
Mastering public speaking
The number of top company executives who never learn to speak before an
audience often amazes me.

It's said that most people fear speaking before an audience more than they fear
death. But you'd think that people who work with the public day in and day out
would soon learn the few tricks that make a good -- or even great -- public
speaker.

I've always done well before an audience. From the time I was eight or nine, I've
spoken in front of audiences. Plays, debate, speeches, introductions -- none of
them ever faze me -- and with just a little bit of work, they don't have to bother
you, either.

So -- here's a primer to mastering public speaking. It's not an all-inclusive list, of
course; but whether you're the CEO of a public company, a sales manager of a
fortune 500 concern, a bank president, a government official, or the owner of a
mom-and-pop (but growing nicely) company, it's sure to help you learn to speak
better and more confidently.

Let me start with the first question: Why should you learn to speak better in
public?

The answer is an easy one: people who carry themselves well in a public
situation are seen more as leader material -- plus, they learn to rapidly motivate
others, using only their words and body language.

Just think about the people you admire professionally -- are they generally good
public speakers? Chances are, they come over well in public situations. They
may do better in smaller groups or larger ones, but they have a certain charisma
that comes through everything they do.

Critically watch one of them the next time you listen to a talk. Examine his or her
mannerisms: how he holds his head, how she moves her arms, how they smile
as they talk. Watch how they approach the podium (if they use a podium), and
how they use words and phrases to win their audience over to their point of view.

I've moved away from watching Tom Peters over the last few years, but if you
want to watch someone to learn public presentation from, Tom's a good one. He
moves all over the stage when he talks. He raises his voice to a shout, and then
lowers it to a croaky whisper. Before long, Peters has his audience listening to
every word, just because of his style of delivery.
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When you learn to effectively speak in public, you open up a whole new range of
possibilities. From mayor to president, from legislator to queen, each has to
develop the ability to speak in public -- and learn the right methods to captivate,
interest, and move an audience.

Here then are some basic steps to learning how to master public speaking:

Gibson's rule of public speaking number 1: Know your audience.

This is the first key to crafting an effective talk -- know your audience.

Learn what makes your audience tick -- research what items they are most
interested in, as a whole. You're not going to be able to look inside the mind of
each audience member, but in most cases, you're going to be able to learn what
items are most important to them.

As an example, if you're talking to a group of hog farmers, you're not going to
hold that audience with a talk about forestry management -- unless you can find
something in the subject that will appeal to them. No matter how well crafted your
talk may be, your audience will always examine it from their own point of view --
and their point of view includes the phrase "What's this mean to me?"

To start out with, then, learn about your audience, and ask yourself this question:
"Why should this topic matter to them?"

The answer to this question should be the feature of your talk. - The one thing
that matters most to your audience will be the thing they will be most interested in
learning about -- and your success will rise or fall depending on how well you are
able to address their needs.

Too often, speakers ignore this rule, and they pay for their negligence.

Gibson's rule of public speaking number 2: Know what you want to
accomplish from your talk.

You should have a purpose to your talk, and something you want to accomplish.
That purpose may just be entertainment or it may be attempting to start a radical
change in your organization. Whatever it is, you should begin by determining
your conclusion -- where you want to wind up.

Craft your speech or talk to arrive at that conclusion within your allotted time.

Gibson's rule of public speaking number 3: Know how much time you have
for your talk or speech -- and don't go over.



Here's a good number to commit to memory: 180-200.

What's the number mean? It's a good working average of how fast people talk, in
words per minute. Take the number of minutes you have available, times it by the
appropriate number (180 if you speak somewhat deliberately, 200 if you speak a
little faster), and then write a talk that's close to that number. You're better off
planning about a minute or so under the amount allotted. As you get more used
to public speaking, you'll get a better handle on how many words you speak a
minute on average.

Most word processing programs have a word count feature (in Microsoft Word,
it's on the "Tools" menu.) You can either write to fit, or you can edit it down to the
correct time -- but get used to writing to a particular length.

Gibson's rule of public speaking number 4: Use anecdotes to make your
points.

There are people who contend that the use of anecdotes in your talks is
unneeded, and for some talks, they're right. For most talks you'll give, though,
using anecdotes will liven up your talk and add heart to it.

Why is this? Well, if you look back at your earliest childhood experiences, one of
the things you likely loved best was "story time." Dad or Mom may have read you
a bedtime story, or you might have listened to your first grade teacher read to
you on Friday afternoons (like I did). You got used to those stories -- and
although you're grown up now, your brain still likes to hear them.

Anecdotes -- particularly personal anecdotes -- serve to draw your audience into
your talk, because they give the audience something to relate to. The more
universal the anecdote (Christmas, New Year's, birthday, mom and dad,
childhood homes, first kiss, first pet, first day at school, first day at the company,
lost loves, lost dogs, lost opportunities), the more likely the audience will buy into
it.

There are some talks where anecdotes do not serve you well: calls to action (like
Churchill addressing the British people), bad news (just blurt it out, then follow up
with "buffering phrases" to lessen the shock), radically good news (also just blurt
it out, then add congratulatory phrases and stories later), and a few others don't
lend themselves to anecdotes. For the majority of the speeches you will give,
though, anecdotes serve to draw the audience into your talk.

Get used to looking at your life's experiences and asking yourself: "What can I
learn from this?"  It's amazing how rapidly your supply of anecdotes will fill up.

If you don't have sufficient experiences in the area, use anecdotes from other
people and publications, but always be certain to attribute the source correctly.



Gibson's rule of public speaking number 5: Vary your speaking rhythm and
volume.

Some professionals who make their living doing this sort of thing refer to this as
"cadence." We all know speakers who speak in a constant monotone, constant
voice level, and at a constant speed. Do you listen to them? Me neither.

A few months ago, I was listening to an audio program from a person proclaimed
as a noted "vocal coach." I hadn't listened to him for more than a minute before I
pulled the tape out. I could tell from his delivery style that he didn't know a lot
about speaking -- I was falling asleep just listening to him. He might have been
the best coach around, but I wasn't going to pay any attention to what he said,
because of the way he said it.

Until you get used to doing this, it helps to mark your "script" with timing and
volume marks, just like they use in sheet music. Mark where you should provide
emphasis -- and then vary your voice to provide that emphasis. Mark the areas
where you can speed up a bit -- just a bit, mind you; this isn't a race -- and the
areas where you should slow down, either to make a point, or because the
subject matter requires more "respect."

Practice the talk a few times -- recording it is helpful -- and then pay attention to
how the varying cadence makes a difference.

There's a great secret to this: you know how to do this already; you already do it
in everyday speech. When you get excited about something, your voice speeds
up, and the volume and timbre of your voice changes. For some reason, though,
when we "give a talk," we forget how to talk.

Gibson's rule of public speaking number 6: Write your talk out in advance.
I suggest a method called the "four step method." You can stop at any step in
this method, and give your talk -- but the longer you continue, the better you
become.

Step one: outline your talk. Mark your conclusion, define the anecdotes you'll
use, determine how you're going to get there.

Step two: Using the outline, put your talk into written form. Flesh out the outline,
write down the anecdotes, put the conclusion into the best possible phrasing.
Edit it to the proper length. Mark it for speed and volume. Practice it until you feel
comfortable giving it. Stand up when you practice it.  Concentrate on making your
speech sound "normal." Solicit help from your family, friends, co-workers or
spouse. Have them listen to your delivery and make suggestions.



Step three: Using your written talk, prepare a revised outline, with markers to
remind you of each point and anecdote. Mark the page number each item
appears on in your written talk. Include your written conclusion at the bottom of
the outline. Practice giving your talk from the outline, only, and check for time and
emphasis.

Step four: Give the talk, from the outline. Keep the written talk in your briefcase
or your coat pocket. (If you're nervous, put it on the podium, but only refer to it if
you get rattled).

Gibson's rule of public speaking number 7: Use jokes sparingly.

Some of us can get away with using a lot of humor in our talks. If you're one of
those, go with it. For the others, leave the jokes out, and include stories and
anecdotes. You're usually trying to motivate an audience, not entertain it.

Gibson's rule of public speaking number 8: Get used to looking at your
audience.

A lot of occasional speakers will tell you to look "over" the audience at the back
wall -- or look at them and imagine seeing them all sitting there in their
underwear. The problem with both these suggestions is that it isolates you from
your audience -- you can't get a good read on how well they are following your
talk. Look at your audience if possible (for some people, it'll take a few times
before they get the guts to try this step).  Many speakers pick five or six different
people in various parts of the room, and then address their talk to those five or
six.

Before long, you'll find you actually "draw" energy and power from looking at your
audience. Soon, you're right in there with them -- and you'll find the very nature of
your public speaking will change.

Gibson's rule of public speaking number 9: Craft "sticker" phrases that
people can hold on to.

People don't remember all of Churchill's, Kennedy's, Reagan's, or Roosevelt's
talks -- they only remember the phrases that were crafted to stick in their minds:

Churchill: "This was their finest hour"
Kennedy: "Ask not what your country can do for you"
Reagan: "Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall"
Roosevelt: "The only thing we have to fear is fear itself"

You can craft such phrases, even if you don't employ a speechwriter. Just take
your basic belief and conclusion, and put it in such a way that it sounds forceful.
(Obviously, it's not that easy to do, but it's a good place to start.)  Add in some



dramatic pause, a bit of volume change, and then "drive" it home. (For example,
in the Roosevelt quote above, he would have paused after the first fear, so his
audience would be listening for the end.)

It takes a bit of a trial, learning to do it, but it's really not that difficult in the end.
Plus, the more you do it, the better you become.

There are a lot of names for this phrase. Personally, I call it a "sticker phrase,"
and I'll tell you why:

When I was a kid, I'd wander almost anywhere around the neighborhood. I wore
these blue jeans with turned up cuffs. I was growing so rapidly that my mother
would buy them several sizes too large, and then let the cuffs down as I grew
taller. Anyway, after a hard day playing, I'd come home and pull the "cockleburs"
and other "stickers" out of my pant cuffs.

I soon learned that this is the way the plants reproduced -- their seeds stuck to
whatever person or animal that wandered by, hoping to catch a ride to
somewhere it could start a new plantation of cockleburs.

Your phrases have to be like those "stickers." They have to stick with someone --
so even if he or she won't remember all of what you said, (and they won't) they'll
remember the sticker phrases.

Gibson's rule of public speaking number 10: Sum it up, and sit down.

Some public speaking books will give you this advice: "organize your talk like
this: tell them what you're going to say, then tell them, then tell them what you
told them." It's probably a useful bit of advice, but most people take it too literally
-- rather than building to a conclusion, they wind up telling the audience the same
thing three times.

At the end of the talk, though, you've got to sum it up -- you've got to "tie it up in a
pretty red bow," so to speak. Briefly (less than a minute) review the concepts,
then make your point, hit them with your "sticker phrase," thank the audience,
and sit down.

Gibson's rule of public speaking number 11: Practice, practice, practice.

There is no substitute for practice. Many people try groups like the Toastmasters;
others start small, speaking in front of the local Kiwanis Club, or a local church.
Others practice before the mirror, or in front of a video camera, or before their
family. However you do it, do it.

Practice makes perfect.
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