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Presentation 
 
Giving presentations and speaking publicly is nerve inducing but by using the right tools and 
techniques nervous energy can be transformed into something productive.  
The goal is to make your presentations, talks or public speaking sessions extraordinary rather 
than ordinary, memorable instead of forgettable and enjoyable instead of tolerable. Most of all 
they should be effective at getting your message across.  
There are 6 main steps to consider: 
 

1. Purpose – what you want to achieve with your presentation 

2. Audience – who will be receiving the presentation and what they may respond to  

3. Context – the physical and intellectual space of you and your audience 

4. Structure – The physical order of the presentation 

5. Style – the way you present the presentation 

6. Success – what you should feel after achieving all of the above 

 

Purpose  
 
Before beginning the presentation, or talk, it is important to think about the purpose of it. The 
purpose of a presentation should go beyond informing and evoke the wider purpose of your 
museum. This may include things like reaching new audiences, bringing in more visitors, 
enhancing permanent exhibitions or encouraging income.  
 
As part of your presentation planning process, write down the purpose of your presentation or 
talk. It might be helpful to discuss this with your line manager, especially to understand how 
your presentation fits into your museums wider objectives and goals. After you have formalised 
the purpose of your presentation, underline the key words to ensure that your purpose is active 
and not passive. 
 
Passing on information or informing an audience is in itself is a passive aim. Instead, try to think 
of the active purposes attached to the purpose of providing information. For example, you 
might give a tour of your museum and focus on a particular artist. The act of imparting 
knowledge about this artist is passive but your overarching aim might be to encourage the 
audience to buy an annual ticket or to become a friend of the museum and attend similar talks 
in the future. Your talk could form part of a wider aim to, for example, raise money for the 
conservation of a painting for that artist. It might be useful to talk to your line manager about 
how your talk or presentation fits into your museums wider objectives and aims.  
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Audience 
 
It is important to understand your audience so that you can tailor your presentation to their 
knowledge, experience, and expectations. Your line manager may be able to tell you about the 
audience you can expect, especially if they are a particular group such as school children or a 
specialist interest groups. In other instances, it might be more difficult, such as general visitors.  
As part of your preparation it might be helpful to write down as much information about your 
audience as you can. If your audience is not a pre-booked group then you can discuss your 
typical visitor profile with a line manager or perhaps the front of house staff.  
 
The most important information that you need to know is: “what do they need to know in 
order for me to fulfil the active purpose of my presentation and how much do they know 
already” 
 
The other information you have gathered about your audience will help you determine how 
you give your presentation.  
 
Audience research can also form part of your presentation. You can ask some open questions at 
the start to increase participation and to allow you to understand how much existing 
knowledge your audience already has.  
 
Some audience research questions you might find helpful to ask include: 
 

o Age 

o Socio-Economic background 

o Gender 

o Your relationship to them (are they museum members, general visitors, interest groups 

etc) 

o What do they know about your museum already (are they regular or first-time visitors) 

o What are they interested in? (most visitors come to museums because of a general 

interest, so does this interest need to be fostered to encourage repeat visits or to make 

them ambassadors for your museum 

o How the time of day may affect them  

o Their existing knowledge  

 

Context 
 
It is important to consider potential barriers that may prevent you from achieving your 
purpose. Barriers can be both physical (such as the space allowing everyone to see and hear 
you) or intellectual (such as using words that are too technical, or assuming too much 
knowledge from your audience).  
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Your audience research should have flagged up any potential intellectual barriers. As you will 
usually conduct presentations and talks in your own museums, you should be able to either do 
your own venue audit or draw upon an existing one. A venue audit will allow you to be aware of 
any issues and address them, either by removing problems or making your audience aware of 
them. IT barriers can be an issue if you are using technology so ensure that you do a test run 
before your presentation.  
 
In order to tackle all your potential barriers, it might be helpful to draft a table as part of your 
presentation preparation. This should include a problem and solution column. In some cases, 
you cannot change aspects of your venue, but you can ensure that you make your audience 
aware of any issues so they can make allowances.  
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Reading the audience 
 
Preparation and research will put you in a really good position to tailor your presentation to 
your audience. However, it is not always possible to know who your audience will be until they 
arrive. It is also possible that you may misjudge your audience. Reading your audience as you 
are presenting is essential to ensuring that they continue to engage and be interested in your 
content.  
 
Reading your audience is a way for you to gather non-verbal (and perhaps verbal) feedback in 
real time and tailor your presentation to ensure maximum engagement and understanding.  
 
Before you start your presentation have a quick look at what your audience are wearing. Are 
they casual and comfortable or formally dressed? The answer to this question may be an 
indication for how formal your presentation should be. You can also gauge how comfortable 
your group is with one another. If they seem familiar to each other and are chatting to one 
another before you begin then this is a good indicator that they would react well to audience 
participation and a Q&A session. 
 
As you go through your presentation, try to note the aspects which are met with approval such 
as nods, laughs or smiles. Signs of interest of agreement include raised eyebrows, touching the 
chin or mouth and slow nodding. This will let you know what your audience responds positively 
to and you can replicate or build on this in case energy or interest dips later in your 
presentation. Similarly look for part of your presentation that are received negatively or with 
disinterest. Typical indicators that your audience is looking disinterested include foot tapping, 
leaning forward, and lack of eye contact. Confused audiences often have asymmetrical body 
language such as tilting the head to one side or a frown. If your audience look confused you can 
easily simplify what you are saying by breaking down ideas and using simple language. 
 
When reading your audience try not to focus on individuals but the group as a whole. It may be 
that one person is disinterested in your presentation but the rest are fully engaged and 
interested. You just try to look for patterns of non-verbal communication across the group as 
whole and don’t let any single person put you off giving your presentation. 

 
 
Content 
 
Content is the most important aspect of your presentation. However, content should be 
prepared with your purpose, audience, and context in mind. In order to do this, go through 
your context and examine it closely to see if each part contains information your audience 
really needs in order for you to achieve your purpose. 
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Structure 
 
Structure is about how presentations are ordered. Often presentations fall into a linear or 
chronological approach. However, more creative structures may help keep your audience 
interested in what you are saying and therefore make it easier for you to achieve your purpose. 
It is important to find ‘hooks’ within your content and punctuate your presentation with them. 
Hooks are moments that make your audience sit up and listen to you. Hooks can be created 
through something like a question, a shocking fact or a common interest. This will help 
audience stay engaged and interested.  
 

Style 
 
There are three main areas to consider when thinking about style: 
 

1. Verbal – spoken word  

2. Para-Verbal – the way in which words are spoken  

3. Non-Verbal – everything else other than words  

 

Verbal 
 
The words you choose are important. It is important to look back at your audience members 
and think about how you may adapt your language. If they have knowledge of your topic you 
may be able to be use more technical language. If your audience are beginners or new, then 
you may have to avoid using specialist language. If you are unsure, it might be helpful to start 
your presentation with open questions, or punctuate your talk with additional questions to 
ensure your audience is keeping up with you. When writing or drafting your presentation, speak 
the words out load to yourself to ensure that they flow and feel natural. 
 

Para-verbal 
 
Tone is important when delivering presentations. A flat tone can make audiences quickly loose 
concentration. In order to avoid a ‘boring’ tone you need to have a variety. This includes variety 
of speed, rhythm and tempo. Pausing, for example, can be useful to demonstrate a point, or, to 
allow your audience to absorb information. 
 

Non-Verbal 
 
Non-verbal communication includes how you move your body throughout your presentation or 
talk. This includes the choice you make to either pace or to stay still behind a lectern. Too much 
pacing can be dizzying for your audience but equally staying still can be too sterile. Finding the 
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right balance should keep everyone engaged (including those at the back). Your physical 
movement should not distract from your verbal content though.  
 

Techniques 
 
Some techniques you might find helpful in your presentation include: 
 

o Repetition (using sparingly) 

o Tagging (highlight the key messages to your audience) 

o Story telling 

o Catchphrases  

o Primacy and latency (position your key words at the beginning and end of sentences for 

maximum impact) 

o Hooks  

o Rule of 3s (listing things or ideas in a group of 3) 

 

Nerves 
 
Some ideas for conquering your nerves include: 
 

o Recognise that you are nervous and remind yourself that it is perfectly natural 

o Make a plan to help put you in control of your presentation – this will reduce your 

nerves 

o Practise your presentation so that nothing is unknown to you 

o Breathe deeply 

o Speak slowly as nervousness tend to make people to speak too quickly 

o Focus on success – Try not to think about ‘getting through it’ but enjoy your 

presentation and focus on the wider purpose of it. 

o Feed off your audience. Most museum visitors come because they have an interest and 

are keen to learn more. They are likely to want you to succeed and will be interested in 

what you have to say.  


