expecting from you. Why have they asked you? What do they want your speech to achieve? What is the purpose of the whole event? Do they want your speech to be packed full of information the audience can take away and use, or do they want it to offer light relief?

2 How long?

How long do they want you to speak for? Organisers will usually have a time in mind—but treat this as only the starting point for negotiation. Never agree to speak for a time longer than you feel comfortable with. If you think what you have to say will take half an hour and you’ve been allotted an hour, ask for the time-slot to be shortened. Good public speaking has no padding, no filling, so don’t agree to speak for longer than you need.

I would advise anyone against ever agreeing to speak for longer than an hour. Imagine being in the audience.After an hour you’ve pretty much had enough of anyone. Even if they’re telling you the meaning of life, after 60 minutes your concentration goes out the window—then it’s all just ‘blah blah blah’.

Sometimes it can be good to allow 5 to 15 minutes for questions at the end of a speech, depending on the subject of your talk and the type of function it is given at. Ask yourself if what you are talking about is likely to raise a lot of questions in people’s minds. If it’s a talk on the future of computers to a bunch of people who work in the computer industry, yes. If it’s the treasurer’s report for the bowling club then, unless you’re in the red, no.

If you’ve been allocated an hour for your speech, breaking it into a 40-minute talk followed by 20 minutes of questions can work well. Changing the dynamic of what is going on two-thirds of the way through the hour helps to keep the audience interested and involved. During a question and answer session they will hear different voices, have an opportunity to be involved themselves and see you responding in a different way.

Question time, however, only works if people ask questions. There’s nothing worse than ending on the big downer of: 

And we’ve got time for some questions, so . . . are there any questions? . . . Any at all? ...Yes, up the back there . . .Oh, you were just stretching. Right. Okay . . .well if there aren’t any questions then ...none atall? ...Okay, well I guess I’ll finish then.

If you are going to take questions, getting the first one is always the hardest—because people are shy—so before you begin, it’s a good idea to prime a couple of people in the audience to each have a question ready to start things off if necessary.

After-dinner speeches shouldn’t run longer than 30 minutes. I’ve occasionally seen one go a bit longer and still keep people’s attention, but even so, if the audience has enjoyed the talk for half an hour, what do you gain by keeping it going for longer? Nothing. And if all has gone well for 30 minutes, and you keep going, it is possible to undo all your good work and find that your audience has beome irritated and impatient for you to finish. (If your audience hasn’t enjoyed the first half an hour, it’s way too late to win them over by keeping on keeping on.) 

Often organisers think more is better.They may want you to speak for 45 minutes, because this way they think they are getting more for their money—or, if they’re not paying you, just more. If you suggest that you only want to do 20 minutes they can often be resistant.They may even think you’re not up to it. So I usually say something like,‘I can certainly do 45 minutes if you want me to, but in my experience—and I do quite a lot of these—I’ve found that usually on nights like this people love to have lots of time to talk and socialise and network. And if we give them a sharp, enjoyable 20 to 30 minutes, they will actually be grateful and it will probably serve the evening a whole lot better.’ All of which is true.

Timing may need to be adjusted depending on what happens before you speak. If your speech is preceded by a managing director’s welcome, a sponsor’s speech, three awards, another sponsor’s speech and a thank you to old Harry for his years of faithful service, by the time you’re on the audience will probably be pretty full up with words.

The more that precedes you the shorter your speech should be.An audience has a fixed capacity for words, like a jug does for water. Once it’s full, it’s full—doesn’t matter who the speaker is.

3 What time will I be on?

This is particularly vital for any evening speech. If you are on after 10 p.m. it’s usually going to be tough. People get tired, people get drunk. There will be more background noise, shorter attention spans and more chatter.There may be many reasons why a speech doesn’t work, but for audience members there is only one reason—and that is that the speaker was crap. If you are on at 1 a.m. in the dark with no microphone and a television showing nude mud-wrestling above your head, when it goes badly how many audience members will think that, given the circumstances, you actually did as well as you could have been expected to? None.They will all think the reason your speech didn’t work was because you were crap. It’s your reputation on the line, so it’s very important that you get things right. 

Audiences don’t make allowances for the fact that it’s late or they’re tired and drunk and it’s too hot and their chair is uncomfortable and they can’t hear you properly and they can’t even see you because there is a pillar in the way. All these things have a huge effect on a speaker’s ability to entertain, but audiences don’t make allowances for any of them. If you entertained them you were great, if you didn’t you were terrible.

If your speech is going to occur around a meal, there is one rule that only fools break. Don’t speak when people are eating. If you speak when people are eating you will not have anything near their full attention.You will have, at best, about 40 per cent of it. Food is a basic human need. Listening to public speaking isn’t. No matter how good a talker you are, the food will win out, even if it’s not very nice. And the noise of knives and forks clinking will distract you and your audience.

The clearing of plates is also very distracting. Most speakers I know have a rule that not only will they not speak when anyone is eating, they will also not speak when plates are being cleared, or when anything else apart from subtle drink service is occurring. And by the way, dessert counts as eating. People are still distracted by the food (in fact, it’s the part of the meal I pay most attention to) and spoons clink as loudly as knives and forks.

So if someone asks you to speak during a dinner or lunch, very politely make it clear you are of the view that speaking during meals doesn’t work, but you would love to do it between courses or afterwards. If compromise is impossible I would recommend saying ‘no’, because you will do more damage to your reputation by speaking under such circumstances than by not. No matter how good you are.

Most organisers will agree to accommodate your desire not to speak during meals, as it is utterly reasonable. But on the night, when things are running late, quite often they will ask you to perform during the main course.You have to be tough and keep saying ‘no’. 

The two best times to speak during a three-course dinner are between entrée and main, and between main and dessert. Before entrée is a bit early; no one is warmed up and there is less of a vibe. After dessert things can get a bit late and boozy. Be aware that a large proportion of dinners for 20 or more people run late. If you are giving a 20 to 30 minute after-dinner speech, the best time to do it is after the main course. The reason it’s called an after-dinner speech is that it’s given after dinner, so people aren’t hungry and waiting for food. If they’re waiting for food, and they know that they’re not going to get it until after you have finished speaking, they’ll want you to hurry up and finish. If you speak between entrée and main course, and if the entrée is served at 7.45, cleared by 8.20 and you start at 8.30, they won’t be eating until 9 p.m., which is pretty late. And you will be the reason they’re hungry.

If you’re speaking at a breakfast beware of going on too long, as people often have to hurry off to work.

If you are speaking at a conference there are some things to know about time-slots. Generally, an audience will be more focused in the morning than in the afternoon. If, by the time you get to them, they have already spent five hours listening to other people talk, then it’s going to be tough. They will be getting pretty close to being full of words.Try to get a time-slot just after a break rather than just before one, because then the audience will be refreshed by the break, not yearning for it to come. Restlessness sets in as you approach lunch, and subconsciously they resent you for keeping them from it.

If your session relies on interaction, questions and feedback, then go as late as you can in the conference. On day one everyone is shy. By the end, they know each other a bit better, feel more comfortable and will be far more willing to participate. 

Over the course of a few months I made three pretty much identical speeches to three separate training groups full of people who didn’t know each other. I talked to both the first group and the second group on the second evening of their three-day sessions. On the third occasion I spoke on the first evening, just a couple of hours after the group got together. The audience response for the first two speeches was far more enthusiastic than it was for the third, simply because the people in the audience for the first two speeches had been together for two days and felt more relaxed in each others’ company. Those in the third audience were still feeling nervous and uncertain about what was going on, and hence were more inhibited.

Try to avoid speaking on the morning after the big conference dinner. Usually half the people won’t come and the other half will be wishing they hadn’t. No matter how good you are.

If you are speaking at a wedding or a party, try to go first or second. At these functions there are often too many speeches, and they all go a bit too long. By about halfway through, people have had enough. They’ve got the point. The bride and the groom have done some pretty silly things in their lives but now they’ve found each other and, heck, ain’t they great together.Try to persuade whoever’s running the show not to delay the speeches for too long. The later a night goes the more people want to talk and the less they want to listen. If you don’t believe me, next time you go to a party stay sober, look and listen.

4 Will someone introduce me? 

No matter what sort of speech you’re making, it helps to have someone introduce you. Being introduced serves several functions. Firstly, it gives you status. No matter who introduces you and what they say, the very fact that someone is doing it makes people think you must have something important to say. It’s a mark of respect to introduce someone, so they will think you deserve it. The alternative is wandering up there on your own and having to explain who you are and what the heck you’re doing there. Hardly a powerful way to start. In fact, slightly embarrassing.

Secondly, if an introduction is done right it can actually create a sense of excitement and expectation amongst the audience that will give you a bit of a head start. For example,‘We’re very lucky to have our next speaker here, and I’m sure you’re going to find his talk fascinating’, creates in the audience a sense of expectation, and it gives the speaker status, even though the intro hasn’t actually said anything specific. Without making yourself sound too much like a control freak, I would suggest that you make some ‘helpful suggestions’ about your intro. Most particularly, that it be brief, two or three sentences at most. (I was once introduced with a laborious reading of my two-page CV. It was dull for them and embarrassing for me.) Give the person doing the introduction a couple of facts about yourself that sound the most impressive and relevant to what you’re actually talking about.

Thirdly, if someone introduces you, getting the audience’s attention becomes their problem rather than your problem.

Finally, being introduced means you don’t have to be the one asking people to turn off their mobile phones and turn their chairs around so that they are facing the stage—which means that you can leap straight into a strong beginning.

5 Will the audience be sitting down?

Usually they are, but sometimes, at cocktail parties for example, they aren’t. It’s harder to get people’s attention when they are standing up, and their attention span isn’t as long because their legs get tired. On the upside, when people are standing they are usually more tightly packed together than they would be if they were seated, and that helps generate a vibe. 

When your audience is standing it is essential that everyone be able to see you. With any more than about 20 people you will definitely need some sort of riser or stage. It doesn’t have to be anything particularly special, but it must be large enough to stand on safely, and high enough for the people at the back to see your face. Always make sure you are speaking from a fixed point. Sometimes people suggest that you give your speech while just sort of wandering about through the audience. This is a terrible idea. Don’t do it. No one can see you properly, there are no lights on you, and you’ll have your back to half the audience all the time. Every room has one best place to give speeches from. Find it and do it from there.

6 Is it outside?

Beware of outdoor public speaking.The sound is usually terrible, and it’s hard to know how you are going because you can’t hear the audience reaction.Your words just vanish into the air.

7 Will there be a lectern?

Will you have notes? If you do, you need something to rest them on so you don’t look as though you’re taking part in a Year 10 debate. Holding notes in your hand looks very messy. The great thing about speaking from a lectern is that no one can see your notes, so they don’t register that you are referring to them.

8 What day of the week is it on?

This question is most relevant for evening talks. Saturday night is the easiest for public speakers, Friday the hardest. Why? On Saturday people are generally well rested and have been doing what they want during the day. If they are out they want to enjoy themselves because it’s Saturday night, the jewel of the weekend. They have gone to the effort of going out and they want it to be worthwhile.Therefore they will try to make it worthwhile.

On Friday night most people are at the end of the working week and are tired.They often come straight from work, and have perhaps had a few quick drinks. By the time you get to talk it may all be catching up with them, and they could be getting a bit over-tired. Generally, for Friday night audiences it gets late earlier than it does for Saturday night audiences, so adjust your speaking time accordingly.

Friday night and Saturday night audiences are the two rowdiest of the week. There’s a feeling that they have to enjoy themselves as much as they can because it’s the weekend. During the rest of the week audiences are more mellow. This can mean they are a bit harder to warm up, but they are also less judgmental, and willing to give you a bit more time before they write you off as hopeless. On a Tuesday or a Wednesday night people expect less than they do on a Saturday.

9 Am I being paid?

Sometimes when you are asked to make a speech it will be obvious that you won’t be paid. Other times it will be equally obvious that you will be paid. Sometimes, though, you’ll be in the grey zone where you’re not sure if you are expected to speak for free or not. It’s awkward talking about money, but you have to do it. If you are not sure whether the organisers are expecting to pay a fee or not, a relatively delicate way of putting it is: ‘Is this something that you have a budget for, or were you hoping to get a speaker to do it without a fee?’ If they’re not expecting to pay, this allows them to escape embarrassment by saying something like, ‘We’d love to be able to offer you payment but no, unfortunately we don’t have a budget.’ 

If giving a talk is conditional, on your part, on getting paid, make this clear early on. If you put off asking about money because you feel awkward about it, then when you eventually get round to it and find there isn’t any and want to say ‘no’, organisers may well feel you have led them up the garden path.

If you do turn down a gig because there’s no fee it’s unlikely to offend. Many of the people who ask you to speak won’t have a very clear idea about how it all works either.

A footnote to this: if you want to become good at public speaking, don’t get too excited about being paid for it early on in your career. The more speeches you give, paid or unpaid, the better you get at it. All stand-up comedians start off working for free. Only if and when they become good enough are they offered paid work. In my first few years of stand-up comedy I had a rule that I never turned down a gig. There were times when I hated that rule, especially when I drove for an hour and a half just to experience the humiliation of being paid nothing to get heckled off the stage. But I kept to it because I knew that it was from those hard and horrible gigs that I would learn the most.

10 Who are the audience?

Try to get a profile of the audience. How many people will there be? Will there be more men or women? What is the age range? What do they have in common? Why are they there? Is it because they work for the same company, or because they have an interest in the pathology of frogs, or because their kids go to the same school? Have they paid to attend? If so, how much? Are they all from the same suburb, or same city, or from all over the place? Are they city or country dwellers? Rich or poor?

If it’s a work-related talk, what range of jobs does the audience cover? Are they all from the one company, in which case you can talk about that company, or from many? If they are all from the one company, are they all employees, or are clients or suppliers there as well? If they are all from the one industry, what different sorts of jobs do they have in it?

The more you find out about them and what they have in common, the easier it will be to connect.

Here’s a simple example of why it’s important to know as much as you can about the audience. Say you try connecting with them with a little ice-breaker about the fact that it’s rained every day for the past week. Hardly inspired, but everyone notices the weather, right, so it’s something. Unless some of the people in the audience flew in that morning from some place where it hasn’t been raining every day for the past week.Then your ice-breaker, instead of uniting everyone there by describing something they all have in common, actually becomes a comment that divides the audience into two groups: those from here, and those from elsewhere, who will feel excluded by it. That’s not the way to connect. (Ice-breakers are important, and I write more about them in chapter 4, page 121.)

It’s great to talk about things that connect those in the audience but you need to know as much as you can about your audience to work out what those things are.

11 What will the audience already know about the subject of my talk?

A speech on the ‘The Computer: Past, Present and Future’ would be presented very differently depending on whether it was being given to an audience of Year 8 students, first-year uni Computer Science students or IT specialists. Try to work out what level of information your audience will have about the subject you are speaking on, and then start speaking at the point where their knowledge ends.

You have to make sure you aren’t telling people stuff they already know (because that’s boring) but also that you don’t assume they have a higher level of knowledge than they actually do (because then they will get lost).

In many cases working out how much knowledge your audience has won’t be a problem. If you are giving a speech to a group of telemarketers about the microbiology of the liver, you can safely assume that most won’t know much about the subject. So you just start at the beginning and tell the story. But what if you are giving a talk to a group of telemarketers about effective telemarketing? Obviously they will know something about the subject, but presumably not as much as you (or you wouldn’t have been invited to speak to them).You don’t want to tell them what they already know, but if you assume too high a level of knowledge they might not understand what you are talking about. In cases like this, ask lots of questions about what the audience does and doesn’t know before you start writing.

12 What’s been happening?

What will the audience have been doing prior to you speaking? All sorts of things can affect an audience’s ability and willingness to listen. I once gave a speech for a company, which was supposed to be funny, and I got absolutely no response. Nothing. Usually when that happens you can work out what went wrong, but this time, try as I might, I couldn’t. It was only a few days later, when someone told me that immediately before I was on there had been an extremely bitter and unpleasant annual general meeting, that I understood. No one was in the mood to laugh or even to listen to me properly. They were all thinking about the meeting. 

13 How well do they know each other? 

If the people in your audience know each other well, if they work for a small company for example, the speech can be much more informal. If you want to, you can mention particular people (but see Inside Information on the next page). If people don’t know each other you will need to be more general.The more familiar they are with each other, the more relaxed they will be. If you take questions at the end of a speech, they will usually come a lot more readily from a group that know each other than from a group who don’t.

That’s a lot of nosy questions to ask. But they’re worth asking.

Inside information 

Some speakers, especially those whose main purpose is to be funny, place great value on eliciting inside information about the particular group they are speaking to.When addressing an organisation they will endeavour to find out some information about a few of the ‘characters’ who work there, and some details about the habits or peculiarities of some people everyone knows, like the managing director or the receptionist.

I’ve always found this risky. The information you get is usually based purely on one person’s subjective opinion. What he or she thinks about the personalities of others may not be generally shared. Or they may be mistaken as to how generally known the information is. Even if you get something good, if it’s not widely known it won’t work as an in-joke. If you have been told everyone knows that Bob keeps a golf putter in his office and spends half the day hitting balls, it could make good material. But if in actual fact hardly anyone knows about Bob’s golf putter, when you say ‘And what about Bob and his golf putter?’, expecting everyone to erupt in laughter, there may just be silence as they all think ‘What golf putter?’ 

Even more dangerously, you may find you are being asked to rely on what the person giving you the information thinks ‘will be really, really funny’. It’s always dangerous to put yourself in a position where you are dependent on someone else to make calls about what is funny and what will work, because if it doesn’t work it’s you who gets the blame.

Another possible problem with inside information is that material about someone given to you on the basis that everyone, including the subject, will think it hilarious, may actually offend. Be really careful about taking advice from someone to ‘take the piss out of Charlie, it’ll be really funny’. Find out a bit more about Charlie and why someone wants to take the piss out of him, and then check that information with someone else.

If you are going to single out and make fun of someone, do it gently. Ask yourself if what you intend to say is likely to embarrass the person or make them (or others) uncomfortable. There are two reasons for doing this. First, common decency; it’s not a good thing to cause others pain. Second, more selfishly, if you pick on someone there’s a huge risk that you will look nasty, and that will turn an audience off you very quickly.

So treat with the utmost caution the urgings of people who want you to pick on a particular person. Sure, humour and cruelty overlap—is there anything funnier than seeing someone fall over?—but generally there are better and more inclusive ways of being funny. Looking cruel isn’t a good way of winning an audience over. 

The basic problem with inside information is that you are trying to talk about things you don’t know about.You are trying to tell jokes you don’t get. The reason you’re speaking is to talk about things you know about, not stuff you don’t know about. If you are speaking at a wedding or a birthday you may be inundated with stories about all the wacky things Bill used to do back when he was young and silly. There may be some good material there but beware of overdoing the bowerbird approach. Your job isn’t just to collect everyone else’s funny stories about Bill. Bill asked you to speak, he didn’t ask all those other people, and the reason he asked you was because he wants to hear your own thoughts.

You also need to work out whether any of these ‘hilarious’ stories about Bill are going to embarrass him (or his mum). More about that later in Humour, page 63.

I have used inside information on occasion, but always cautiously. If you are thinking of using it, have a face-to-face meeting, preferably with more than the one person briefing you, and ask lots of questions about how widely the information you are being given is known, and how it’s likely to be interpreted.Then, when you’ve written the speech, run it by an insider whom you trust to check you haven’t crossed the line from hilarity to offence.

More general inside information, however, can be very helpful. For example, if you are talking to a group of financial advisors, it’s helpful to know what they all do all day, and what the big issues facing their industry are. Has there been a big development or issue in the industry recently that everyone is talking about? Is the industry going through a boom period, or through tough times? Why? How has the industry changed over the last few years? New technology is changing everything, so how has it affected this industry? What is the image they have of themselves?

If you are getting a briefing on the type of job they do, beware; many industries these days are so heavily steeped in work-related jargon that when someone is explaining to you how it all works you may have to stop them every few seconds to ask what a ‘leveraged double buyback’ or an ‘NLT’ is. Don’t be afraid of looking stupid, and don’t be put off by the jargon. Jargon isn’t clever. It’s just replacing words everyone understands with words only a few people understand. And it’s better to look stupid before your speech than during it.
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