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PRESENTATION LTTERACY
The Skilt You Can Buitd

You're nervous, right?

- 
Stepping out onto a public stage and having hundreds ofpairs

of eyes turned your way is terrifying. you drJad having to stand
up in a company meeting and present your proiect. W-hat if you
get neryous and stumble over your words? What if you corn,
pletely forget what you were going to say? Maybe yo,r,ll b" hr_
miliated! Maybe your career will crater! Maybe the idea you be_
lieve in will stay buried forever!

These are thoughts that can keep you up at night.
But guess what? Almost everyone has experienced the fear of

public speaking. Indeed, surveys that ask people to list their top
fears oft_en report public speaking as the most widely selected,
ahead of snakes, heights - and even death.

How can this be? There is no tarantula hidden behind the tri_
crophone. You have zero risk of plunging off the stage to your
death. The audience will not attack ytu with pitchfo"rks. Then
why the anxiety?

Itt because there's a lot at stake _ not just the experience in the
moment, but in our longer_te rm reputation. How others think of
us matters hugely. We are profoundly social animals. We crave
e.ach other's affection, respect, and support. Our future l.rappiness
depends on these realities to a .hockirg degree. And we'sense
that what happens on a public stage is gointto materially affect
these social currencies for better or worse.
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But with the right mindset, you can use your fear as an incred-
ible asset. It can be the driver that will persuacle you to prepare
for a talk properly.

That's what happer.red when Monica Lewinsky came to TED.
For her, the stakes couldn't have been higher. Seventeen years
earliel she had been tl.rrough the most humiliating public expo-
sure imaginable, an experience so intense it almost broke her.
Now she was attempting a return to a more visible public life, to
reclainr her narrative.

Bnt sl.re was not an experienced public speaker, and she knew
that it would be clisastrous if she messed up. She tolcl me:

Nervous is too mild a wortl to tlescribe how I felt. More like
... Gutted with trepidation. Bolts offear. Electric anxiety. If we
could have harnessed the power of my nerves that nrorning, I
think the energy crisis would have been solvetl. Not only was I
stepping out onto a stage in front of an esteemed and brilliant
crowd, but it was also videotaped, with the high tikelihood of
being rnade public on a widely viewed platform. I was visited by
the echoes of lirrgering trauma frorn years of having been pub_
licly ridiculed. Plagued by a deep insecurity I didnt belong on
the'l'ED stage.'fhat was the inner experience agaiDst which I
battled.

And yet Monica four.rd a way to turn that fear around. She
used solne surprising techniques, which l,ll share in chapter 15.
Suffice it to say, they worked. Her talk won a standing ovation
at the event, rocketed to a millior-r views within a few days, and
earned rave reviews online. It even prompted a public apology to
her from a longtime critic, fenlinist author Erica Iong.

'Il-re brilliant woman I am married to, Jacqueline Novogratz,
was also haunted by fear ofpublic speaking. In school, at college,
and into her twenties, the prospect of a microphone and watch_
ing eyes was so scary it was debilitating. But she knew that to ad-
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vance her work fighting poverty, she would harre to persuade oth_
ers, and so she just began forcing herselfto do it. Today she gives
sco_res ofspeeches every year, often earning standing ovations.

Indeed,, everl.where you look, there are-stories oipeopl. who
were terrified of public speaking but found 

" *"y to t..o.rl. ..
ally good at it, from Eleanor Roosevelt to Warren Buffett to prin_
cess Diana, who was known to all as.thy Di,,and hated giving
speeches, but found a way to speak informally in her own voice,
and the world fell in lorze with her.

.Ifyou can ger a talk righr, the upside can be amazing.,Iake thetalk that entrepreneur Elon Musk gave to SpaceX 
"_iloy.". on

August z, zoo8.
Musk was not known as a great public speaker. But that day,

l* *:11. marked an important turning point for his compar.ry.
SpaceX had already suffered two faileJ iaunches. This was the
day of tl.re third launch, and everyone knew failure could f<rrce
the companyt closure. The Falcon rocket soared off the launch
pad, but right after the ffrst stage fell away, disaster struck. The
spacecraft exploded. The video feed weni dead. Some 35o em-
ployees had gathered and, as described by Dolly Singtr-til" .o*_
pany's head of talent acquisition, the rnood was thick with despair Musk emerged to speak to them. He told them they,<i
always known it would be hard, but that a"rpit. *f,uit 

^a 
f,"p,

pened, they had already accomplished .or.,.thir,g that day Atat
few nations, let alone companies, had achieved. in"f frJ *.
cessfully completed the first stage ofa launch and taken a space_
craft to_ outer space. They simply had to pick themselves up and
get back to work. Here,s how Singh described tt 

" 
tuttl .ii,rru*,

Then Elon said, with as much fortitude and ferocity as he coul<l
muster after having been awake for like zo+ hours by this point,
"For my part, I will never give up and I m"a, n"r"r:, t ttllrt
most of us would have followed him into.the gates of hell car_

t_l
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rying suntan oil after that. It was the most impressive display of
leadership that I have ever witnessecl. Withirmoments the en_
ergy ofthe building went from despair and defeat to a massiye
buzz of determination as people began to focus on moving for_
ward instead oflooking back.

'l'hatt the power of a single talk. you might not be leading an
organization, but a talk can still open new doors or transforrn a
career.

TEI) speakers have told us delightful stories of the impacr
of their talks. Yes, there are sometimes book and movie offers,
higher speaking fees, and unexpected offers of financial sup-
port. But the most appealing stories are of ideas advanced, and
lives changed. Amy Cuddy gave a hugely popular talk about how
changing your body language can raise your confidence level.
She has had more than 15,ooo messages from people around the
world, telling her how that wisdom has helped them.

And young Malawian inventor William Kamkwamba,s inspir-
ing talk about building a windmill in his village as a fourteen-
year-old sparked a series ofevents that led to him being accepted
into an engineering program at Dartmouth College.

THE DAY TED MIGHT HAVE DIED

H_eret a story frorn nty own life: When I first took over leadership
of 'l'ED in late zoor, I was reeling from the near collapse of the
cornpany I had spent fifteen years building, and I was terrified of
another huge ptrblic failure. I had been struggling to persuade the
TED comn.runity to back my vision for TED anld I ieared that it
might just fizzle out. Back then, IED was an annual conference in
California, owned and hosted by a charismatic architect named
Richard Saul Wurman, whose larger_than_life presence infusecl

Founrlation: presentatior.t Literacy I

every aspect of the conference. About eight hundred people at_
tended every year, and most ofthem seemed resigned io the fact
that TED probably couldn t survive once Wurmai departed. The
TED conGrence of February zooz was the last one to Le held un_
der his leadership, and I had one chance and one chance only to
persuade TED attendees that the conference would continue just
fine. I had never run a conference before, however, and despite
my best efforts over several months at marketing the following
yeart event, only seventy people had signed up f; it.

Early on the last morning of that .onf"r..rce, I had r5 min_
utes to make my case. And heret what you need to know about
me: I am not naturally a great speaker. I say um and, you know far
l:r :ft:". I will stop halfway through a sentence, trying to find
the right word to continue. I can sound overly earnest, if,_.po_
ken, conceptual. My quirky British sense of humor is not always
shared by others.

I was so nervous about this moment, and so worriecl that I
would look awkward on the stage, that I couldn,t even bring my_
selfto stand. Instead I rolled forward a chair from the back ofthe
stage, sat on it, and began.

I look back at that talk now and cringe_a lot. If I were cri_
tiquing it today, there are a hundred things I would change, start_
ing_with the wrinkly white T-shirt I was wearir.rg. end"yet .. . I
had prepared carefully what I wanted ,o .uy, u.Id I knew tlrere
were at least some in the audience desperate for TED to survive,

lt-l:::,0 iust give those supporters a reason to get excited, per_
haps they would ttrn things around. Because oithe recent dot,
com bust, many in the audience had suffered business losses as
bad as my own. Maybe I could connect with them that wa;?

I spoke from the heart, with as rnuch openness ancl convic-
tion as I could summon. I told people I hacl just gone through
a massive business failure. That I d come to think if myself as a
complete loser. That the only way I d survived mentally was by
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immersing nryself in the world of ideas. That TED hacl come to
mean the worlcl to me - that it was a unique place wllere ideas
from every discipline could be shared. That I would do all in nry
power to preserve its best values. That, in any case, the confer_
ence had brought snch intense inspiration and learning to us that
we couldn't possibly let it die . . . coulcl we?

Oh, and I broke the tension with an apocryphal anecdote
about Ijrance's Madame de Gaulle and howshe shockecl guests
at a diplomatic dinner by expressing her desire for ,h 

penis.,, In
Iinglar.rd, I said, we also had that clesire, although there we pro_
rrounced it happiness, and TED had brought gerluine happiness
my way.

To my utter amazement, at the end of the talk, leff Bezos, the
head of Amazon, wl.ro was seated in tlte center of the audiencE,
rose to his feet ancl began clapping. And the whole room stood
with him. It was as if the TF,D community had collectively de_
cided, in just a few seconds, that it would support this new chap_
ter of TED after all. Ancl in the 6o_minute break that followed,
sofire 2oo people committed to buying passes for the following
year's conference, guaranteeing its success.

If that r5-rninute talk had fizzled, TED woulcl have died, four
years before ever putting a talk on the Internet. you would not be
readir.rg this book.

L.r the next chapter, I'll share why I think that talk endecl up
being effective, despite its evident awkwardness. It,s an insight
thal cirrr lre applied to any talk.

No matter how little confidence you rnight have today in your
ability to speak in public, there are things you can do to turn
that around. Facility with public speakingis not a gift granted at
birth to a lucky few. It's a broad-ranging set of skills. 

"Th"." 
o."

hundreds of ways to give a talk, and everyone can find an ap-
proach thatt right for them and learn the skills necessary to do
it well.

f(l[t).jatioTt frtesenlaliot] Liletacy

THE BOY WITH THE LION-HEART

A couple ofyears ago, TED's content clirectoq Kelly Stoetzel, and
I went on a global tour in search of speaking talent. In Nairobi,
Kenya, we met Richard Turere, a twelve,year-olcl Maasai boy
who had come up with a surprising invention. His family raised
cattle,_ and one of the biggest challenges was protecting them
at night from lion attacks. Richard had noticecl that a s'tation_
ary campfire didrit deter the lions, but walking around waving
a torch did seem to work. The lions were ,pp-ur.rltly afraid of
moving lights! Richard had somehorv taught timself electronics
by messing around with parts taken frorn his parents, radio. He
used that knowledge to devise a systen.r oflighis that would turn
on and off in sequence, creating a sense of movement. It was built
from scrapyard parts - solar panels, a car battery, and a nrotor_
cycle indicator box. He installed the lights and_presto! _the
lion attacks stopped. News of his invention .p..ud arrd other vil_
lages wanted in. Instead of seeking to kill the lions as they had
done before, tl.rey installed Richarclt ,,lion 

lights.,, Both villagers
and pro-lion environmentalists were happy.

It was an impressive achievement but, at first glance, Richard
certainly seemed an unlikely TED speaker. He stood hunched
over in a corner of the room, painfully shy. FIis Er.rglish was halt_
ing, and he struggled to describe his inver.rtion coh-erently. It was
hard to imagine him on a stage in California in front of r,4oo
people, slotted alongside Sergey Brin an<l Bill Gates.

But Richardt story was so compelling that we went ahead any-
way and invited him to come give a TED Talk. In the months be_
fore the conference, we worked with him to frame his story_to
fir.rd the right place to begin, and to develop a natural narrative
sequence. Because of his invention, Richard had won a scholar,
ship to one of Kenya's best schools, where he l.racl the chance to
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practice his TED 'L-alh several times in front of a live audience.
-fhis helped build his confidence to the point where his personal-
ity could shine thror:gh.

I-Ie got on an airplane for the first tirne in his life and flew to
Long lleach, Califbrnia. As he walked onto the TEf) stage, you
coulcl tell he was nervous, but that only made hirn more engag-
ing. As Richard spoke, people were hanging on his every word,
al)d every tin)e he smiled, the audience melted. When he fin-
ishecl, people just stood and cheered.

I{icharcls tale can encourage us all to believe we might be able
to give a decent talk. Your goal is not to be Winston Churchill or
Nelson Manclela. It's to be you. If you're a scientist, be a scientist;
don't try to be an activist. If you're an artist, be an artist; dont
try to be an academic. If yodre just an ordinary person, dont
try to fake some big intellectual style; just be you. You dont have
to raise a crowd to its feet with a thunderous oration. Conversa-
tional sharing can work just as well. In fact, for most audiences,
its a lot better. Ifyou know how to talk to a group offriends over
dinner, then you kr.row enough to speak publicly.

Anci techn<-,logy is oper.ring up new options. We live in an age

where you don't have to be able to speak to thousands of people
at a tin)e to have an outsized impact. It could just be you talking
intimately to a video camera, ancl letting the Internet do the rest.

Presentatior.r literacy isnt an optiolal extra for the few. It's a
core skill for the twenty-first century. Itt the most impactful way
to share who you are and what you care about. Ifyou can learn to
do it, your self-confidence will flourish, and you may be amazed
at the beneficial impact it can have on your success in life, how-
ever you nright choose to define that.

If you commit to being the authentic you, I am certain that
you will be capable of tapping into the ancient art that is wired
inside us. You simply have to pluck up the courage to try.

5



COMMON TRAPS
Four Talk Styles to Avoid

'fhere are countless ways to build a great talk. But first some es_
sential safety tips. There are ugly talk styles out there, dangerous
to both a speaker's reputation and an audienceb well_beingl Here
are four to steer clear of at all costs.

THE SALES PITCH

Sometimes speakers get it exactly backwards. They plan to take,
not give.

Several years ago a famed author ar.rd business consultant
came to TED. I was excited to hear his presentation on how to
think outside the box. What happened instead horrified me. He
began talking about a series of businesses that had apparently
made a significant leap forward as a result ofan action they took.
And what was that action? They had all booked his consiltancy
services.

After j minutes ofthis, the audience was getting antsy and I d
had enough. I stood up and began to interrupt. Every eye turned
my way. I was sweating. My microphone was on. Everyone could
l.rear everything.

Me: I have a request here. perhaps you could tell us about
the actual tJpe of thinking you recommend? We want to

Foundation: Cornmon'fiaps

know how it actually works, so that we,ve got a takeaway. As
is, itt a bit too much of an ad.
[Nervo us applaus e. Awkward p ause. ]

Speaker: It takes three days 1o go iltto it. In 1, minutes,
there is no w_ay I can tell you all about how to do it. My pur_
pose is to tell you that these tl.rings can work ond th"i"for"
motivate you to look further into tlrem.

Me: We believe you that they work. you're a rock star in this
field! Give us an instance, or just tease us with the first r5
minutes of it. Please!

At this point, the audience starts cheering and the speaker,s
left with no choice. To everyone,s relief, he finally begins to .lru."
some wisdom we can use.

Here's the irony. This greedy approach to speaking doesrr,t
even serve the speaker's interest. I d be amaz_ed if he goi a single
booking from anyone in that audience. Ancl even if he clid, it had
to be offset by a loss ofrespect frorn others in the roonr. Needless
to say, we never posted the talk online.

Reputation is everything. you want to build a reputation as a
generous person, bringing something wonderful to your audi_
ences, not as a tedious self-promoter. Its boring and [rtrstrating
to be pitched to, especially when you,re expectin! something else.

Usually, of course, pitches happen mucl1 more subtly. The
slide showing a book cover; the brief mention about the speaker,s
organization's funding shortl"all. In the context of an otherwise
great talk, you tnay even get away wjth these little nudges. (And,
ofcourse, if you ve been specifically asked to tatk aboulthe book
or the organization, that's another matter.) But you,re taking a big
risk. Thatt why at TED we actively discourage speakers fror-m do_
ing these things.

F,qrurdatro"n
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The key principle is to remember tl.rat the speaker,.s iob is to
Sive t() the audience, not lake [r.om them. (Even in a business
context where you're genuinely making a sales pitch, your goal
should be to give. The rnost effective salespeople put themselves
ir-rto their listeners'shoes and imagine how to best serve their
needs.) At a conference, people dont come to a talk to be sold
to. As soon as they understand ttrat might be your agenda, they
will flee to the safety of their emrril inbox. Itt as if yoi ve agreed
to have a coffee with a friend and discover to your horror that all
she actually wanted to do was explain her must-invest time_share
scheme to you. You're out of there at the first opportunity.

- 
Itt possible to disagree where the line is between sharing an

idea and pitching, but the principle is crucial: Give, don,t take.
And herek the thing. Generosirty evokes a response. When hu-

man-rights lawyer Bryan Stevenson spoke at TED, his organiza_
tion was in urgent need of $r million to continue fighting a key
case in the US Suprerne Court. But Bryan didnt menti;n this
once in his talk. Instead he transformed the way we all thought
about injustice in America, offering stories, insights, humor, and
revelation. At the end the audience rose as one and applauded
for several minutes. And guess what? He left the conference with
contributions from attendees exceeding $1.3 million.

THE RAMBLE

In the first TED I organized, one ofthe speakers began,.As I was
driving down here wondering what to say to yo,, .1.,, There fol_
lowed an unfocused list of observations about possible futures.
Nothing obnoxious. Notl.ring that was particularly hard to un<ier_
stand. But also no arguments of power. No revelations. No aha
moments. No takeaways. The audience clappe<l politely. But no
one really learned anything.

F:outrdal ion: Ct'rntnr)rr lr'ans

I.was fuming. Itt one thing to underprepare. But to boast that
you've underprepared? That's insulting. tt iells the audience that
their time doesn't matter. Tl.rat the event doesdt rnatter.

So many talks are like this. Meanclering, no clear directior.r. A
speaker might kid himself that even an unfocused exploration of
his brilliant thinking is bour.rcl to be fascinating to others. But if
8oo people are planning to devote 15 mjnutes oftheir day to your
words, you really can t just wing it.

As my colleague Bruno Giussani puts it, ..When 
people sit ir.r

a room to listen to a speaker, they are olfering he. som"thing 
"r-tremely precio-us, something that isn't recoverable once given: a

few minutes of their tirne and of their attention. I-Ier task i"s to use
that time as well as possible.,'

.. So, if you're going to gift people with'a wondrous idea, you
first have to spend some preparation time. Rambling is ltot an
option.

* As it trrrned out, this particular rambling spe aker clicl give
TED a gift ofsorts. From that talk on, we .",lo.rbl"d our efforts
on speaker preparation.

THE ORG BORE

An organization is fascinating to those who work lor it_and
deeply boring to almost everyone else. Sorry, [:lut it,.s true. Any
taik framed around the exceptional history of your contpany
or NGO or lab_ and the complex_but_oh,so_irnpressive way it is
structured, and the fabulously pl.rotogenic quality of the aston-
ishingly talented team working with you, 

"n.l how much sr,ccess
your products are having, is going to leave your audience snooz_
ing at the starting line. It may be inter€sting to you and your
teart. But, alas, we don't work there.

Everfhing changes, though, when you focus oll tlte natrlre of

7
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THE INSPIRATION PERFORMANCE

I hesitate to include this example, but I think I must.
Let's agree on this first: Absolutely one of the most powerful

tlrings you can experience when watching a talk is inipiration.
'Ihe speakert work and words move you and fill you with an ex_
panded sense of possibility and excitement. you want to go out
and be a better person. TED's growth and success have been fu-
eled by the deeply inspirational nature of many of the talks. In-
deed, it's the reason I was drawn to TED in the first place. I be-
lieYe in inspiration's power.

But it's a power that must be handled with great care.
When a great speaker finishes her talk and the whole crowd

Foundalion: Cornmon Tr-aps I

rises to its feet and applauds, it,s a thrilling moment for every-
one in the roorn. The audience is excited by what theyve hearct,
and for the speaker, it's indescribably satisfyir.rg to receive such
powerful recognition. (One of the more awkward moments weve
ever had at TED was when a speaker left the stage to lukewarm
applause and whispered to her friend backstage, i,Nobody 

stood
up!" An understandable comment. It was just unfortunate that
her microphone was still on, and everyone could hear the pain in
her voice.)

Whether they adrnit it or not, many public speakers dream of
being cheered as they leave the stage, followed by screens full of
tweets attesting to their inspirational prowess. And therein lies
the trap. The intense appeal of the stan<Iing ovation can lead as_
piring speakers to do bad things. They may look at talks given
by inspirational speakers and seek to copy them . . . but in form
only. The result can be awful: the ruthless pursuit of every trick
in the book to intellectually and emotionally manipulate the au
dience.

There was an upsetting instance of this at ,IED a few years
ago.* An American man in his forties had become a huge TED
fan, and he sent us a compelling audition video, urgirig us to
let him give his own talk. His talk premise exa.tly mitci"d the
theme we were focused on that yea( and he came well recom_
mended, so we decided to give him a shot.

The first moments of his talk were promising. He had a big
personality. He beamed at the audience. IIe lrad sorne amusing
opening remarks, a clever video, and a surprising visual prop. It
was_ as if he d studied every TED Talk in detail and was biinging
the best ofeach to his own talk. Sitting and watching, I was hope_
ful we might have a giant hit on our l.rands.

But then ... I started to feel a little queasy. There was some-

8

* To be kind, I've changed a coupte ofdetails

the work that you're doing, and the power of the ideas that infuse
it, not on the org itselfor its products.

This can be harder than it sounds. Ofttimes the heads of or_
ganizations are by default their spokespersons, always in selling
mode, believing itt their obligation to honor the hard-working
team that surrounds them. And because the work they want to
talk about has taken place inside the organization, the most obvi_
ous way to describe it rnay be to anchor it to organizational acts.
"Back in zoo5, we set up a new department in Dallas in this offfce
building [slide of glass tower here], and its goal was to investigate
how we could slash our energy costs, so I allocated Vice president
Hank Boreham to the task . . I' yawn_

Compare that statement to this one: '.Back in zoo5 we discov_
ered something surprising. It turns out that it,s possible for an
average office to slash its energy costs by 60 percent without any
noticeable loss ofproductivity. Let me share with you how. . J,

One mode retains interest. One kills it. One mode is a gift. The
other is lazily self-serving.
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thing not quite right. He was loving being on stage. Lovipg it just
a little too much. Hed keep pausing, hoping for audibnce ap-
plause or laughter, and when he got it, hed stop and say..thar.rk
youl' subtly milking it for more. He started inserting ad libbed
comments intended to amuse. It was clear they amused him, but
others, not so much. Arrd the worst of it was the promised sub-
stance ofthe talk never really arrived. He clairned to havd worked
on detnonstrating the truth ofan important idea. But thb case he
brought was all whimsy and anecdote. There was one tnoment
where he had even Photoshopped an image so that it appearecl
to support his case. And because of his getting carried away and
soaking up the limelight, he was running way overtime.

Toward the end, he began telling people that yes, they had it
in their power to adopt his wisdom, and he spoke of drdams and
inspiration, ending with his arms outstretched to the audience.
Because it was clear the talk meant so much to him, a portion of
the audience did indeed stand to clap him. Me? I felt sick to my
stornach. This was the clichd of TED that we d tried so hard to
eliminate. All style, very little substance.

Tl.re trouble with talks like this is not just that they flatter to
deceive. It's that they give the entire genre a bad name. They
make the audience less likely to open up when a genuinely in-
spirirrg speaker comes along. And yet, more and more $peakers,
attracted to the drug of audience adoration, are trying to walk
this path.

Please tlon't be one of them.
Herek the thirrg about inspiration: It has to be earned. Some-

one is inspiring not because they look at you with big eyes and
ask you to find it in your heart to believe in their dream. It's be-
cause they actually have a dream thatt worth getting excited
about. And those dreams dont come tightly. They coine from
blood, sweat, an<l tears.

Fot,rt(lali.tn: ()ornfl tot]'Trapc

Inspiration is like love. you dorit get it by ptrrsuing it directly.
In fact, there's a name for people wl-ro pr..r" l.rr" tio ttirectly:
stalker, In less extreme cases, the words we use are almost as
bad,: cloying, inappropriqte, rlesperaLe. Ancl sadly, this behavior
prompts the opposite of wl.rat it desires. It prompti a pulling back.Itt the same with inspiration. If you try to take the .lio.t..rt
and win people over purely with your clrarisrna, you may succeed
for a moment or two, but soon you'll be found out, ancl the audi-
ence will flee. In the example above, despite the partial standing
ovation, that speaker received terrible audience feedback in our
postconference survey, and we never posted the talk. people had
felt manipulated. And they were.

_ Ifyou have dreams ofbeing a rock star public speaker, pump_

]tg_-rP ",, audience as you stricle the stage ancl proclaim your
brilliance, I beg you to reconsider Dont clream of th",. D.""-
of something much bigget than you are. Go and work on that
dream as long as it takes to achieve something worthwhile. And
then humbly come and share what you ve learned.

Inspiration cant be performed. It's an audience response to
authenticity, courage, selfless work, and genuine *i"dom, Brir.rg
those qualities to your talk, .nd yo,, may b. amaze<l at what hap_
pens.

It's easy to talk about why talks fail. But how can they tre built to
succeed? It all starts with a moment of clarity.
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Gonnecting with
an Audience

Most of what I have learned about communication and connection did not

come from my speech and communication classes in school. lt came from my

experience as a performer and from years of closely watching others perform. I

worked my way through college playing drums in various jazz groups beginning

when I was 17. No matter how technically "good" the music was, I have never

seen a great performance that lacked a so d connection between the periormer

and the aud ience.

Playing music is a performance and also very much a presentation. Good

presentations are about conversing, sharing, and connecting on an intellectual

and emotional level in an honest and sincere way. lt is even easier to connect

when playing music since everything is right out there for everyone to see

and hear. It doesn't get much more honest lhan jazz, which has been called

"the music of dialogue." There are no politics and no walls. The music may

touch the audience or it may not, but there is never even a hint of insincerity,

questionable motives, or pretense of being anything other than what people see

before them at that moment. The smiles, the heads nodding in agreement, and

the feet tapping under the tables tell me that there is a connection, and that

connection is no less than communication. lt's a fantasttc feeling.

Tom Grant, based in Portland, Oregon, is a musical legend in America's

Pacific Northwest. You can buy his albums and hear his songs on jazz and soft

jazz stations around the world, including in Japan. Tom is a great musician,

but what I always like about his live performances is his warmth and friendly,

engaging style that just make the connection with the audience so much better.

The lesson l've learned from watching great live musical performances is

that the music plus the artist's ability to convey the (musical) message and

connect with the audience is what it's all about. lf done well, the end result is

far more than just the notes played. A true performance transcends the simple

act of artists playing music and people listening. lt's bigger than that.
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The art of musical performance and the art of

presentation share the same essence' That is' it's

always about bridging the distance between the

artist and audience to make a real connection

lf there's no connection, there can be no

conversation. This is true whether you're pitching

a new technology, explaining a new medicat

treatment, or playing at Carnegre Hall'

To Tom Grant, Performance is not an

exhibition-l perform, you listen Tom clearly feels

it's a two-way encounter. Here's what Tom said in

an interview in Smooth Vibes in 2005: 'There is

joy in music for the player and for the receiver' I

play music because it is my calling in life l hope

it conveys a 1oy and benevolence that people can

apply to their own lives and thus improve' if only

in the tiniest way, the quality of life on earth'"

Are not presentations about the player (presente

A good tip to always remember: lt's not about us'

the message.

Photo ofTur' G@nt W Owen CotE'

r) and the receiver (audience)?

it's about them. And about

lazzrZen,and the Art of Connection

ThereisalineofthinkingthatsaysifItellyouthemeaningofZen,thenit
wouldn't really be Zen. The same could be said concerning the meaning of

jazz. 0f course, we can talk about them and label them With our verbalization'

we get close to the meanings-and the discussion may be interestrng' helpful'

and even inspiring. Yet we never experience the thing itsel{ by talking about it'

Zen is concerned with the thing itself Zen is about the now-right here' right

now. The essence of jazz expression is like this' too lt's about this moment'

No artificiality, no pretending to be anything you're not No acting No wishing

atthismomenttobeanywhereorwithanyoneexceptwhereyouare.

While there are many forms of ]azz' if you want to at least get close to the

essence of the art, then listen to the 1959 album Kind of Blue by Miles Davis'

The liner notes for this classic album were written by the legendary Bill Evans'

,t o ptuy. piano on the recording' ln these notes' Bill makes a direct reference

tooneoftheZenarts,suml-e.Herearejustafewlinesfromhisnotes:

Presentation Zen
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"There is a Japanese visual art in which the artist is forced to be spontaneous

He must paint on a thin stretched parchment with a special brush and black

water paint in such a way that an unnatural or interrupted stroke will destroy

the line or break through the parchment. Erasures or changes are impossible.

These artists must practice a particular discipline, that of allowing the idea

to express itself in communication with their hands in such a direct way that

d el i berati on ca n not i nterf ere."

I always thought there was a sort of aesthetic to this album that expressed the

tenets of restraint, simplicity, and naturalness-principles that are at the heart

of the Presentation Zen approach as well. ln the music you hear a free yet

structured spontaneity, an idea that seems oxymoronic until you study one of the

Zen arts-or jazz. Atree yet structured spontaneity is exactly the kind of state

we want to be in with an audience during a presentation.

You can establish better connections with an audience by bringing the spirit of

jazz to your talk. By "spirit ot jazz," I mean the complete opposite of how people

usually use the term jazz-as in " jazz iI up," that is, decorate it or add something

on the surface. The spirit of jazz is about honest intention. lf the intent is pure

and the message clear, then that is all you can do. Jazz means removing the

barriers and making it accessible, helping people to get your expression (your

message, story, point). This does not necessarily mean you will always be direct,

although this is often the clearest path. Hint and suggestion are powerful, too.

The difference is that hint and suggestion with intent have a purpose and are

done with the audience in mind. Hint and suggestion without intent or sincerity

may result in simplistic, ineffective ramblings or even obfuscation.

Jazz makes the complex simple through profound expressions of clarity and

sincerity. lt has structure and rules but also great freedom. Above all, jazz is

natural. lt is not about putting on a faEade of sophistication or seriousness ln

fact, humor and playfulness are also at the core of iazz. You may be a dedicated,

serious musician or you may be an appreciative fan, but either way you also

understand that to be human is to laugh and to play-play is natural to us and

natural to the creative process. lt's only through our formal education that we

begin to doubt the "seriousness" of play. When this happens, we begin to lose a

bit of ourselves, including our confidence and a bit of our humanity l've found

through my parallel studies of jazz and the Zen arts that both have structure

and practice at their core along with a strong component of playfulness and

laughter-all elements we would like to bring to our presentations as well,

I t'-



Quotes fromlazz

Jaz is about dialogue. lt! about making connections and

being fully in the momentWhen discussing this point in live

presentations, I often introduce quotes by hmous musicians'

The four quotes on the slides here speak to the art of

presentation and making connections as well. (Embedded

slide images from iStockphoto.com.)

With practice we can become

more polished. But too much

polish turns a presenation into a

TV-like infomercial unwonhY of

an audience's trust Presentation

is a very human thing. Pnctice,

rehearse, and make it grear But

keep it real. KeeP it human.And

remember that it is about them

(theaudience), not us.

Studying design, presentation,

and communication is crucial,

Obviously, you must know

your subject well. But wh€n we

present, all that ma*ers is that

to the point.Tell them something

memorable. Quit worrYing and

inspire them or teach thern-or
bener yet,both.

6tf tney act too hip, 1",;

Jfoulnowthey 6':'|i
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6 Master your instrument.
Master the music. And

then forget all that
bulls**t and iust play.rr
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Most presentations are too
long or filled with unnecessary

information that is included for

the wrong reasons (such as fear).

Knowing what to leave out takes

work Again, anyone can include

even^hing and say eYerPhing. lt is

the master presenters (or writers,

artists, and so on) who know

what to exclude and have the

couraSe to cut it,

ln most situations, you dont need

the latest technology or the best

equipment in the world. Showing

that you are well prepared and

ready to present naked, with or
without technology, is far more

importani A poor presentation

is not any better simply because

expensive equipment is used to
proiect imaSes. Sinc€rity, honesty,

and respect for the audience

matter far more than technologY

and technique.

. you're sincere."
-lol Coltrane
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Start Strong to Make a Connection

To establish a connection with an audtence' we must grab thelr attention right

from the start. Granville N Toogood' author of The Atiwlate*Executive' also

;;;;; starting off quicklv and beginnins with punch "To,make sure

,.r"rir;i ,.i .t, on'the wrong foot' plunge rigrrt in"' he says ' To galvanize

the mind of the audience' ,ou'ut go' to Jrike quickly " I always, urge people

not t0 waste time at the beginnini of a presentation with formalities such as

long introductions or filler talk tfra't is not related to the presentation's goal'

The beginning is the most important part' You need an opening that grabs

people and brings them in lf you fail to hook them at the start' the rest of your

presentation maY be for naught'

The primacy effect in the context of presentations suggests that we

remembermorestronglywhathappensatthebeginningofapresentation.

There are many ways to strike quickly and start with punch to make a strong

initial connection ln my book i" iuU* Presenter (New Riders)' I introduced

theideaofmakingastrongconnectionbyincorporatingintoyouropening

content that which is personal' unexpected' novel' challenging' or humorous'

Not coincidentally, these elements comprise the acronym PUNCH to help you

remember. Most of the best presentations contain at Ieast one or more of these

.I.*.nt.. Let's take a look at PUNCH in more detail'

PERSt)I{AL

Make it personal Personal in this case does not mean a long sellintroduction

;;;;t;.tt background complete with organizational charts or wh1, 1,ou are

qualified to speak A personal and relevant story' however' can be a very

effective opening so long as it illustrates a key engaging point or sets the theme

in a memorable waY'

UNEXPECTED

Reveal something unexpected. Doing something or saying something that goes

against what people expect gets th; attention Do or say something that taps

into the emotton of surprise This emotion increases alertness and gets people

to focus. "There must be surprise some key facts that are not commonly

known or are counterintuitive 
"' 

says management guru Tom-Peters "No reason

to,io il fresentation in the first place if there are no surprrses

236 Presentation Zen
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N()VEL

Show or tell something novel. Get people's attention by introducing something

new. Start with a powerful image that's never been seen, reveal a relevant

short story that's never been heard, or show a statistic from a brand-new

study that gives new insights into a problem Chances are your audience ls

filled with natural born explorers who crave discovery and are attracted to the

new and the unknown. Novelty is threatening for some people, but assuming

the environment is safe and there is not an over abundance of novelty in the

environment, your audience will be seeking the novel and new.

CHALTENGING

Challenge conventional wisdom or challenge the audience's assumptions.

Consider challenging people's imaginations, too: "How would you like to fly

from New York to Tokyo in two hours? lmpossible? Well, some experts think it's

possible!" Challenge people intellectually by asking provocative questions that

make them think. Many presentations and lectures fail because they simply

attempt to transfer information from speaker to listener as if the listeners were

not active participants.

HUMt)R()US

Use humor to connect with the audience through a shared laugh. There are

many benefits to laughter. Laughter is contagious. An audience that shares

a laugh becomes more connected with each other and with you, creating a

positive vibe in the room. Laughter releases endorphins, relaxes the whole

body, and can even change one's perspective The old adage is if they are

laughing, they are listening. This is true, although it does not necessarily mean

they are learning. lt is critical, however, that the humor be directly relevant to

the topic at hand or otherwise fit harmoniously into the flow of the narrative

without distracting you from the objective of your talk'

The concept of recommending humor in a presentation gets a bad rap

because of the common and tired practice of opening up a speech with a joke,

almost always a Iame one. However, l'm not talking about telling jokes Forget

about jokes. On the other hand, an observation of irony, an anecdote, or a short

humorous story that makes a relevant point or introduces the topic and sets the

theme are the kinds of openings that can work.

lre
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There are many ways to start a presentation, but no matter how you choose

to start, do not waste those initial valuable two or three minutes "warming up"

the audience with filler material or formalities. start strong. The five elements

comprising PUNCH are not the only options to consider, but if your opening

contains at least one of these approaches, then you are on your way to opening

with impact and making a strong connection.

The Honeymoon Period

Getting and keeping an audience's attention can be a tricky thing' Generally,

audrence's want you to succeed, but they will still only give you one or two

minutes of a "honeymoon period" for you to make a good impression Even

famous, well-established presenters, including celebrities, will only get about

a minute before audiences grow tired of a presenter's inability to make a good

impression and grab their attention. There is no excuse for a weak start lf your

technology lets you down just as your presentation starts, you cannot stop As

they say in show business: "The show must go on." People form impressions of

you and the presentation in the first few moments. You never want those first

few moments to be a memory of you trying to get the technology to work'

Never Start with an APologY

Do not apologize or imply that you have not prepared enough for a given

audience. lt may be true, and your apology may be sincere and honest (rather

than just being an excuse), but it never comes across well to an audience'

The audience does not need to know that we have not prepared as much as

we would have liked, so why mention it and get it in their head? You actually

may be prepared enough and doing well, but now the audiences is saying

to themselves "Man, he's right-he didn't prepare enough." The same goes

for telling people you're nervous. "You didn't look nervous, but now that you

mention it...."

A confession that you are nervous may seem honest and transparent, but

it is too self-focused at a time when you are supposed to be focused on the

audience and their needs and their feelings. An admission about being nervous

is not said to make the audience feel better, only to make yourselt feel better. lf

you admit that you are nervous, you may actually feel better since labeling and

acknowledging your emotion is better than suppressing it This is why people

I ,,:



say it-because saying it out loud does make you feel a Iittle better' However,

the presentation is about the audience, and telling them how nervous you are

does not serve their interest. Acknowledge to yourself that you are nervous'

Being nervous ts normal and saying it to yourself will help you feel better' But

you do not need to share this information with the audience.

Do You Need to Show the Structure?

Do not start with an agenda slide. After you have made an initial connection

with the audience, however, it's a good idea to give people an idea of where

you are going during your time. Usually you can do this verbally in just a few

seconds. But, if you have a lot of material, you may want to show the audience

how your talk is structured and then remind them along the way where you are

in the presentation. ln a 2007 Macworld keynote presentation, Steve Jobs did

this by breaking his presentation into three "Acts" and displaying the number

of the act before each of his three sections.

Acl I

Act ll

Acl lll
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Project Yourself

To make a connection you cannot be timid-you must project yourself' There

are three things to consider when evaluating your ability to project yourself to

an audience aside from the content of the talk: The way you look, the way you

move, and the way you sound. The audience members, whether they know it

or not, are judging you and your message based on these elements All these

factors influence your ability to make a strong connection.

Look the Part

How you dress matters. A rule of thumb is to dress at least a little more

formally than your audience. lt's important to dress appropriate to the

organization and the occasion, of course, but it's better to be a bit overdressed

than underdressed. You want to project an image of professionalism, but you do

not want to seem out of touch with your audience either' ln Silicon Valley, for

example, the dress code can be quite casual and even a well-groomed person

in jeans with a quality shirt and a good pair of shoes may look professional'

(When we occasionally saw people in business suits on the Apple campus, we

could tell they were from out of town.) In Tokyo, both men and women cannot

go wrong with a dark business suit virtually anywhere You can always bring

your formality down a notch by removing your jacket, removing the tie, and

rolling up the sleeves, but it's difficult to dress up a look that is too casual To

be safe, and to show respect for your audience, err on the side of dressing up'

Move with Purpose

lf you can avoid it, do not stand in one place during the entire presentation'

It's far better to walk to different parts of the stage or room, which allows you

to engage with more peopte. You should not, however, pace back and forth

or wander around the area near the screen without purpose. This kind of

movement is distracting and prolects a nervous energy rather than a confident,

open energy. When you walk from one area to another, do so slowly and while

standing tall. Stop to make your point or tell a story, then move slowly to

another part of the stage before stopping again to elaborate on a different

point. When someone asks a question from the opposite side of the room,

walk slowly in their direction, acknowledging their presence while listening and

approaching their side of the room. So long as people can still hear you, it is

l1



a good idea to walk into the audience from time to time-provided you have a

purpose for dolng so, such as answering a question during an activity that you

assigned to the audience.

When you stand, do so with your feet comfortably but firmly planted about

shoulder-width apart. You should not stand ke a cowboy about ready to draw

his guns, but neither should you stand with your legs together as if standing

at attention. Standing at attention or with your legs crossed demonstrates a

closed, defensive, or uncertain attitude. These positions, which are unnatural

ways to stand when we are relaxed, make you a bit unstable and project

weakness to others. About the only thing worse than standing on a stage with

your legs crossed is doing so while leaning against the lectern. At best, it looks

sloppy. At worst, it projects an image of weakness.

When we get nervous, most of us tend to speed up oul movements, including

hand gestures. lf you want to project a more calm, relaxed, and natural image

to the audience, remind yourself to slow everything down,

Face the Audience

Even if you are projecting visuals behind

you, there is no need to turn your head to

look back. Even if you gesture toward the

screen, stand so that your shoulders are

facing in the direction of the audience. lf
you keep your shoulders pointed toward

the front, you will naturally turn your head

back toward the audience without thinking

about it after you glance at the screen.

Turning slightly and briefly toward the

screen to point out a detail is acceptable.

However, continually looking at the screen

as a reminder of where you are is very

distracting and unnecessary. Except in rare

incidents, if you use a computer to project

visuals, you can place the computer down

low in front of you so there is little reason

to turn around.

A4l7"s Hiroshi Ishii foces fie audience otTEDxlokyo.
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Connect with Eye Contact

Related to the importance of facing the audience is establishing good eye

contact. Maintaining natural eye contact with the audience is crucial, which

is one of the reasons I advise against reading a script or relying on notes-it's

hard to look into people's eyes when your eyes are looking down at notes, Your

eye contact should appear natural, and you achieve this by looking at actual

people in the room. lf you instead gaze out at the back of the room or to a

point on either side of the room, your audience will detect this at some level

and the connection will be weakened.

lf your audience is retatively small, say, under 50 or so, it may be possible

to actually look everyone in the eye at some point during your talk as you move

deliberately to different parts of the room. For Iarger audiences in a typical

keynote-style presentation, it is still useful to pick out actual people to lock

eyes with as you speak-even people who are sitting toward the back. By

looking at one person, others near that person will feel as if you are looking at

them as well. This is a technique that professional singers use when playing

larger halls. It is important not to just glance at or scan general areas of a room

but rather to briefly establish actual eye contact with people in different parts

of the room.

Put Energy in Your Voice

It's true that the best presentations seem more like good conversations, but

there is a difference between speaking with two or three people over coffee

and standing to present to an auditorium of 500 people after lunch. Your tone

should be conversaiional, but your energy must be cranked up several notches.

lf you are enthusiastic, the energy will help project your voice. Mumbling is

absolutely not permitted, and neither is shouting. Shouting is usually not

sustainable and it's very unpleasant for the audience When you shout, the

volume may go up but the richness of your voice, the peaks and valleys of

your unique intonation, are lost, So stand tall, speak up, and articulate clearly,

but be careful not to let your speaking evolve into shouting as you speak with

energy and project your voice,

Should you use a mic? lf your room is a regular-size classroom or conference

room with space for only 10 to 30 people, then a mic may not be necessary.

But in almost every other case, a microphone is a good idea. Remember, it is

not about you, it is about them. Giving the audience even just a slight bump

[ar



in volume through the use of a microphone will make it easier for them to

hear you, Many presenters, especially men, eschew a mic and decide to shout

instead. lt's as if declining a microphone and choosing to shout is somehow

more manly and assertive. But unless you are a head coach delivering an

inspiring halftime speech for your football team, shouting is a very bad idea.

You are not addressing your troops, remember, you are trying to present in

a natural, conversational manner. The microphone, far from being a barrier

to connection, can actually be a great enabler of intimacy as it allows you to

project in your best and most engaging natural voice.

Only use a handheld mic, however, for very short speeches and announcements.

A better option than a handheld mic is a wireless lavalier mic, also called a

clip-on or lapel mic. The lavalier is good because it frees up a hand, which is

especially important if your other hand is holding a remote control device, The

downside of a lavalier is that if you turn your head to the side, some mics will

not pick up your voice as well. Whenever possible, the best type of microphone

to use is the headband or headset variety used for conferences such as TED.

This type of wireless mic places the tiny tip of the mic just to the side of your

mouth or your cheek and is virtually invisible to the audience. The advantage of

this mic, besides eliminating the possibility of ruffling noises from your shirt,

is that no matter how you move your head, the mic stays in the same position

and always picks up your voice clearly.

Mostet gome qeotor Tetsuyo NizuEuchi speoking ot TEDxTokyo 201l. The wireress heodset

nic picks up the voice best ond ollows fot fieedom of motement.
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advises against reading speeches. "Reading is boring"' he says' "Worse'

readingaspeechmakesthespeakerlookinauthenticandunenthusiastic.,,This

goes for reading slides as well. Many years ago the typical use of slideware

involved people actually reading lines of text right from the slides behind

them-and believe it or not, it still happens today But don't do it Putting

lots of text on a slide and then reading that text is a great way to alienate your

audience and ruin any hope you have of making a connection'

Guy Kawasaki, a venture capitalist and former chief evangelist at Apple'

urges people to use large type on slides that people can actually see "This

forces you, he says, "to actually know your presentation and just put the core

of the text on your slide." This is what the outspoken Kawasaki had to say

about reading text off slides in a speech he gave to a room full of entrepreneurs

in Silicon ValleY in 2006:

Don't Read a Speech

Communications guru Bert Decker urges speakers to avoid reading a speech

whenever possible. ln his book You've Got to Be Believed to Be Heard' Decker

"lf you need to put eight-point or ten-point fonts up there' it's because you

do not know your naterial. lf you starl reading your materid because you

do not know your naterial, the audience is very quickly going to think that

you are a bozo. They are going to say to themselves 'This bozo is reading his

slides. I can read faster than this bozo can speak' t will iust read ahead'"'

Guy's comments got a lot of laughs, but he's right lf you plan on reading

slides, you might as well call off the presentation now, because your ability to

connectWith,persuade,orteachtheaudienceanythingwillapproachzero.

Reading slides is no way to show presence, make a connection' or even transfer

information in a memorable way. ln many cases, reading a deck of slides is

indeed a good way to put the room to sleep'
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3oilts sEssts}.
The annual TED (Technology, Entertainment,

Design) conference brings together the world s

most fascinatint thinkers and doers, who are

invited to give insanely great talk on stage in I 8

minutes or less.The time limit usually results in

very concise, tight, and focused tall<s. lf you have

ideas wonh ulking about, then you've got to be

able to stand, deliver, and make your case. As

the presenters atTED demonstrate every year,

presentation skill is critically imponanl

What's great aboutTED is that their amazing

presenhtions are not limited to an elite few.

lnstead, they "give it away" by uploading tons of

their best presenutions to theWeb and making the

videos ava'ilable in many different formats for online

viewing and downloading. Hundreds of quality

short-form presentations from the TED archives

are available online, and more are added each

week.The production quality is excellent and so is

the content.TED truly exemplifies the spirit of the

conceptual age-share, give it away, make it easy-
because the more people who know your idea, the

mop powerful it becomes. Because of the high-

quality free videos, the reach and impact ofTED

is huge.TheTED website is a grear resource for

content and for those interested in watching good

presentations, often with good use of multimedia.
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Hans Rosling (right), a

professor of global health

at Sweden\ Karolinska

lnstitute, is the Zen master

of presenting statistics

that have meaning and

tell a story. Rosling co-developed the software

behind his visualizations through his nonpro{it

Gapminder. Using U.N. statistics, Rosling shows

thar it is indeed a different world. Several

presentations on the TED website showcase

Rosling's talents. Conventional wisdom says

to never stand between the screen and the

projector, which is generally good advice. But as

you can see from the phoro here. Rosling at times

defies conventional wisdom and gets involved

with the data in an energetic way that engages his

audience with the dara and the story.

Other TED presenters on this page demonstrate

the importance of standing front and center and

connecting with the audience.
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Hara Hachi Bu:
Why Length Matters
A consequence of Zen practice is increased attentiveness to the present,

a calmness, and an ability to focus on the here and now. However, for your

average audience member, it is a safe bet that he or she is not completely

"calm" or present in the "here and now." Instead, your audjence member

is processing many emotional opinions and juggling several issues at the

moment-both professional and personal-while doing his or her best to listen

to you. We all struggle with this. lt is virtually impossible for our audience to

concentrate completely on what we are saying, even for shorter presentations.

Many studies show that concentration really takes a hit after 15 to 20 minutes.

My experience tells me it's less than that. For example, CEOs have notoriously

short attention spans while listening to a presentation. So the length of your

presentation matters.

Every case is different, but generally, shorter is better. But why then do so

many presenters go past their allotted time-or, worse, milk a presentation

to stretch it out to the allotted time, even when it seems that the points have

pretty much been made? This is probably a result of much of our formal

education. I can still hear my college philosophy professor saying before the

two-hour in-class written exam: "Remember, more is better." As students, we

grow up in an atmosphere that perpetuates the idea that a 2O-page paper will

likely get a higher grade than a lO-page paper, and a one-hour presentation

with 25 presentation slides filled with 12-point lines of text shows more

hard work than a 30-minute presentation with 50 highly visual slides. This

old-school thinking does not take into account the creativity, intellect, and

forethought that it takes to achieve a clarity of ideas. We take this "more is

better" thinking with us into our professional Iives.

One Secrct to a Healthy Life (and a Great Presentation)

The Japanese have a great expression concerning healthy eating habils: hara

hachi bu, which means "eat until 80 percent full." This is excellent advice,

and it's pretty easy to follow this principle in Japan since portions are generally

much smaller than in places like the United States Using chopsticks also

makes it easier to avoid shoveling food in and encourages a bit slower pace.

I
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This principle does not encourage wastefulness; it does not mean to leave 20

percent of your meal on the plate. (ln fact, it is bad form to leave food on your

plate.) ln Japan and Asia in general, we usually order as a group and then take

only what we need from the shared bounty. I have found-ironically, perhaps-

that if I stop eating before getting full, I am more satisfied with the meal. l'm

not sleepy after lunch or dinner, and I generally feel much better.

The principle of hara hachi bu also applies to the length of speeches,

presentations, and even meetings. My advice is this: No matter how much

time you are given, never ever go over your allotted time; in fact, finish a bit

before your time is up. How long you talk will depend on your unique situation

at the time, but try to shoot for 90 to 95 percent of your allotted time. No one

will complain if you finish with a few minutes to spare. The problem with most

presentations is that they are too long, not that they are too short.

Leave Them Just a Little Hungry (for More)

Professional entertainers know that you want to end on a high note and leave

the audience yearning for just a bit more from you. We want to leave our

audiences satisfied-motivated, inspired, more knowledgeable-not feeling

that they could have done with just a little less.

We can apply this spirit to the length and amount of material we put into

presentations as well. Give them high quality-the highest you can-but do not

give them so much quantity that you leave them with their heads spinning and

guts aching.

This is o t),p,col ekiben (o speciol boxed

ff1eol sold otuoin sto ons) from one

of my trips to Tokya. Simple.Appeoling

konomi. in scole. Nothing superfllous.

Mode with the "honorobb possenger" in

mind. Aftf/ spehding 20 ot 30 ninttes

sovor,ng the contents ofthe ekiben,

complemented by Jolonese beeLl'm

left hoPPy, nourished, ond sotisfied, but

not full. I could eot mote-onothet

pehops4ut I do not need to. Indeed

I do not wont to. ) om sotjsfied with

the expetience. Eoting to the point of

beconing full would only destroy the

quo[ny ofthe experience I'm hoting.
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Every ward that is unnecessary anly pours

over the side e>f a brirnming ffiind.

* Cicers
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. You need solid content and logical structure, but you also have to make a

connection with the audience. You must appeal to both the logical and the
emotional sides of your audience members.

. lf your content is worth talkrng about, then bring energy and passion to your
delivery. Every situation is different, but there is never an excuse to be dull.

. Don't hold back. lf you have a passion for your topic, then let people know it.

. Make a strong start with PUNCH. Include content that is personal,

unexpected, novel, challenging, or humorous to make a connection from the
beginn ing.

. Project yourself well by dressing the part, moving with confidence and
purpose, maintaining good eye contact, and speaking in a conversatronal
style but with elevated energy.

. Try not to read a presentation or rely on notes.

e Remember the concept of hara hachi bu.lt is better to leave your audience
satisfied yet yearning for a bit more, than to leave them stuffed and feeling
that they have had more than enough.

jll
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Talk Tools

CONNECTION
Get Personal

Knowledge cant be pushed into a brain. It has to be pulled in.
Before you can build an idea in someone else's mind, you need

their permission. People are naturally cautious about opening up
their minds - the most precious thing they own - to comPlete
strangers. You need to find a way to overcome that caution. And
the way you do that is to make visible the human being cowering
inside you.

Hearing a talk is a completely different thing from reading an
essay. It's not just the words. Not at all. It's the person delivering
the words. To make an impact, there has to be a human connec-
tion. You can give the most brilliant talk, with crystal-clear expla-
nations and laser-sharp logic, but ifyou dont first connect with
the audience, it just won't land. Even if the content is, at some

level, understood, it wont be activated but simply filed away in
some soon-to-be-forgotten mental archive.

People arerlt computers. Theyie social creatures with all man-
ner of ingenious quirks. They have evolved weapons to protect
against dangerous knowledge polluting the worldview they de-
pend on. Those weapons have names: skepticism, mistrust, dis-
like, boredom, incomprehension.

And, by the way, those weapons are invaluable. If your mind
were open to all incoming language, your life would quickly fall
apart. "Coffee gives you cancer!" "Those foreigners are disgust-

ing!" "Buy these beautiful kitchen knives!" "I know how to give

[,'1



you a good time, baby . . ." Every single thing we see or hear is

Lvaluated before we dare embed it into an actionable idea'

So your very first job as a speaker is to find a way to disarm

those weapohs and build a trusting human bond with the audi-

ence so th;t thby're willing - delighted, even - to offer you full

access to their minds for a few minutes'

If military metaphors arent to your liking, let's go back to the

idea of a talk as a journey. It is a journey you take your audience

on. You may have figured out a brilliant route to a powerful des-

tination. But before you can take People there, you have to rnake

the journey seem enticing. Task one is to go to where the audi-

ence is and win them over. Yes, you're a guide who can be trusted'

Without that, the whole endeavor may bog down before it has

even started.
We tell our speakers that TED offers a warm, welcoming au-

<lience. But even so, there's a huge difference in impact between

those speakers who connect and those who unconsciously trig-

ger skepticism or boredom or dislike'

Uaplily, there are numerous ways to make that vital early con-

nection. Here are five suggestions:

I TED TALKS

MAKE EYE CONTACT, RIGHT FROM THE START

Humans are good at forming instant judgments about other hu-

mans. Friend or foe. Likable or unlikable. Wise or dull' Confi-

dent or tentative. The clues we use to make these sweeping judg-

ments are often shockingly light. The way someone dresses' How

they wa1k, or stand' Their facial expression' Their body language'

Their attentiveness.

Great speakers find a way of making an early connection with

their audience. It can be as simple as walking confidently on

stage, looking around, making eye contact with two or three peo-

Talk Tools: Connection

ple, and smiling. Take a look at the first few moments of Kelly
McGonigal's TED Talk on the upside of stress. "I have a confes-
sion to make." [she pauses, turrls, drops hands, gites a little smile]
"But first, I want YOU to make a little confession to rne:' [walks
forwardl 'In the past year" fiooks around intently;from face to
facel "I want you to just raise your hand if you've experienced
relatively little stress. Anyone?" [an enigmatic smile, which a few
moments later turns into a million-dollar smilel. There is instant
audience connection there.

Now, not all of us are as naturally fluent, relaxed, or beauti-
ful as Kelly. But one thing we can all do is make eye contact with
audience members and smile a little. It makes a huge difference.
The Indian artist Raghava KK maintains great eye contact, as
does Argentine democracy advocate Pia Mancini. Within sec-
onds of them starting, you just feel yourselfbeing reeled in.

There's a reason for this. Humans have evolved a sophisticated
ability to read other people by looking at their eyes. We can sub-
consciously detect the tiniest movement of eye muscles in some-
one's face and use it to judge not just how they are feeling, but
whether we can trust them. (And while we're doing that, they're
doing the same to us.)

Scientists have shown that just the act of two people staring at
each other will trigger mirror neuron activity that literally adopts
the emotional state of the other person. If I'm beaming, I will
make you smile inside. Just a bit. But a meaningful bit. If I'm ner-
vous, you'll feel a little anxious too. We look at each other, and
our minds sync.

And the extent to which our minds sync is determined in part
by how much we instinctively trust each other. The best tool to
engender that trust? Yup, a smile. A natural human smile. (Peo-
ple can detect fake smiles and immediately feel manipulated. Ron
Gutman gave a TED Talk on the hidden power of smiles. Itt well
worth 7Yz minutes of your time.)

t1=1



Eye contact, backed by an occasional warm smile, is an amaz-

ing technology that can transform how a talk is received' (It's a

shame, though, that it's sometimes undermined by another tech-

nology: stage lighting. Some lighting setuPs mean a speaker is

dazzled by bright spotlights and carlt even see the audience. Talk

to the event organizer about this ahead of time. Ifyoute on stage

and feeling disconnected, it's OK to ask for the house lights to be

raised or the stage lights dimmed a little.)
At TED, our number-one advice to sPeakers on the day of

their talk is to make regular eye contact with members of the au-

dience. Be warm. Be real. Be you. It oPens the door to them trust-

ing you, liking you, and beginning to share your passion.

When you walk onto the stage, you should be thinking about

one thing: your true excitement at the chance to share your pas-

sion with the peoPle sitting right there a few feet from you. Don't

rush in with your opening sentence. Walk into the light, Pick
out a couple ofpeople, look them in the eye, nod a greeting, and

smile. Then you're on Your waY.

I I-ED TALKS

A couple years ago, an eYent planner called me because I was

going to do a speaking event. And she said, "I'm really strug-

gling with how to write about you on the little flyer'" And I

Talk Tools: Connection I

thought, "Well, what's the struggle?" And she said, 'Well, I saw
you speak, and I'm going to call you a researcher, I think, but I'm
afraid ifI call you a researcher, no one will come, because they'll
think you're boring and irrelevant."

You love her already.
By the same logic, if you're feeling nervous, it can actually

work in your favor. Audiences sense it instantly and * far from
despising you as you may fear, the opposite happens - they begin
rooting for you. We often encourage speakers who look like they
may struggle with nerves to simply be ready, if necessary, to ac-
knowledge it. Ifyou feel yourselfchoking up, then pause. . . pick
up a bottle of water, take a sip, and just say what you're feeling.
"Hang in there a moment . . . As you can see, I'm feeling a little
nervous here. Normal service will be restored soonl' Likely as

not, you'll get a warm round of applause, and a crowd dying for
you to succeed.

Vulnerability can be powerful at any stage of a talk. One ofthe
most stunning moments witnessed on the TED stage came when
neurosurgeon and best-selling author Sherwin Nuland had just
completed a tour-de-force history of electroshock therapy, the
treatment for severe mental illness that involves sending electric
current directly through a patient's brain. He was knowledgeable
and funny, and he made it all seem interesting, if a little terrify-
ing. But then he stopped. "Why am I telling you this story at this
meeting?" He said he wanted to share something hed never spo-
ken or written about before. You could have heard a pin drop.

"The reason . . . is that I am a man who, almost thirty years
ago, had his life saved by two long courses of electroshock ther-
apyJ'Nuland went on to unveil his own secret history ofdebilitat-
ing depression, an illness that got so bad doctors were planning
to remove part of his brain. Instead, as a last resort, they tried

SHOW VULNERABILITY

One ofthe best ways to disarm an audience is to first reveal your

own 'r,r nerability. It's the equivalent of the tough cowboy walk-

ing into a saloon and holding his coat wide open to reveal no

weapons. Everyone relaxes.

Bren6 Brown gave a wonderful talk on vulnerability at TEDX-

Houston, and she began it appropriately.

I-" 
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electroshock therapy. And eventually, after twenty treatments, it
had worked.

By making himself so deeply r.ulnerable to the audience, he
was able to end his talk with extraordinary power.

I ve always felt that somehow I was an impostor because
my readers dont know what I have just told you. So one of
the reasons that I have come here to talk about this today is
to - frankly, selfishly- unburden myself and let it be known
that this is not an untroubled mind that has \ rritten all of these
books. But more importantly, I think, is the fact that a very sig-
nificant proportion of people in this audience are under thirty
and it looks to me like almost all of you are on the cusp of a
magnificent and exciting career. Anything can happen to you.
Things change. Accidents happen. Something from childhood
comes back to haunt you. You can be thrown off the track. . . If
I can find my way back from this, believe me, anybody can find
their way back from any adversity that exists in their lives. And
for those who are older, who haye lived through difficult times,
perhaps where they lost everything, as I did, and started out all
over again, some ofthese things will seem very familiar. There is
recovery, There is redemption. And there is resurrection.

This is a talk everyone should see. Sherwin Nuland passed
away in 2014, but his l'ulnerabiliry and consequent inspiration,
live on.

Willing to be vulnerable is one of the most powerful tools a
speaker can y/iel4. But as with anlthing powerful, it should be
handled with care. Bren6 Brown has seen a lot ofspeakers misin-
terpret her advice. She told me; "Formulaic or contrived personal
sharing leaves audiences feeling manipulated and often hostile
toward you and your message. Vulnerability is not overshar-
ing. Theret a simple equation: r,.ulnerability minus boundaries is

Talk Tbols: Connection l

not vulnerability. It can be anlthing from an attempt to hotwire
connection to attention-seeking, but it's not vulnerability and it
doesn t lead to connection. The best way I ve found to get clear on
this is to reaily examine our intentions. Is sharing done in service
ofthe work on stage or is it a way to work through our own stuff?
The former is powerful, the latter damages the confidence people
have in us."

Brown strongly recommends that you don't share parts of
yourself that you haven t yet worked through.

"rvl/e need to have owned our stories before sharing them is ex-
perienced as a gift. A story is only ready to share when the pre-
sentert healing and growth is not dependent on the audiencet
response to it."

Authentic mlnerability is powerful. Oversharing is not. If in
doubt, try your talk on an honest friend.

MAKE 'EM LAUGH _ BUT NOT SGIUIBM!

Concentrating on a talk can be hard work, and humor is a won-
derful way to bring the audience with you. Ifsophie Scott is right,
part of the evolutionary purpose of laughter is to create social
bonding. When you laugh with someone, you both feel you're on
the same side. Itt a fantastic tool for building a connection.

Indeed, for many great speakers, humor has become a super-
weapon. Sir Ken Robinson's talk on schools'failure to nurture
creativity, which as of zor5 had powered its way to 35 million
views on TED, was given on the final day ofthe conference. He
started like this. 'Itt been great, hasnt it? I've been blown away.
In fact, I'm leavingi' The audience giggled. And basically never
stopped. From that moment, he owned us. Humor hacks away
the main resistance to listening to a talk. By offering little gifts of

34
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laughter from the start, you are subtly informing your audience

. . . Come along for the ride, dear friends. It\ going to be a treat.

Audiences who laugh with you quickly come to likd you. And
ifpeople like you, theyte much readier to take seriously what you
have to say. Laughter blows open someone's defenses, and sud-

denly you have a chance to truly communicate with them.
There's another big benefit of laughter early in a talk. It's a

powerful signal that you're connecting. Monica Lewinsky told
me that the moment her nervousness went away during her TED
Talk was when the audience erupted with laughter. And if it's
a signal to the speaker, itb also a signal to everyone else in the
room. Laughter s ays, We as a group hate bonded with this speaker.

Everyone then pays more attention.
It's striking that some ofthe very best speakers spend a signifi-

cant portion of their talks building this connection, In Sir Ken's

case above, almost all of the first u minutes is a series of hilari-
ous education-related stories that do little to advance his main
idea, but instead create an extraordinary bond with the audience.

We're thinking: Tlris is SO much fun. I never thought education

could be such an engaging topic. You are such an appealing person

. . . I'd go with you anywhere. And when he eventually gets seri-
ous and moves into his main point about the loss of creativity in
schools, we're hanging on every word.

Likewise, in Bryan Stevenson's spellbinding talk about in-
justice, he spent the first quarter of his time on a single story
about how his grandmother had persuaded him never to drink.
The story ended hilariously, and suddenly we all felt deeply con-
nected to this man.

Caution: Successfully spending that much time on humorous
stories is a special gift, not recommended for most of us. But if
you can find just one short story that makes people smile, it may
unlock the rest ofyour talk.

Comic sci-fi author Rob Reid offered a very different fi>e of

Talk Tools: Conneclion I

humor: satire. His tone throughout was serious. He claimed to be
offering a sober analysis of 'topyright math:' But after a minute
or so, people began realizing that actually he was mocking the
absurdity of copyright laws that regarded every illegally down_
loaded song as the equivalent of stealing $15o,ooo. The giggles
started and quickly flared into guffaws.

Of course, it doesn't always work. One speaker at TED a few
years ago clearly thought he was being hilarious in telling a series
of ever more awkward stories about his ex-wife. Maybe a couple
of friends in the audience were chuckling. The rest of us were
cringing. On another occasion, a speaker tried to perform ev_
ery quotation in his talk in the accent he imagined the author
of the quote might have had. Perhaps his family found this to be
endearing. On a public stage, it was just embarrassing. (Unless
you're extremely talented, I strongly recommend avoiding ac-
cents, other than your own!)

Thirty years ago, speakers packed their talks with jokes based
on gender, race, and disability. Dont go there! The world has
changed.

Humor is a skilled art, and not everyone can do it. Ineffec_
tive humor is worse than no humor at all. Telling a joke that
you downloaded off the Internet will probably backfire. Indeed
jokes per se seem hackneyed, clumsy, and unsophisticated. What
youte looking for instead are hilarious-but-true stories that are
directly relevant to your topic or are an endearing, humorous use
oflanguage.

The funniest person on our team is Tom Rielly, who runs our
fellows program and for years gave a final wrap-up ofthe confer_
ence that skewered every speaker with wicked hilarity. Hereb his
advice:

r. Tell anecdotes relevant to your subject matter, \/here
humor is natural. The best humor is based on observation
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ofthings occurring around you and then exaggerating or
remixing them.

z. Have a funny remark ready if you flub your wofds,
the A/V goes awry, or if the clicker doesnt work. The
audience has been there and you instantly win their
sympathy.

3. Build humor into your visuals. You can also have the
humor be the contrast between what youte saying and
what youte showing. There are lots of great possibilities
for laughter.

4. Use satire, saying the opposite of what you mean, then
revealing your intent, though this is really hard to get
right.

5. Timing is critical. If there's a laughter moment, you have

to give it a chance to land. That may take the courage to
pause just for a moment. And to do so without it looking
like you're fishing for applause.

6. Very important: Ifyouie not funny, dont try to be funny.
'fest the humor on family or friends, or even a colleague.
Are they laughing? If not, change it or spike it.

Dangers (even in the hands of people blessed with the gift of
humor):

r. Off-color remarks and offensive language: Dont. Youte
not speaking at a late-night comedy club.

z. Limericks or other seemingly funny poetry
Puns
Sarcasm i

Going on too long
Any attempted humor based on religion, ethnicity,
gender identity, politics. Members of those communities
maybe can; outsiders definitely can t.

3
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All ofthese can work in the right circumstances but are fraught
with the possibility of bombing or causing offense. If the audi_
ence experiences either, itt hard to get them back.

If you plan to do a lot ofpublic speaking, it's really worth try-
ing to find your own brand ofhumor that works. And ifnot, don t
panic. It's not for everyone. There are plenty ofother ways to con_
nect.

PABK YOUR EGO

Would you want to trust your mind to someone who was com-
pletely full of himself? Nothing damages the prospects of a talk
more than the sense that the speaker is a blowhard. And if that
happens early on . . . look out.

I vividly remember a TED Talk from many years ago that be-
gan: "Before I became a living brand . . l' And there, right there,
you kner,^r' it wasnt going to end well. The speaker was on a high
after some recent major commercial success, and we were going
to hear about every last bit of it. Thatt the or.rly time at TED I re-
member a talk being interrupted by hisses. Flissesl Even if you
truly are a genius, a drop-dead-gorgeous athlete, and a fearless
leader, it's best to let your audience figure that out for themselves.

TED speaker Salman Khan put it beautifully:

Be yourself. The worst talks are the ones where someone is try-
ing to be someone they arent. Ifyou are generally goofy, then be
goofy. lfyou are emotional, then be emotional. The one excep,
tion to that is if you are arrogant and self-centered. Then you
should definitely pretend to be someone else.

Some speakers use humor to land a deliberate blow to their
egos.

Dan Pink, an accomplished speaker whose talk on motivation

ffi
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has ro million views and counting, walked onto the stage looking
just a bit overconfident arrd began speaking in a voice that was
just a tad too loud. But after his first few sentences, we were all in
his pocket. This is what he said:

I need to make a confession at the outset here. A little over
twenty years ago I did something that I regret, something that
I'm not particularly proud of, something that, in many ways, I
wish no one would ever know, but here I feel kind ofobliged to
reveal. In the late 198os, in a moment ofyouthful indiscretion, I
went to law school.

Brilliant. Now we liked him after all.
Self-deprecation, in the right hands, is a beautiful thing. Tony

Blair is a master at it, often using self-deprecation to win over po-
tentially hostile audiences. Once, before he was elected British
prime minister, he began to tell a story which, he said apologeti-
cally, might make people worry whether he was qualified to gov-
ern. He told of a visit to the Netherlands, where, at a meal with
dignitaries, he encountered a well-dressed woman in her fifties.
She asked him who he was. "Tony Blair."'And what do you do?"
"I lead the British Labour Party." He asked her who she was. "Be-
atrix." 'And what do you do?" [awkward pause] "I'm the queen."
Another speaker would have just name-dropped that hed had
dinner with the Queen of the Netherlands and lost the audience
before he started. By deliberately talking himself down, Blair won
laughter, affection, and trust.

Ego emerges in lots of ways that may be truly invisible to a

speaker who's used to being the center of attention:

. Name-dropping

. Stories that seem designed only to show off

. Boasting about your or your company's achievements

'falk Tools; Connection I

Making the talk all about you rather than an idea others
can use.

I could tell you to go back to basics and to remember that the
purpose of your talk is to gift an idea, not to self-promote. But
even then you might miss it. It can be hard to see from the inside-
Every leader needs someone she can count on for raw, honest
feedback. Someone whot not afraid to upset or offend ifneed be.
If you're feeling proud ofwhat you've recently accomplished, itt
important to try out your talk on that trusted person, and then
give them the chance to say, "That was great in parts. But hon-
estly? You come over a little full ofyourselfi,

TELL A STORY

Our ffrst project .. . was where we Italians decided to teach
Zambiai people how to grow food. So we arrived there with

Storltelling is so important that the entire next chapter is dedi_
cated to it, but one of its most important functions is to build
connection r r'ith the audience.

Wete born to love stories. They are instant generators ofinter_
est, empathy, emotion, and intrigue. They can brilliantly estab-
lish the context of a talk and make people care about a topic.

Powerful stories can appear at any stage ofa talk. A great way
to open. A great way to illustrate in the middle. And sometimes,
though less often, a great way to end.

Ernesto Sirolli wanted to give a talk about a better approach to
development aid in Africa. If you're going to take on a tough sub-
ject like that, itt a very good idea to connect with the audience
first. Heret how he did it.

L'l
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Italian seeds in southern Zambia in this absolutely magnificent

valley going down to the Zarnbezi Rivet and we taught the 1<r-

cal people how to grow Italian tomatoes and zucchini and . . .

And ofcourse the local people had absolutely no interest in do-

ing that . . . And we were amazed that the local people, in such a

fertile valley, would not have any agriculture. But instead of ask-

ing them how come they were not growing anything, we simply
said, "Thank God we're here. Just in the nick of time to save the

Zambian people from starYation." And of course, everlthing in
Africa grew beautifully. We l.rad these magni{icent tomatoes . . .

And we could not believe, and we were telling the Zambians,

"Look how easy agriculture isl' When the tomatoes were nice

and ripe and red, overnight, some two hundred hippos came

out from the river and they ate everything. And we said to the

Zambians, "My God, the hippos!" And the Zambians said, "Yes,

that's why we have no agriculture here."

When you can pull together humor, self-deprecation, and in-
sight into a single story, you have yourself a winning start.

The stories that can generate the best connection are stories

about you personally or about people close to you. Tales of fail-
ure, awkwardness, misfortune, danger, or disastet told authenti-

cally, are often the moment when listeners shift from plain vanilla
interest to deep engagement. They have started to share some of
your emotions. They have started to care about you. They have

started to like you.
But be careful. Some stories can come over as boastful or emo-

tionally manipulative. When you explain the amazing way you

turned a problem into a thrilling success, far from connecting,
you may actually turn people off. When you pull the photograph

of your eldest son from your jacket pocket right at the end of
your talk, declare that het been diagnosed with a terminal illness,

and say that your talk is devoted to him, you may make your au-

dience more uncomfortable than sympathetic.

Talk Tools: Connection

AH, POLITICS

I cant end this chapter without lamenting the biggest killer of
connection: tribal thinking. Whether in politics, religion, or race,
people who are part of a community that has rejected wholesale
the ideas you want to articulate, are, to say the least, a chalieng-
ing audience.

Did my reference above to Tony Blair make you angry at me?
After years in power, and especially because of his support for
the war in Iraq, he became hated by some to the point where
just mentioning his name raised their stress levels. For them, the
example above will have seemed poorly chosen. Its explanatory
purpose will have been ignored.

Politics can do this. And so can religion. Some views are held
so deeply that if a speaker seems to be threatening them, people
go into a different mode. Instead oflistening, they shut down and
smolder.

This is a very big problem. One of the most consequential
pieces of public speaking in recent times has been the presen-
tation Al Gore began making in 2oo5 that was turned into the
documentary An Inconvenient Truth, proclairning a global cli-
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The guideline here is just to be authentic. Is that the real you
telling this story? A good test is to imagine whether you would
tell this story to a group ofold friends. And ifso, how. Friends are
good detectors of the inauthentic. And so are audiences. Be real,
and you won t go too far wrong.

And that advice applies to this entire chapter on connection.
I've sometimes described these suggestions as tools or techniques.
Itt important they don t come over that way. They need to be part
of an authentic desire to connect. You're a human. your listeners
are humans. Think of them as friends. And just reach out.



mate crisis. He made powerful use of every talk techniqrre you

:;; t;;;t;", ."mpelling slides' careful logic' eloquence' humor'

ou.riona"te advocacy, devastating mockery of opposi ng.,views'

ffi.",^"i.,. " 
;;;;; o"*"'al stoiv about his daughter' when he

aave the presentation at a special of[-the-record session of TED'

i,;ffi;t;;;".t"a tn" ut'"t of manv particiPants'Persuad-

il:;;;;;:ilcl in their lobs and work full-time on climate is-

sues,"*-ih... *". one problem' though' AI Gore was a politician in a

.o,r.riry ,fru.pty divided on partisan lines' Our partisan instincts

t,ritJ .r.u.-i-pregnable barriers against propaganda f11m the

other side. Half of the country connected more deeply with Gore

than ever, embra ced An lnconvenient Truth' and had their world-

;;;, p;;*;"."tly altered' The other half never connected at all'

in.V Jt-pfy shut it out' The very fact that it was Gore the poli-

tician making the case meant that it couldnt be true' A decade

later, the climate issue was as politicized as ever' What should be

u *utt". of r.i".rce had tragically become a test of political align-

ment. (Itt possible the same thing would have trappened on the

i"riii Jt.r.'an.ney or Karl Rove had led the charge on a major

slobal issue.)
"'i;. t;;i.,,y of our political (and religious) nonconversations

is a true tragedy of the modern world' When people aren't pre-

f"t.d o, realcly io listen, communication cant happen'
' ffyo, wu.,i to .each people who radically disagree-with you'

your only chance is to Put vourself in their shoes as best you can'

bo.,t or" lut grruge that may trigger tribal responses' Start with a

visionoftheworlclasseenthroughtheireyes.And-useeveryone
of th" tool, described here to build a connection based on your

shared humanitY.
Happily, mosi speaking opportunities are with fundarnentally

w"l.o-l.rg uodiences' You should readily be able to make a con-

,r..tio., -ittt tt "m. 
And then your talk can truly shine'
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Talk Too-Ls

EXPLANATION
How to Explain Tough ConcePts

Harvard psychologist Dan Gilbert came to TED with a daunting

task. In just a single short talk, he planned to explain a sophisti-

cated concept called "synthesized happiness" and why it led us to

make wildly inaccurate predictions about our own futures.

Let's see how he set about it. Heret how he begins:

When you have zr minutes to speak, two million years seems

like a really long time.

An opening line anchored in the here and now, but immedi-
ately creating intrigue.

But evolutionarily, two million years is nothing. And yet in two

million years, the human brain has nearly tripled in mass, going

from the one-and-a-quarter-pound brain of our ancestor here,

IHomo] habilis, to the xlmost three-pound meatloaf that every-

bocly here has between their ears. What is it about a big brain

that nature was so eager for every one of us to have one?

Do you t'eel a little spark of curiosity? Thatt the first steP to a

successfuI explanation. Once a mind is intrigued, it opens up. It
wanfs new ideas.

Gilbert continues to tease:

Well, it turns out when brains triple in size, they don't iust get

three times bigger; they gain new structures. And one of the

nrain reasons our brain got so big is because it got a new part,

Talk Tools: Explanation

called . . . the prefrontal cortex. What does a prefrontal cortex
do for you that should justifu the entire architectural overhaul of
the human skull in the blink of evolutionary time?

While continuing to stoke our curiosity, Gilbert just slotted in
the first concept he'll be building on: prefrontal cortex.

One of the most important things it does: it's an experience
simulator. Pilots practice in flight simulators so that they dont
make real mistakes in planes. Human beings have this marvel-
ous adaptation that they can actually have experiences in their
heads before they try them out in real life. This is a trick that
none ofour ancestors could do, and that no other animal can do
quite like we can. Itt a marvelous adaptation. It's up there with
opposable thumbs and standing upright and language as one of
the things that got our species out ofthe trees and into the shop-
ping mall.

Slipped in along with the humor, we get another cool new
concept. Experience simulator. That's a key building block. It was
dropped into place courtesy of a simple metaphor, the flight sim-
ulator. We already know what that is, so it's possible to imagine
what an experience simulator might be. But could it be made
clearer with an example? Yes, it could:

Ben alrd lerry's doesn't have liver-and-onion ice cream, and it's
not because they whipped some up, tried it, and went, yrrck. It's
because, without leaving your armchair, you can simulate that
flavor and say yuck before you make it.

A single vivid example of the simulator in action, and you to-
tally get it. But now the talk takes an intriguing twist.

Lett see how your experience simulators are wqrking. Let's just
run a quick diagnostic before I proceed with the rest of the talk.
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Here are two dit'ferent futures that I invite you to contemplate.

You can try to simulate them and tell rne which one you think
you might prefer. One of them is \/inning the lottery. And the
other is becoming paraplegic.

'I'he audicnce is laughing, but a little nervously, wondering
what! to corne. And what's to come is a truly astonishing slide.

Gilbert shows us data suggesting that, one year after winning the
lottery or becoming a paraplegic, both groups are a ctlually equally
hctppy. What?l That cant be right. This cool new concept of the
experience sirnulator has suddenly taken you to a place you didnt
expcct. A baffling place. The facts you're presented with make
no sense. Youie experiencing a knowledge gap and your mind is

craving tl.rat it be filled.
So Gilbert proceecls to fill it, by offering another new concept.

'Ihc research that rny laboratory has been doing . . . has revealed

sornetl.ring rcally qlrite startling to us, something we call the im-
pact bias, which is the tendency for the simulator to work badly
. . . to rnake you believe that different outcomes are more differ-
cnt than irl farct they really are.

By putting a name on tt* impact bias - the mystery some-

how becomes rnore believable. But our curiosity is burning more

brightly than ever in its attempt to bridge this gaP. Can it really
be the case that we could mispredict our future happiness levels

to this clegree? Gilbert taps into that vein ofcuriosity to unveil his

key concept.

F'ror1r field studies to ltboratory studies, we see that winning
or losir.rg an election, gaining or losing a romantic partner,

getting or not getting a promotion, passing or not passing a

college test, on artd on, have far less impact, less intensity, and

much less drlration thirn people expect them to have. This al-

most floors nle*a recent study showing how major life trau-
mas affect people suggests that, if it happened oyer three
months ago, with only a few exceptions, it has no impact
whatsoever on your happiness.

Why? Because happiness can be synthesized! . . . Human be-
ings have something that we might think of as a psychologi-
cal immune system. A system of cognitive processes, largely
nonconscious cognitiye processes, that help them change their
views of the world so that they can feel better about the worlds
in which they find themselves.

There it is, synthetic happiness explained. It's been built on the
concepts of prefrontal cortex, experience simulator, and, impact
bias. And, to make it clear, Gilbert uses another metaphor, that
of the immune system. You already know what an immune sys-
tem is, so to think of this as a psychological immune system is
easy. The concept is1 not delivered in a single leap but piece by
piece, and with metaphors to guide and show how the pieces fit
together.

But perhaps we're still not fully believing it. So Gilbert encour-
ages us that he really does mean what he seems to be saying by
giving a series of examples of peoplet psychological immune sys-
tems at work:

A disgraced politician who is grateful for his fall,
A falsely convicted inmate who describes his thirty-seven
years in jail as "a glorious experience,"
And Pete Best, the Fab Fourt rejected drummer, who fa-
mously said, "I'm happier than I would have been with the
B eatles."

The examples really drive his point home. Gilbert goes on to
show how this phenomenon can- be observed everywhere, and

Talk Tools: Explanation l
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how yorL carn live a wiser, happier life if you take it into ac-

count. After all, why do we chase happiness when we have the
capacity within ourselves to manufacture the very commodity
we crave?

l)ut alreacly wdve seen enor.rgh to reveal the core elements of a
masterful exphnation. Lett recap:

Step r. He started right where we were. Both literally,
"When you have zr minutes to speak...," and conceptu-
ally, without daunting trssumptions about our knowledge of
psychology or neuroscience.

Step u. He lit a fire called curiosity. Curiosity is what
nrakes people ask why? ancl how? It's the feeling that some-

thing cloesr.r't quite make sense. That there's a knowledge
gap tl'rat has to be closecl. '['his happened right at the start
and then r.vas dialcd up clramatically with his unexpected

clata about paraplegics and Iottery winners.

Step 3. I-Ie brought in concepts one by one. You cant un-
clerstand thc mtrin concept without first being introduced
to the pieces on which it depends, in this case prefrontal
cortex, experience simulirtot and in.rpact bias.

Step 4. He used metaphors. It took rnetaphors like the

flight simulator and the psychological immune system to
rnake clear wl-rat lre was talking about. For an explanation
to be satisfying it has to take puzzling facts and build a con-

ncction from theln to someonet exlsllng mental model
of the worlcl. Metaphors and analogies are the key tools

neeclcc{ to do this. They help shape the explanation until fi-
nally it snaps into place with a satisfying ahal

Talk Tools: Explanation I

Step 5. He used examples. Little stories, like that of pete

Best, help lock the explanation into place. This is like saying
to the brain: You think you understand this idea? Then apply
it to these facts. lf it fi*, you've got this figured out.

At the end of his explanation, our mental model of the world
has been upgraded. itt richer, deeper, truer. A better reflection of
reality.

Explanation is the act that consciously adds a new element to
someonet mental model or reorders existing elements in a more
satisfying way. If, as I have suggested, the goal dfa great talk is to
build an idea inside someone's mind, then explanation is the es-
sential tool for achieving that goal.

Many of the best TED Talks achieve their greatness through
masterful explanation. And there's a beautiful word for the gift
they give: Understanding, We can define it as the upgrading ofa
worldview to better reflect reality.

There is evidence from numerous diverse sources, from neu,
roscience to psychology to educational theory, that this is how
understanding must happen. It's built as a hierarchy, with each
layer supplying the elements that construct the next layer. We
start with what rve know, and we add bits piece by piece, with
each part positioned by using already understood language,
backed by metaphors and examples. The metaphors, perhaps lit-
erally, reveal the 'thape" of the new concept so that the mind
knows how to slot it in effectively. Without this shaping, the con-
cepts can't be put in place, so a key part of planning a talk is to
have the balance right between the concepts you are introducing
and the examples and metaphors needed to make them under-
standable.

Lexicographer Erin McKean offers this as a nice example of
the power of metaphor.

l*1
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Ifyou were giving a talk about JavaScript to a general audience,
you could explain that people otten have a mental model of a
colllputet program as being ir set of instructions, executed one

atter another. Ilut in Jirvascript, instructions can be asynchro-

noas, which means that you can't be conlident that line five
will always happen after line four. Imagine if you were getting

dressecl in the morning and it was possible to put your shoes on
before your jeans (or your jeans on before your underpants)!
That can happen in Javascript.

A single-sentence metaphor and: c/lckl the light comes on.
If the core of yor.rr talk is explaining a powerful new idea, it

is helpful to tisk: What do you assume your audience already
knows? What will be your connecting theme? What are the con-
cepts necessary to builcl your explanation? And what metaphors
and examples will you use to reveal those concepts?

THE CURSE OF KNOWLEDGE

Unfbrtunately, this isnt that easy. We all suffer from a cognitive
bias tbr which economist Robin Hogarth coined the term "the

curse of knowledgeJ'In a nutshell, we find it hard to remember
what it feels like nol to know something that we ourselves know
well. A physicist lives and breathes subatomic particles and may
assume thart everyone else of course knows what a charm quark
is. I was shockecl in a recent cocktail-party discussion to hear a

talented young novelist ask: "You keep using the term 'natural se-

lection.'What exactly do you mean by that?" I thought everyone

with half an education understood the basic ideas of evolution. I
was wrong,

In The Sense of Style: The Thinking Person\ Guide to Writing
in the 21st Centr.try, Steven Pinker suggests that overcoming the

Talk Tools: Explanation

curse of knowledge may be the single most important require-
ment in becoming a clear writer. If it's true about writing, when
readers have a chance to pause and reread a sentence several
times before continuing, then itt even more true about speak-
ing. Pinker suggests that simply being conscious ofthis bias is not
enough. You have to expose your drafts to friends or colleagues
and beg for ruthless feedback on anything they don't understand.
The same is true for talks, and especially those talks that seek to
explain something complex. First share a draft script with col-
leagues and friends. Then try it out in front ofa private audience.
And specifically ask the questions, Did that make sense? Was any-
thing confusing?

I've long admired Pinkert ability to explain our minds' mach-
inations, so I asked him for some more guidance here. He told
me that, for true understanding to take place, the fi;Jl hierarchical
structure of an idea must be communicated.

A major finding of cognitive psychology is that long-term
memory depends on coherent hierarchical organization ofcon-
tent - chunks within chunks within chunks. A speaker's chal-
lenge is to use the fundamentally one-dimensional medium of
speech (one word after another) to convey a multidimensional
(hierarchical and cro.ssJinking) structure. A speaker begins
with a web of ideas in his head, and by the very nature oflan-
guage he has to convert it into a string ofwords.

This takes great care, right down to individual sentences and
how they link. A speaker has to be sure that listeners know how
each sentence relates logically to the preceding one, whether the
relationship is similarity, contrast, elaboration, exemplification,
generalization, before-and-after, cause, effect, or violated expec-
tation. And they must know whether the point they are now pon-
dering is a digression, a part ofthe main argument, an exception
to the main argument, and so on.

\ "l
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If you irnagine the structlrre of an explanatory talk as a cen-
tral throughline with other parts connected to it - anecdotes,
exar.nples, arnplifications, digressions, clarifications, etc.*then
overall that structLlre may look like a tree. The throughline is the
trunk, anci the branches irre the varrious pieces attached to it. But
tbr trndcrstancling to take plirce, it\ crucial the listener knows
where she is on thart tree.

'I'l.ris is otten where the curse of knowledge strikes hardest.
Er.ery sentence is understandable, but the speaker forgets to show
how they link together. Ib him, it's obvious.

[{ere'.s a simple example. A speaker says:

Chimpanzees have vastly greater strength than humans. Hu-
rnans learnecl how to use tools to arnplify tl.reir natural strength.

O['course, chimpanzees also use tools.

And trn audience is left confused. What is the point being
macle here? Mirybe the speaker was trying to argue that tools
r.nlrtter more than strength but didrit want to imply that chim-
panzees never use tools. Or that chimpanzees are now capable of
learning how to amplify their already greater strength. The three
sentences dorit connect, and the result is a muddle. The above

sl.rould have been replaced with one of these:

Although chimpanzees have vastly greater strength than hu-
nrirns, humans are much better tool users. And those tools have

irrnplified htrman'.s natural strength far beyond that of chimpan-
zeesl

Or (and with a very clift'erent meaning),

Chimpanzees have vastly greater strength than humans. And
now we've discovered that they also use tools. They could use

those tools b learn how to amplify their natural strength.

What tl.ris nreans is that some of the most important elements

Talk lools: Explanation l

in a talk are the little phrases that give clues to the talk,s overall
structure: 'Although . . ." "One recent example . . l, ,,On the other
hand . . l' "Let's build on that . . ." "playing devilt advocate for a
moment ..." "I must just tell you two stories that amplify this
findingJ' 'As an aside . . l' 'At this point you may object that . . l,
"So, in summary. . ."

Equally important is the precise sequencing of sentences and
concepts so that understanding can build naturally. In sharing
early drafts of this book there were countless occasions when
people pointed out, "i think I get it. But it would be much clearer
if you switched these two paragraphs and explained the link be-
tween them a little better." It's important to achieve clarity in a
book, and it's even more important to have clarity in a talk. Ul-
timately, your best bet is to recruit help frorn people new to the
topic, because they will be best at spotting the gaps.

TED speaker Deborah Gordon, who explained how ant colo_
nies can teach us crucial networkir.rg ideas, told me that the quest
for explanation gaps was a crucial part of talk preparation:

A talk isn't a container or a bin that you put content in, it,s a pro
cess, a trajectory. The goal is to take the listener from where he
is to someplace new. That means trying to make the sequence
so stepwise that no ohe gets lost along the way. Not to be gran-
diose, but ifyou could fly and you wanted someone to fly with
you, you would take their hand and take offand not let go, be_
cause once the person drops, that's itl I rehearsed in front of
friends and acquaintances who knew nothing about the topic,
asking them where they were puzzled or what they wondered
about, hoping that by filling those gaps for them I d be filling
the same gaps for other people.

It's especially important to do a jargon check. Any techni,
cal terms or acronyms that may be unfamiliar to your listeners
should be eliminated or explained. Nothing frustrates an audi-
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ence firore than to hear a 3-minute discussion of TLAs when
they have no ide:r what 'ILAs are.* Maybe one such transgression
can be handled, but when jargon terms pile up, people simply
switch off-

I am /ro, advocating that everything be explained on a level ap-
propriate for sixth-graders. At TED we have a guideline based on
Einstein's dictum, "Make everything as simple as it can be. But no
simplerl'f You dont want to insult your audiencet intelligence.
Sometimes specialist terms are essential. For most audiences,
you dorit have to spell out that DNA is a speciai molecule that
carries unique genetic information. And you dont have to over-
explain. Indeecl, the best explainers sayjust enough to let people
feel like they're coming up with the idea for themselves. Their
strategy j.s to bring in the new concept and describe its shape just
enough so that the prepared minds of the audience can snap it
into place for themselves. Thatt time-efficient for you and deeply
satisfying for them. By the end of the talk they're basking in the
glow of their owrr smarts.

FROM EXPLANATION TO EXCITEMENT

There's one other key explanation tool. Before you try to build
your idea, consider making clear what it isn'f. You'll notice I've
usecl that technique in this book already, for example, by dis-
cussing talk styles that don't work before going on to those that
do. If an explanation is building a small mental model in a large
space of possibilities, it's helpful first to reduce the size of that
space. By ruling out plausible possibilities you make it a lot eas-

ier for yotrr truclience to close in on what it is you have in mind.

' TLA = Three I-etter Acronym

t lt's not clcar he siid it in exactly those words, but the idea is credited to him.

Talk Tools: Explanatior'l

When, for instance, neuroscientist Sandra Aamodt wanted
to explain why mindfulness was helpful for dieting, she said:
"I'm not saying you need to learn to meditate or take up yoga.
I'm talking about mindful eating: learning to understand your
bodyt signals so that you eat when you're hungry and stop when
you're fulll'

Superb TED Talk explainers include Hans Rosling (revela-
tory animated charts), David Deutsch (outside-the-box scientific
thinking), Nancy Kanwisher (accessible neuroscience), Steven
Johnson (where ideas come from), and David Christian (history
on a grand canvas). I thoroughly recommend them all. They each
build inside you something new and powerful that you will value
forever.

Ifyou can explain something well, you can use that ability to
create real excitement in your audience. Bonnie Bassler is a sci-
entist working on how bacteria communicate with each other.
She gave a talk that dove into some pretty complex but mind-
blowing research her lab had been undertaking. By helping us
understand it, she opened up a world of intriguing possibilities.
Heret how.

She started by making the talk relevant to us. After all, itt not a
given that anyone in the audience actually cared that much about
bacteria. So she began like this:

I know you guys think of yourself as humans, and this is sort
ofhow I think ofyou. There's about a trillion human cells that
make each one of us who we are and able to do all the things
that we do, but you have ten trillion bacterial cells in you or on
you at any moment in your life. So, ten times more bacterial
cells than human cells on a human being . . . These bacteria are
not passive riders, they are incredibly important; they keep us
alive. They cover us in an invisible body armor that keeps en-
vironmental insults out so that we stay healthy. They digest our
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foocl, they make our vitamins, they actually educate your im-
mune system to keep bad microbes out. So they do all these

.rmazing things that help us and are vital for keeping us aliye,
arld they never get irny press for that.

OK. Now it's personal. These bugs matter to us. Next, an unex-
pected question stirs our curiosity:

'['he <luestion we had is how could they do an]thing at all? I
mcan, they're incredibly small; you have to have a microscope
to see one.'I'hey live this sort ofboring Iife where they grow and

clivide, and they've always been considered to be these asocial,
rcclusiyc organisms. And so it seemccl to us that tltey are just
too snrirll to have an impact on the environment if they simply
act as incliviciuals,

'fhis is gettir]g intriguing. Shet going to tell us that somehow
bacteria hunt in pircks? I'm eager to know more! Bonnie then
takes tLs or.r a cletective\ investigation through various clues that
point to holv barcteria must act in concert. Thereb an amazing
story about a bioluminescent squid that uses the synced-up be-
havior oI bacteria to make itself invisible. And finally we get to
her discovery of how invasive bacteria might iaunch an attack on
a hurnan. They cant do it individually. Instead, they emit a com-
rnunication molecule. As more bacteria multiply in your body,
the concentration of this molecule increases until suddenly they
all "know" collectively that there are enough of them to attack,
arnd they all begin emitting toxins at the same time. Itt called
quorum sensing. Wowl

Shc said this discovery opened up new strategies for fighting
bacteria. Don't kill them, just cut their communication channels.

With antibiotic immunity spreading, that is a truly exciting con-
cept.
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Then she ended her talk by teasing up an even broader impli,
cation:

I would argue . . . that this is the invention of multicellularity.
Bacteria have been on the earth for billions ofyears; humans, [a]
couple hundred thousand. We think bacteria made the rules for
how multicellular organization works . . . if we can figure them
out in these primitive organisms, the hope is that they will be
applied to other human diseases and human behaviors as well.

At every stage of Bonnie's talk, each piece was carefully built
only on what came before. There was not a single piece ofjargon
that wasn't explained. And that gave her the ability to open new
doors of possibility for us. It was complex sciepce, but it got our
nonexpert audience wildly excited, and at the end, much to her
astonishment, we all stood and applauded her.

You cant give a powerful new idea to an audience unless you
can learn how to explain. That can only be done step by step, fu_
eled by curiosity. Each step builds on what the listener already
knows. Metaphors and examples are essential to revealing how
an idea is pieced together. Beware the curse of knowledgel you
must be sure you're not making assumptions that will lose your
audience. And when you've explained something special, excite,
ment and inspiration will follow close behind.
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Preparation Process

VISUALS
Those Slides Hurt!

In the twenty-first century we have the ability to supplement the
spoken word with a dazzling array of technologies that, done
right, may take a talk to a whole new level. Photographs, illus-
trations, elegant t)?ography graphs, infographics, animation,
video, audio, big data simulations - all can dial up both the ex-

planatory power of a talk and its aesthetic appeal.

Despite this, the first question to ask yourself is whether you
actually need any of it. It's a striking fact that at least a third of
TED's most viewed talks make no use of slides whatsoever.

How can that be? Surely a talk plus images is always going
to be more interesting than just a talk? Well no, actually. Slides

move at least a little bit of attention away from the speaker and

onto the screen. If the whole power of a talk is in the personal

connection between speaker and audience, slides may actually
get in the way of that.

Now, it is certainly not the case that there is a zero-sum atten-

tion tradeoff between screen and speaker. What is being shown
onscreen often occupies a different mental category than what
is being said. Aesthetic versus anal)'tical, for example. Nonethe-
less, if the core of your talk is intensely personal, or ifyou have

other devices for livening up your talk-like humor or vivid sto-

ries - then you may do better to forget the visuals and just focus

on speaking personally to the audience.

['l
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And for every speaker, the following is true: Having no slides

at all is better than bad slides.
Having said that, the majority of talks do benefit from great

slides, and for some talks, the visuals are the absolute difference

between success and failure.
TED was originally a conference devoted purely to technol-

ogy, entertainment, and design, and the presence of designers

qr.ickly fo"t.red the expectation that slides would be elegant and

impactful. Arguably, that tradition is a core reason why TED

Talks took off.
So what are the key elements to strong visuals?

They fall ilrto three categories:

. Revelation

. Explanatory Power

. Aesthetic appeal

Lett handle those in turn.

REVEALI

The most obvious case for visuals is simply to show something

that's hard to describe. Presenting the work of most artists and

photographers of course depends on doing this' An explorer re-

vealing a voyage or a scientist unveiling a discovery can also use

visuals in this waY.

Edith Widder was Part of the team that first captured the giant

squid on video. When she came to TED, her entire talk was built
around that moment of revelation. When the incredible creature

eventually appeared onscreen, the audience nearly iumped out of

its skin. But use of images for revelation doesrit have to be as dra-

matic. The key is to set the context, Prime the audience, and then

Preparation Process: Visuals I

. . . BAM!Letthe visuals work their magic. Run them full-screen,
with minimal adornment.

EXPLAIN!

A picture is worth a thousand words (even though it takes words
to express that concept). Often the best explanations happen
when words and images work together. Your mind is an inte-
grated system. Much of our world is imagined visually. If you
want to really explain something new, often the simplest, most
powerful way is to show and tell.

But for that to work, there needs to be a compelling fit be-
tween what you tell and what you show. Sometimes a speaker
will hit the audience with a slide of immense complexity. per-
haps he is unconsciously trying to impress with the sheer scope
and nuance of his work. As he continues churning out the words,
the audience is desperately scanning the slide, trlng to figure
out how to match what is being said with what they are look-
ing at.

The key to avoiding this is to limit each slide to a single core
idea. Some speakers, and especially scientists, seem to have the
unconscious operating assumption that they should minimize
the number of slides, therefore cramming a ton of data onto each
one. This may have been true in days when slides were physical
things that you had to load into a slide projector. Today, though,
the cost often slides is the same as the cost ofone. The only thing
thatt limited is the time you have to deliver your talk. So an
overly complex slide that might take 2 minutes to explain could
be replaced with three or four simpler slides that you can click
through in the same amount of time.

TED's Tom Rielly speaks about the need to manage cognitive
load:

48
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With a talk and slides you have two streams of cognitive output
running in parallel. The speaker needs to blend both streams
into a master mix. Talking about theoretical physics has a high
cognitive load. So does a slide with dozens of elements. In these
circumstances, the audience membert brain has to decide
whether to focus on your words, your slides, or both, and itt
mostly involuntary. So you must design \ rhere attention is go-
ing and make sure a high cognitive load on a slide doesnt fight
with what youte saying.

Similarly, it doesn't make sense to leave a slide onscreen once
you ve finished talking about it. Here's Tom again.

Just go to a blank, black slide and then the audience will get a
vacation from images and pay more attention to your words.
Then, when you go back to slides, they will be ready to go back
to work.

If your goal is one key idea per slide, then it makes sense to
consider whether anything more can be done with a slide to
highlight the point it is trying to make. This is especially true
with graphs and charts. If you're talking about how rainfall in
February is always greater than in October, and you show a graph
ofannual rainfall, why not give the audience the gift ofhighlight-
ing February and October in different colors?

And if you then go on to make a comparison between March
and November, do that with a separate build or on a separate
slide with those months differentiated. Dont leave it all crammed
on one slide.

David McCandless is a master at turning data into under-
standing by the use of elegant slides. At TEDGlobal in zoro, for
example, he showed two slides. The first was titled wHo HAs
THE BrGcEsr MrLrrARy BUDGET? It showed ten squares of
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different sizes, each square representing a country, in proportion
to the size of their budgets. The US, of course, was the largest
by far.

The second slide, however, showed squares representing mili-
tary budget as a percentage of GDP. And suddenly the US is in
eighth place, behind Myanmar, Jordan, Georgia, and Saudi Ara-
bia. In just two slides, your worldview is sharpened dramatically.

Other speakers still seem to believe that you enhance the ex-
planatory power of your slides by filling them with words, often
the same words that they plan to utter. Nothing could be farther
from the truth. Those classic PowerPoint slide decks with a head-
line followed by multiple bullet points of long phrases are the sur-
est single way to lose an audience's attention altogether. The rea-
son is that the audience reads ahead of the speaker, and by the
time the speaker covers a specific point, it feels old hat. When
we see speakers come to TED with slide decks like this, we pour
them a drink, go and sit with them at a computer monitot and
gently ask their permission to delete, delete, delete. Maybe each

bullet point becomes its own slide; many phrases are reduced to
a single phrase; they're replaced by an image; or they are deleted
altogether.

The point is there is no value in simply repeating in text what
you are saying on stage. Conceivably, if you are developing a
point over a couple of minutes, it may be worth having a word or
a phrase onscreen to remind people ofthe topic at hand. But oth-
erwise, words on the screen are fighting your presentation, not
enhancing it.

Even when a text slide is simple, it may be indirectly stealing
your thunder. Instead ofa slide that reads: A black hole is an ob-
ject so massive that no light can escapefrom ir, you'd do better with
one that reads: How black is a black hole? Then you d give the in-
forrnation from that original slide in spoken form. That way, the
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slide teases the audience's curiosity and makes yotr word's more

interesting, not less.

When you think about it, it's fairly simPle. The main Purpose
of visuals cant be to communicate words; your mouth is per-

fectly good at doing that. It's to share things your mouth cant do

so well: photographs, video, animations, key data'

Used this way, the screen can explain in an instant what might

take hours otherwise. At TED, our favorite proponent of explan-

atory visuals is Hans Rosling. Back in zoo6, he unveiled an ani-

mated graphic sequence that lasted just 48 seconds' But in those

48 seconds he transformed everyonet mental model ofthe devel-

oping world. And here's the thing: If you haven't seen it, I can't ac-

tually explain it to you. To try would take several paragraphs, and

even then I wouldrlt be close. That's the whole point' lt had tobe

shown on a screen. So next time you're near a computer' Google

"Hans Rosling: The best stats youve ever seenl'Watch and mar-

vel. (The 48-second clip starts at 4:o5')
Not everyone can be a Hans Rosling. But everyone can at least

ask themselves the question, Are visuals key to explaining what I
want to say? And, if so, how do I best combine them with my words

so that they're working powerfully together?

I TED TALK$

DELIGHT!

An often overlooked contribution ofvisuals is their ability to give

a talk immense aesthetic aPPeal.

It amazes me that visual artists will often restrict $/hat they

show to just a tiny fraction of their work. Yes, concepts in a talk

need to be limited. But images? Not so much. The mistake is to

assume that you have to explain every image' You dont' If you

had invited a prized audience into your own vast exhibition hall

to see your work, but you only had time to focus on a single gal-
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lery, you would nonetheless first lead them quickly through the
rest ofthe hall, if only to take their breath away and expand their
understanding of your broader body of work. With images, a
5-second viewing, even without any accompanying words, can
have impact. Ifit's so easy to offer such a gift to the audience, why
withhold it?

There are numerous \ r'ays to structure a talk that can allow
moments of visual indulgence that will significantly increase the
audience's sense of delight, even when the topic itself isn't neces-
sarily beautiful.

The designer and TED Fellow Lucy McRae packed dozens of
intriguing, gorgeous images and videos into her talk, all of which
generated their own sense of wonder - even when she was talk-
ing about body odor.

Likewise, the graphic style of a presentation, v/ith elegant font
choices, illustrations, and/or custom animations, can make it ir-
resistible.

These are some core principles. But with visuals, the devil is ln
the details. To take us a little deeper, let me invite back to the page
Tom Rielly, a man for whom bad visuals are a source of physical
pain. Tom, over to you!

Tom Rielly writes:

Great! Let's start with the tools you'll use.

As of zo16, there are three main presentation tools: PowerPoint,
Keynote (for Mac), and Prezi. PowerPoint is ubiquitous, though
I find Keynote easier to use, and with better tlAography and
graphics. Prezi (in which TED was an early investor) offers an al-

I
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ternative mode in which, instead of a linear succession of slides,

you move around a two-dimensional landscape, zooming in and

out to focus on what matters to You.
Most projectors and screens these days are the dimensions of

a modern widescreen television: 16:9, as opposed to the 4:3 of
old TVs. Yet presentation software oPens up in 4:3 mode. You

want to immediately change the settings to 16:9 (unless you're

speaking at a venue where they might still have only 4:3 projec-

tors).
Dont use the softwaret built-in templates of bullets, letters,

and dashes. Your Presentation will look the same as everyone

else's, and the templates end up being limiting. I recommend you

start with a totally blank slide. If you're showing a lot of photos,

use black as the background - it will disappear and your photos

will pop.
Most photographs should be shown "full bleed." That's not a

horror-movie term but an old printing term meaning that the

image covers the entire screen. Better to have three full-bleed
photos in a row than three on one slide. Photos are often still
shot at 4;3, so ifyou wish to show a Picture without cropping its

top and bottom, put it on a black slide, which will leave unobtru-
sive black borders on the left and right.

Photo resolution: Use pictures with the highest resolution pos-

sible to avoid annoying pixelation ofthe images when projected

on large screens. There is no such thing as too high a resolution,

unless it slows the software down.

FONTS/TYPEFACES

Itt usually best to use one tlpeface per presentation. Some t)?e-
faces are better suited than others. We usually recommend me-

dium-weight sans-serif fonts like Helvetica or Arial. But don't use
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excessively thin fonts as they are hard to read, especially on a

dark background. If in doubt, keep it simple.

Font size
Tiny t1rye causes the audience to struggle. Use z4 points or larger
in most cases. Use at most lhree sizes ofyour chosen typeface per
presentation, and there should be a reason for each size. Large
size is for titles/headlines; medium size is for your main ideas;
small size is for supporting ideas.

Font background
If you're going to place type over a photo, make sure you place
it where your audience can read it. If a photo is too busy to put
tJpe on directly, add a small black bar at the bottom and put the
tlpe on it.

Font color
Here the operative words are simple and contrast- Black on white,
a dark color on white, and white or yellow on black all look good
because they have great contrast and are easy to read. Use only
one color of font per presentation unless you want to show em-
phasis or surprise. Never use a light-color t)?e on a light-color
background or dark-color type on a dark-color background - for
example, light blue on yellow or red on black just wont be easy
to read.

LEGIBILITY

After you make your font and color choices, look at your presen-
tation on your computer or - way better - on your TV or a pro-
jector, and stand back 6 to 12 feet. Can you read everything? Do
the photos look clear without pixelation? If not, readjust.

l
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WHAT NOT TO DO

PHOTO CREDITS

. Bullets belong in The Godfather. Avoid them at all costs'

. Dashes belong at the Olympics, not at the beginning of text'

. Resist underlining and italics - they're too hard to read'

Bold tlpefaces are OK.
. o.op shadows can occasionally be useful to improve leg-

ibiliiy, especially for tlpe on top of photos, but use the ef-

fect sparinglY'
. Doniuse multiple type effects in the same line' It just looks

terrible.

EXPLANATIONS AND DIAGRAMS

Use builds - add words and images to a slide through a series

of clicks-to focus people! attention on one idea at a time' Give

your audience enough time to absorb each step' Dorit feed too

much of the slide at a time or people will get overwhelmed'

In the scientific community it's especially imPortant to credit

each photo on every slide. But it's better to avoid large type' be-

causJthose citations will draw the audience's eye away from your

slide. Ifall the images are from one source' you can say thanks to

National Geographic out loud' or you can add one photo 
-credit

that says: "Photos courtesy of National Geographic"' and then

you dorlt have to repeat it on every slide'

If you do need to include credits, they should be positioned

and styled consistently, in the same place, same font' same size

Preparation Process: Visuals I

(no more than 10 point) on every slide. And cut them down from
"Photo Credit; Augustin Alvarez, Ames Research Center, NASA,
Mountain View, CA' to 'Augustin Alvarez, NASA." Note that
some rights holders, such as museums, may resist abbreviating
their credits. But it's worth asking. I usually set credits in white,
reversed out ofthe image and rotated 90 degrees so they sit verti-
cally, up the right side ofthe slide. Ask your friends: are the cred-
its pulling focus away from the images? If so, they are too promi-
nent.

Itt great to include a photo ofyou in your working environment:
lab, bush, Large Hadron Collider. But resist including more than
one unless there is a reason. Ben Saunders told us how he jour-
neyed to the North and South Poles. His image is necessary in
most photos to tell that story. There was also a whole team of
people who worked tirelessly to make Ben's expedition possible,
but to show photos of them would have taken the audiencet fo-
cus away from the main story. While we understand that you
want to share the credit, pictures of your team, especially in a
yearbook-style compilation of individuals, matter to you but not
to your audience. Resist, and ifyou must have one photo, make it
an organic grouping. Itt much better to depict your team in con-
text during a presentation.

VIDEOS

Videos can be amazing tools to demonstrate your work and
ideas- However, you should rarely show clips longer than 30 sec-
onds. And in an r8-minute talk, show no more than two to four
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clips unless your vr'ork absolutely depends on it' Itt best ifvideo

clips a.e ofyour work and you have rights to them (versus a clip

from Star W'ars); explain something that cant be explained by

still images; and have great production value (shot in high-def-

inition, ivith good lighting and especia\ good sound)' A badly

produced vi<leo will have your audience thinking more about its

poor quality than about its content. Make sure it's organic and

auth"ntic, not produced by your PR department or with bom-

bastic canned music. ,Ffinf: When you are working, capture video

of everl'thing, because you may decide to use it later, even ifyou
dont know when. TED invests in high-quality video and photo-

graphs, and they just get more valuatrle as the years pass'.- 
iot, car-, embed a video in your Presentation' but remember to

check with the A/V team to be sure it's definitely working before

you go on stage.

I TED TALK$

TRANSITIONS

This is the dreaded quicksand of many a presenter' Rule of

thumb: Avoid nearly all of them. Shimmer, sparkle' confetti' twirl'

clothesline, swirl, cube, scale, swap, swoosh, fire explosions' and

dropping and bouncing are all real Keynote transitions' And I
.r"rr"i ,." u.ry of them, except for humor and irony' They are gim-

micky and serve to drop you out ofyour ideas and into the me-

chanics ofyour software. There are two transitions I do like: none

(an instant cut, like in film editing) and dissolve' None (or cut) is

great when you want an instant response to your clicker' and dis-

folve looks natural if it's set to a time interval of less than half a

second. Cut and dissolve even have two subconscious meanings:

With cut youre shifting to a new idea, and with dissolve the two

sliiles are related in some way. Thatt not a hard and fast rule' but

it's valid. You can use cuts and dissolves in the same presentation'
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If there is no reason for a transition, don't use one. In summary,
your transition should never call attention to itself.

TRANSPORTING FILES

Send your presentation to your hosts, and bring a USB stick with
your complete presentation and yotr video, separate frorn your
presentation. Also include the fonts used in the presentation.
Even if I have sent a presentation in advance to the venue where
I'll be speaking, I always bring it with me too. Important: Before
sending over the Internet or copying to USB, put all these files
into a folder and compress the folder into a .zip file. That will
make sure that Keynote or PowerPoint will gather all the pieces
ofyour presentation in one place. Do label each video clearly, in-
cluding its location. For example, sroBHAN srEpHENs sLrDE
12: VIDEO: MOTH EMERGES FROM COCOON.

RIGHTS

Make sure you have a legal license to use the photos, videos, mu-
sic, and any special fonts, or that they are in the Creative Com-
mons or outright free to use. It's always easiest and best to use
your own work. If you use a Whitney Houston song, for example,
it could cost thousands of dollars to clear it for use in your live
talk and especially online.

TESTING

There are two kinds oftesting: human and technical. First, for hu-
man testing, I recommend that you test your presentation - es-
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pecially your slides - on family or friends who are not in your

field. Ask them afterwards what they understood, what they

didn't, and what further questions they have. Testing is extremely

important, especially on very technical or abstruse subjects'

Equally important is technical testing. I bought a Kensington

..-ot. fo, $:5 that plugs into my comPutert USB so I can click

through the talk as I would on stage. Are the slides crisp and bright?

Are the transitions quick enough? Are the fonts correct? Do the

videos play OK? Are there any technical glitches of any kind? Run-

ning through your talk a lot will help you know if it is reliable'

Always ask what kind of computer will be used to show your

presentation, if it can be shown in the same Program and with
ihe same fonts you used to create it, and, ifyour host is using the

same software, ask what version they are using'

Make sure you use the very latest version of the software be-

cause that's generally what organizers will have, and onsite con-

versions from one version to another are stressful and sometimes

require lots of finessing. Once, I created a presentation in Key-

note on a Mac and it was imPorted into PowerPoint on a PC' It
looked like a disaster in rehearsal- I convinced them to get a Mac

and Keynote and it worked great.

Never give a presentation unless you have walked through

your slides - and especially videos - on the equipment that will
actually be used to show them. It's particularly important to get

the sound person to check the sound levels of any audio in your

presentation, especially if you plan to speak over it' Inaudibility

or a startling burst of sound will throw you off'

WORKTNG WlTH DESIGNERS

Most people can learn to make good slides, but if the stakes are

high and budget permits, by all means enlist the help of a pre-
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sentation graphics designer. Notice how I didnt say just any de-
signer. Someone who focuses on websites or printed materials
may not be as fluid with the art and grammar of conveying ideas
through slides. Ask for previous work. You can find them on Be-
hance and other websites.

Four more important points:
t. Even if you have a corporate graphics department to do

the work, you should be involved from the beginning.
Be proactive. Don t iust review the finished video; make
sure you are present and participating. Most designers
are great at what they do, but theyte helping you express
yourself, so it just makes sense to be involved.

z. If you are uncomfortable with someone else's slide
recommendations, trust your instincts. It's you up there
on stage, after all.

3. We work with a lot of designers remotely, using S\pe,
email, and Dropbox, and it works well. There is no
reason your designers have to be nearby.

4. Help doesn't need to be expensive. For presentation
graphics,I like to work with small design shops ofjust one
to atrout fifteen people because I get to work more with
the principals. There is also a steady supply of recent art
and design school graduates from places like RISD, Art
Center College of Design, Pratt, Art Institutes, Cooper
Union, and many more colleges around the world.

VERSION CONTROL

IJse version control religiously, and a tool like Dropbox to store
all your drafts as well as your fonts, photos, videos, and sound,
It's always a good idea to name files with the version num-
ber, your name, the venue, and later the TED session, if you
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know it. For example, like this: v4trjwTomRiellyPrezTEDzor6

;;""i""tr. The initiis ("trjw") tell who worked on it last' Hi"':
p"iift" 

""t"f." number and last person's initials- at the begin-

il;; ;; fil" .ru-", other\ rise you might not be able to tell

""-"i'ly-*hi.h 
is which' Every time y"u ,P:tt 

it to or 
^fro' 

save

a new version with a new number' and before you share the

I.)rootrox link with the production team at an event' make a

[iiI t".ta" Dropbox for the old versions and keep the latest

.,lrrror, ."pu.u,e. trtark the final version "FINAL' at the begin-

ning or end of the filename'- 
foor de.ig.r"r will love you if you or a team-member assem-

bl" "*;;;i 
the assets (photos' videos' sounds) as possible in

;i.i;t b.fore h" starts designing' Also' to help the designer'

.or.r.,t-., I'11 open a new Keynote file and make dummy- slides

withinstructions,forexample:Thisslidewillshowoneofthespe-
cies we're trying to conserve' This slide will show the dry lakebed:

etc.
Do that for as many slides as you can' arrange them' and send

th;;; the designer' This is the equivalent of a filmmaker's

n"1an No,". on thJ wall - they help her organize her ideas'

Finally, as in all things with graphics' less is more'

AruL back to Chris:

A round of aPPlause for Tom' Please!

ena finaliy, if you want to see state ofthe art in action' here are

three more speakers whose visuals we adore'
"'^^il;^;l;n;". 

images shown by conservation photograPher

fnl* Stolrl" at TEDxUC fully justify the title of his talk' "Photos

that make you want to save the Evergladesi'

At TEDxvancouver, |er Thorp spoke of the impact of clear in-

f";;Phr;. and proved his point with countless examples'

Prcparation Process: Visuals

And at TEDxSydney, biomedical animator Drew Barry used
astounding 3D animations to reveal hidden processes in our cells.

Once you have a plan for your visuals, it,s time to go back to
the words, and then figure out how you will turn the-m into an
actual talk. There are two quite different approaches here, and, as
we'll see, the world's best speakers disagree strongly on this topic.
Happily, theret a way to bridge the divide.

l
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RUN-THROUGHS
Wait, I Need to Rehearse?

Whichever mode of speaking you decide on' theret a very sim-

ole. verY obvious tool you can' use to improve your talk' but it's

ir* ,fr"i -." .neakers rarely undertake: Rehearse' Repeatedly'

Urri.irr-r" ,ih"ur." before playing' Actors rehearse before

opening the theater doors to the paying public' For public talk1'

;i;"-,-"li'"; ,""y *ell be as high or higher than any concert or play'

;;, ;""y "p"uk".. 
seem to think they can just walk-on the stage

una g"t it right the first time' Thus it is that' time and again' hun-

i."a', of p"Ipf" in the audience have to suffer countless minutes

.i "*af"'.. iain simply because one person didnt prepare ade-

quately. 'Tis a crYing shame'

The greatest corporate communicator of recent times' Steve

)oU., aiirrt get theie by talent alone' He put in hours of meticu-

ioo.'r"tl"u.."ut for every major product launch Apple did' He ob-

sessed over every detail'

tvto"t of the big TED hits happened only because of the hours

offr"p tfr" 
"p.uk"ers 

put in' Jill eolte Taylor' whose talk about her

stroke exploded across the Internet in zooS' told me:

I practiced literally hundreds of hours' Over and over again'

"J"r, 
it., -y.t""p as I would awake and find myself reciting the

talk. Because the piece was so emotional for me' I would relive

the morning ofthe stroke every time I shared the story' B€cause

-y "*otioi*". "uthentic, 
the story was perceived as authentic'

and we took the journey together'
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Stem cell scientist Susan Solomon is equally passionate about
the power of rehearsal:

By the time you are ready to give your talk, you should have re-
hearsed it so many times that you feel as if you could do it in
your sleep, and in front of any audience. Rehearse in front of
friends. Rehearse by yourself. Rehearse with your eyes closed.
Rehearse walking in the garden. Rehearse sitting at your desk,
but without using your notes. And be sure that, in your rehears-
als, you include your visuals, since timing with them is critical.

Rachel Botsman says you should take care with whom you
practice:

Practice your speech in front of someone who knows nothing
about your work. I made the mistake of running through mine
with people who are very familiar with me and what I am doing.
The best feedback will be from people who can tell you where
there are gaps in your narrative or where you are making as-

sumptions that people will know x, y, z.

Self-professed introvert Susan Cain credits her rehearsal audi-
ence for significant improvements to her talk:

I took TED's advice to heart: If you're going to memorize your
talk, make sure you know it so well that the words come from
the heart. It's not enough to practice it in front of the mirror
or while you're walking the dog. Use a real stage, and speak to
at least one audience member. The Friday night just before my
talk, the amazing Wharton professor Adam Grant gathered an
audience ofhis thirty top students and alums, and I gave my talk
to them. Their feedback was so insightful that I stayed up all
night to rewrite the final third ofthe talk. Then I had to spend
the rest of the weekend re-memorizing. I don't advise waiting
until the last minute like this! But I do recommend working
with a real audience and a sage friend like Adam.

er€paG,tian Pra(r9,6s
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But here's a surprise. Even speakers who don?believe in script-

ing and memorizing their talks have still made a big point of re-

hearsing. Here's education reformer Salman Khan:

Deliver the speech at least five times in your bedroom, para-

phrasing the core ideas. Even if you mess uP or forget some-

thing, force yourself to finish with each go (and always keep

time). In my mind, the value of practice is less about memori-

zation than about making you comfortable and less stressed' If
you are con{ident and at ease, everyone will have a better time'

Science writer MarY Roach concurs:

My talk was not written out word for word or memorized' But it
was rehearsed - at least twenty-five times, using ten note cards

and a timer. Theret a kind of unintentional memorization that

develops naturally from repetition. I think that's what you're af-

ter. Memorization feels safer' but a little risk is good' Fear is en-

ergy, and you want some ofthat running through your wires'

That phrase unintentional memorization is an imPortant one'

If you rehearse enough, you may find yourself simply knowing

the talk in its best form. When Clay Shirky came to the TED

offices to give a talk about a ballooning controversy regarding

copyright legislation, I marveled at his ability to smoothly deliver

the whole complicated thing without a script, without notes even'

I asked him how he did it. Answer: RePeated rehearsals' But re-

hearsals that actually c,"e ated the talk. Here's what he said:

I once heard Ron Vawter' the greatest actor I've eYer known' an-

swer a question about his rehearsal technique He replied' 'I just

say the words enough times that they sound like they're com-

ing from mel' Thatt what I do - I prepare for a talk by talking'

I start r /ith a basic idea, figure out an introductory sentence or

two, and then just imagine myself explaining it to people who

care about the idea'

Preparati.Jri Process; Run-Throughs I

In the beginning, the talking is to get a sense ofwhat fits and
doesnt fit - itt more editing than rehearsing. In that TED Talk
I had a whole bit about scarcity in industries other than TV but
it kept feeling awkward to cram it in, so I dropped it. After a

while, the talking becomes for pacing and timing. And by the
end, I'm mostly just talking out the transitions. Slides help, of
course, but rehearsing the transitions is especially important.
The audience needs to hear in your voice when you're doubling
down on an idea, versus when you're changing subjects.

I always make written notes, but I never write out the
talk* talks shouldnt feel like writing read aloud. Instead, I write
down a list of what theater people call beats: heret a thought
about the DMCA, then one about SOPA, then one about the
DNS, and so on. I make the last list of these beats just before I
go on stage, as a last head-clearing reminder.

If you pull together the advice from Cain, Khan, Roach, and
Shirky, you will see that the gap between memorized and in-
the-moment talks starts to fade- The best memorized talks are
known so well that speakers can concentrate on their passion for
the ideas they contain. The best in-the-moment talks have been
practiced enough times that their speakers know exactly what
trajectory they should take, and they find many of the most pow-
erful phrases already there in mind.

What we're really talking about here is not two different ways
of delivering a talh but rather, it's two different ways of construct-
irga talk. Some people start u/ith a script, others with a set of bul-
let points, but the process of rehearsal moves these much closer
together. In both cases, the goal is a carefully structured talk, de-
livered with in-the-moment focus.

Maybe, at this point, you'll push back and say that you hate
talks that are rehearsed. You can always tell, however effortless
someone thinks they're making it seem. Talks should be fresh,
unique, live!

i
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I know maybe a tiny handful of speakers who can do that'

They're building on a lifetime of experience and/or an unusual

ability to construct and focus an idea in real time' But for most

ofus, giving a talk "fresh'brings with it terrible tradeoffs: lack of
focus, missed key points, lack of clarity, and time overrun, just to

name a few I really dont recommend this approach' When peo-

ple think a talk sounds rehearsed, the problem is not too much

rehearsal, lt's too little rehearsal. The speaker is stuck in the Un-

canny Valley.
But let's acknowledge this: Rehearsals are hard' They're inher-

ently stressful. Even committing to a run-through out loud in

your bedroom is hard. There may be some speaking occasions

where you simply can t justify taking the time to do this (in which

case, speaking from a hand-held set of bullet points, or from a

script that you look up from as much as you can, are your best

options). But if a talk is important, you really, really owe it to
yourself and the audience to work through that stress by rehears-

ing. In doing that the stress starts to become replaced by confi-

dence, and then bY excitement.
Author Tracy Chevalier overcame her reluctance to rehearse

and discovered how it can actually shape the talk'

TED organizers place a lot of emphasis on rehearsing' They

told me to Practice so often I got annoyed' I have given many

public talks and never practiced the way TED expected me to'

In the end, however, I did rehearse, and was very glad of it'

Most talks are not timed so tightly, and my style is often con-

versational and tangential. Practicing makes you realize just

how much waffle there is in most talks' Practice, time your-

self, and start cutting out all the asides and unnecessary stuff'

I also found that in saying it aloud, I came uP with phrases that

worked well. I memorized those, then used them as anchors, or

landing pads to touch down on. I didnt memorize the whole

Preparation Process: Run-Throuqhs

talk- that can sound pretty fake unless you're an actor- but I
did memorize the structure and those few landing pad phrases,

and that made the talk tighter and better.

Even Bill Gates, one of the world's busiest men, puts a huge
effort into learning and rehearsing his TED Talks. Once upon a

time he was considered a poor public speaker. By taking prepara-
tion seriously, he's turned that around and has produced power-
ful talks on public health, energy, and education.

If it's worth Bill Gates's time and Susan Cain's time and Tracy
Chevalier's time and Salman Khan's time to rehearse for a major
talk, it's probably worth your time too.

Some things to ask your audience during or after these re-
hearsals:

Did I get your attention from the get-go?
Was I making eye contact?
Did the talk succeed in building a new idea for you?
Was each step ofthe journey satisfying?
Were there enough examples to make everlthing clear?
How was my tone of voice? Did it sound conversational
(usually good) or as if I was preaching (usually bad)?
Was there enough variety oftone and pacing?
Did I sound as if I was reciting the talk?
Were the attempts at humor natural or a little awkward?
Was there enough humor?
How were the visuals? Did they help or get in the way?

Did you notice any annoying traits? Was I clicking my
tongue? Swallowing too often? Shifting from side to side?

Repeatedly using a phrase like "you know" or (worse)
"like"?
Were my body gestures natural?

l*l



. Did I finish on time?

. Were there moments you got a little bored? Was there

something I could cut?

I recommend you have someone record these rehearsals on

a smartphone so that you can take a look at yourself in action'

You may immediately notice some physical trait that you're com-

pletely unconscious of that you'd prefer wasdt there'

Finally, let's talk about time limits. It's really imPortant that

you take the clock seriously. This is certainly true when you're

part of a packed Program. Overrunning the clock is stealing time

iro- th" speakers who follow you. But it's not iust about avoid-

ing upsetting them and the event organizer' It's also about land-

ing your best talk. In our crazy modern attention economy' peo-

pl" .esprnd to crisp, powerful content' They have no patience for

flab. And it's not just a modern phenomenon' In history, many

ofthe most powerful talks were short and to the point' Abraham

Lincoln's Gettysburg Address clocked in at iust over 2 minutes'

The speaker before him droned on for z hours; what he said is

long forgotten.
When it comes to the actual day, the last thing you want is to

be worried about time. To avoid this, use your rehearsals to fine-

tune your talk. You shoul<l plan to cut your material until you're

sure you can finish well under the limit. This will allow time for

audience laughter and a wee glitch or two' On the day itself, if you

know you're going to be OK on time, it will allow you to focus roo

percent on the topic you should be focused on: explaining with

passion the idea you care so much about'

Spoken word artist Rives has a nice guideline here'

TED TALKS

Your {inish line is your time times o'9. Write and rehearse a talk

that is nine-tenths the time you were given: I hour = 54 min-

utes, 10 minutes = 9, 18 minutes = 16:rz (yes' it is). Then get on

stage and ignore the clock. you'll have breathing room to pace
yourself, to pause, to screw up a little, to milk the audience,s re-
sponse. Plus your writing will be tighter and you,ll stand out
from the other speakers who are dancing to the rhythms ofthe
same time limit.

Preparation Process: Run Throuqhs l

Lett sum it up.

For a high-stakes talk, itb very important to rehearse mul_
tiple times, preferably in front ofpeople you trust.
Work on it until itt comfortably under your allocated time
limit and insist on honest feedback from your rehearsal au-
dience.
Your goal is to end up with a talk whose structure is sec_
ond nature to you so that you can concentrate on meaning
what you say.

l
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VOICE AND PRESENCE
Give Your Words the Life

TheY Deserve

Here's a radical question: Why bother to give a talk?

Why not instead simply email the text to every potential mem-

ber of the audience?
An r8-minute talk contains maybe z,5oo words' Many peo-

ple can read z,5oo words in less than 9 minutes and retain good
^comprehension. 

So why not do that instead? Save the auditorium

cost.-Save everyone's travel. Save the chance that you might flub

your lines and look foolish. And get your talk across in less than

half the time it takes to sPeak it.
In my twenties, I couldrit have made the case for public speak-

ing. Whit. studying philosophy at university, I was devastated

toind that the wonderful P. F. Strawson, a beautiful writer and

brilliant thinker, was, at least on the day I heard him' a truly ter-

rible speaker. He mumbled his way through 6o minutes' read-

irg 
"rre.y 

sentence in the same monotone voice, barely looking

,pl r l""i.,"d that I was utterly wasting my time going to his lec-

tires when I could double down on just reading his books' So I

stopped going to his lectures. In fact I stopped going to lectures'

period. I just read.
One ofthe reasons I was so captivated by TED was the discov-

ery that talks really can offer something more than the printed

word. But it's not a given, and it's not even true in every case' That

something extra has to be thought about, invested in' developed'

It has to be earned.

()n Slaee: Voice and presenoe 
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-What is that something extra? Itt the human overlay that turns
inform ation into insp iration.

Think of a talk as two streams of input running parallel. Words
are processed by your brains language engine, which operates in
much the same way when youte listening as when yo,l,." ."ud_
ing. But layered on top is a stream of metadata that ailows you to(largely unconsciously) evaluate every piece of language youte
hearing, determines urhat you should Jo with it, a"nd io,, yo,
should prioritize it. There,s no analog to this in reading. It can
only happen when you,re watching a speaker and heaing her
voice. Here are some of the impacts that the added layer can
bring:

. Connection: I trust this person.

. Engagement: Every sentence sounds so interesting!

. Curiosity: I hear it in your yoice and see it in yoir face.. Understanding: The emphasis on that word withihat hand
gesture - now I get it-

. Empathy: I can tell how much that hurt you.

. Excitement: Wow - that passion is infectious.

. Conviction: Such determination in those eyes!

. Action: I want to be on your team. Sign me up.

In the aggregate, this is inspiration. Inspiration in its broadest
sense. I think of it as the force that tells the brain what to do with
a new idea. Many ideas just get filed away and probably soon
forgotten. Inspiration, by contrast, grabs an idea and rushes it
into,our minds' attention spotlight: General alert! Important new
worldyiew incoming! prepare to activate!

ifhere are many mysteries in how and why we respond so pow_
erfully to certain speakers. These capabilities have evolved over
hundreds of thousands of years and are deeply wired into us.
Somewhere inside you there is an algorithm ior trust. An algo_

Qn slase
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rithm for credibility. An algorithm for how emotions are spread

from one brain to another. We dorlt know the details ofthose al-

gorithms, but we can agree on important clues' And they break

iown into two big categories, what you do with your ttoice and'

what you do with Your &ody.

SPEAK WITH MEANING

Ifyou get a chance, listen to the opening minute ofthe TED Talk

by George Monbiot. The text is charming, but not particularly

sensational.

When I was a young man, I spent six years of wild adventure in

the tropics, working as an investigative journalist in some ofthe

most bewitching parts of the world. I was as reckless and fool-

ish as only young men can be. This is why wars get fought' But I

also felt more alive than Ive ever done since' And when I came

home, I found the scope of my existence gradually diminishing

until loading the dishwasher seemed like an interesting chal-

lenge. And I found myself sort of scratching at the walls of life'

as ifl was trying to find a way out into a wider space beyond' I
was, I believe, ecologicallY bored.

But when he speaks, you hear something quite different' If I
had to depict it just using typography, it would be something like

this:

When I was a young man, I sPenl six years of wild adventure

in the troPics r rorking as an investigative journalist in some of

the most bewitching parts of the world l was as ...pless and

foolish .s only young men can be. This-is why-wars-get-fought But

i7lso f.lt more a I i v e than IVe ever done since' And when

On Stage: Voice and presence 
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I came H O M E, I found the scope of my existence gradually
dimintshing until loading the dishwasher seemed Iike an
interesting challenge. And I found myself sort of scratching
at the walls of life, as if I was trying to find a way OUT into a
w i d e r space beyond. I was, r u.lieve, ecologically bored.

In print, that looks awful- But when you hear Monbiot speak,
you find yourself pulled instantly into his world. Almost every
word he utters is crafted with a different layer of tone or mean_
ing embedded in it, and the net effect is to add incredible nuance
to his opening, nuance that print simply can,t impart. That talent
continues throughout the talk. The words he was uttering evoked
intrigue and curiosity to be sure, but his yolce practicaliy forced
you to feel curiosity and astonishment.

How did he do this? Voice coaches speak of at least six tools
you can use: volume, pitch, pace, timbre, tone, and something
called, prosody, which is the singsong rise and fall that distin_
guishes, for example, a statement from a question. If you want
to dig into these a little more, I thoroughly recommend a TED
Talk by Iulian Treasure called, "How to speak so that people want
to listenl' He not only explains what's needed, he offers exerci"."
that help you get your own voice ready.

For me, the key takeaway is simply to inject variety into the
way you speak, variety based on the meaning youte trying to
convey. So many speakers forget this. They give a talk in which
every sentence has the same vocal pattern. A slight rise at the
start, and a drop at the end. There are no pauses or changes of
pace- What this communicates is that no single part of your talk
matters more than any other part. It,s just plodding its way along
until it gets to the end. The biological effect of this is hlpnotic.
That is, it simply puts your audience to sleep.

If your talk is scripted, try this: Find the two or three words

FI
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in each sentence that carry the most significance' and underline

them. Then look for the one word in each paragraph that really

matters and underline it twice more' Find the sentence that is

lightest in tone in the whole script and run a light wavy pencil

liie under it. Look for every question mark and highlight them

with a yellow highlighter. Find the biggest single aha moment

of the talk and inject a great big black blob right before it is re-

vealed. If there's a funny anecdote somewhere' put little pink dots

above it.
Now try reading your script, applying a change in tone for

each mark. fo. "*i-pl", 
let yourself smile while looking at the

pink dots, pause for the big black blob, and speed up a little for

ih" *u..y pencil line, while speaking more softly' How does that

sound? Really contrived? Then try again with a little more nu-

ance.
Now try one more thing. Try to remember all the€motions as-

sociated with each passage of your talk' Which are the bits you're

most passionate abtut? Which issues could make you a little an-

g.yi Wtl", u." you laughing at? What are you baffled by? Now let

7hor" .-otiorr. out a little as you speak' How's it sounding? Try

doing this with a friend present, and see what she responds to

and rirhat she rolls her eyes at. Record yourselfreading it and then

play it back with Your eYes closed'

The point is to start thinking of your tone of voice as giving

yo, u *hol" new set of tools to get inside your-listeners' heads'

Yoo *u.t, ah"- ,o understand you, yes' but you also want them to

feel your passion. And the way you do that is not by telling therr:

to be passionate about this topic, it's by showing your own pas-

sion. Ii spreads automatically, as will every other emotion you au-

thenticallY feel.

Yo, *"re worried about the short time limit? No worries' In

a sense, you iust doubled it' You can use every second not just to

On Stage: Voace and presence 
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convey information but to communicate how that information
might be received. And all without adding a single extra word.

For more great examples of the right use of voice, check
out talks by Kelly McGonigal, fon Ronson, Amy Cuddy, Hans
Rosling, and the incomparable Sir Ken Robinson.

Some speaking coaches may push vocal variety beyond what
feels right to you. Don't let them. Let it come naturally from the
passion you feel for the topic. Mostly you .\^/ant to speak conver_
sationally, interiecting curiosity and excitement when it's appro_
priate. I ask people to imagine theyve met up with friends ihey
went to school with and are updating them on what theyve been
up to. It's that kind ofvoice you're looking for. Real, natural, but
unafraid to let it rip if what you're saying demands it.

One other important aspect to pay attention to: how fast you,re
speaking. First of all, it's great to vary your pacing according to
what youie speaking about. When youte introducing key ideas
or explaining something thatt complex, slow down, u.rd do, t b"
afraid to insert pauses. During anecdotes and lighter moments,
speed up. But overall, you should plan to speak at your natural,
conversational pace. For most speakers that's somewhere in the
ranrge 13o-r7o words per minute.

- Some guides to public speaking urge people to deliberately
slow down. In most circumstances, I think that's ill_advised. In
general, understanding outpaces articulation. In other words, it
usually takes the speaker's brain circuits more time to compose
than the listener's to comprehend (except for the complex expla_
nation moments, where yes, you should slow down). If you speak
at your normal conversational pace, itt fine, the listener wont
mind, but if you go much slower than that, you,re inviting impa_
tience into the room. Impatience is not your friend. While you,re
enjoying the biggest moment of your life, the audience is slowlv
dying of word starvation.
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Rory Sutherland, who somehow maintained r7 minutes of hi-

lurioi...', irr"ightf,rl speech at a rate of r8o words per minute' be-

;;;;;"r;"akers could benefit from speeding up a bit:

There are two ways of losing an audience: going too fast is by

far the rarer ofthe two Going too slowly is actually the brgger

nroblem. since it allows time for peoplet minds to wander off' I

L"* Ot,'"",f,, t"ying this' but ifyou speak quickly enough' you

."" *., ":*.r'*ttt 
tf," oaa letpittg segut' I dont recommend

iiu,Jrl, ,.to., s.qoit,,r", obviously' Speaking fast also papers over

a lot of cracks - no one minds or even notices the odd um or er

provided theY come quick and fast'

Neither he, nor I, is recommending that you rush or gabble'

I; d,t"; y"" talk conversationally ' ' ' and be ready to 
,accelerate

;;;;t;#. where it's natural to do so' This works well' both in

the room and online'
poe. thut s..rprise you? Do you think ofpublic speaking as the

opposite of conversational speaking?

At one TED conference' a first-time speaker from South Asia

.tari"d hi" rehearsal bellowing at the top oJ his-voice' I'm all for

"r.*y 
i" 

"p""f.rng 
styles' but-this was really exhausting to listen

to. I asked him why he was speaking that way' and,he thought

f"r"-"-"",andsaid,"Inmyculture'publicspeakingmeans
sbeakinq to a crowd of people For the people at the back to hear'

ffi;;;: i. ttt.",. But.'l he paused"'but here' I suppose I do not

l".i;;';;:';;*"t' h"'" we have an automatic shouLing de-

vicel' He tapped his microphone and we burst into laughter'

It's actually a really important point' Public speaking evolved

forlg"U"for" Jhe age of amplificatiron' To address-a crowd of any

.ir.l "p..f."r. 
*otild have to slow down' breathe deep' and let rip'

*iif, i.r."*n pauses after each sentence' It's a style of speaking

,"" ,"aogarir" today as ora'tion' lts a speaking style that can sync

On Slaqe: Vorce and presence 
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up crowd emotions and responses in a powerful way. We associ_
ate it with some of the most influential speeches in literature and
historp from Marc Antony's ..Friends, 

Romans, Countrymen,, to
Pa(rick Henry's "Cive me liberty, or give me deathl,,

But in most modern settings, oration is best used sparingly.Itt cap-able of conveying passion and urgency and outrale, but it
struggles with the many more subtle emotions. And froin an au_
dience perspective, it can be really powerful for r5 minutes, but
exhausting for an hour. If you were speaking to a single person,
you would not orate. you could not build a day_long Ionfer.nce
program around oration.

And oration is much slower. Martin Luther King,s ..I have a
dream" speech was delivered at around ,oo word. 

"p". 
minute.

It was perfectly crafted and delivered for its purpose. But itt un_
likely that your task today is to address , .r.^ud-of roo,ooo peo_
ple at the heart of a major social movement.

Amplification has given us the ability to speak intimately to a
crowd. It's an ability worth using. It builds connection and curi,
osity much more easily than oration. That conversational tone is
even more important when you watch a talk online. There youie
a single person looking at a screen, and you want the speaker to
address you as such. Thlks that are orated to a large ..oid ,u..ly
go viral.

Some speakers fall into a trap here. In the thrill of being on
stage, they get caught up in a slightly too grandiose sense of the
occasion and begin unconsciously embracing a form of oration.
They slow down their pace. They speak a little too loudlv. And
they insert dramatic pauses between sentences. This is an abso-
lute talk killer. Oration is a subtle art that only a few are truly
great at. It can be appropriate in church or at a mass political rally.
R.ut for other public-speaking occasions, I recommend leaving it
alone.

l
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RECRUIT YOUR BODY

Sir Ken Robinson jokes that some professors seem- to view their

bodies simply as devices to carry their heads into the next meet-

,"rig.i"-",i-". . speaker will give the same impression' once his

tJd, nu. -ot "d 
his head onto the stage' it no longer knows what

;;;il itself. The problem is amplified in a setting where

;;; "" 
lectern to hide behind' People stand awkwardly' hands

slued to their sides, or lurch from leg to leg'
"ifr" f"., thing I want to do is prescribe a single approach to

b";;i;".g". 
"T.lks 

would quickly get boring if every sPeaker

aia if-,. i-I thing. But there are a few things you can think

;;;;,h* ;"y -i'k" yo' feel more comfortable' and that will

better project your authority to your audience'

The simplest way to give a taik powerfully is just to stand tall'

orrttirre 
"qout 

*eight on both feet' which are Positioned comfort-

Iuir-" ?"*'r".t 
", 

Ip"tt, ut"l o"" your hands and arms to naturally

,-ptify *ttut"r"r you're saying' If the audience seating is curved

.."orri ,f," stage a little, yoo tut' turn from the waist to address

atif"r"", p-" -"f 
it. You dont have to walk around at all'

This mode can proiect calm authority; it is the method used

Uy , -u;*ity of TED speakers, including Sir Ken' The key is to

feei relaxed, and to let your uPper body move as it will' Good

,.r"to." lr"tp.' avoid slouching your shoulders forward' An open

:,;;;;.; feel r''ulnerable " ' but that vulnerability works in

your favor.
' - ,o*" speakers, though, Prefer to walk the stage' It helps them

tfri.rt-ft t "tp. 
tt em emphusi'e key moments' This can work well

too, proria"a the walking is relaxed' not forced' Take a look at

frurl fnrlq.,", i. action' Or Elizabeth Gilbert' In both cases' they

i""t "-""-ay 
comfortable' And (this is imPortant) they fre-

quently stop to dwell on a point. Itt that rhythm that lets this
method work. Constant pacing can be tiring to watch. pacing
punctuated by stillness can be powerful.

Something to avoid is nervously shifting from leg to leg or
walking forward and back a couple of steps in a kind of rock_
ing motion. Many speakers do this without realizing it. They
may be feeling a little anxious, and shifting from one leg to the
other eases their discomfort. But from the audience,s viewpoint,
it actually highlights that discomfort. There have been so many
times in TED rehearsals where we,ve encouraged these speakers
to relax and to simply stand still. The difference in impact is im-
mediate.

So, move if you want to. But if you do move, move intention_
ally. And then, when you want to emphasize a point, stop and ad_
dress your audience from a stance of quiet power.

There are plenty of other ways you can speak with power.
Dame Stephanie Shirley chose to sit for her talk, using a metal
stool with one foot tucked back on a rung, and notes in her lap.
It looked relaxed and natural. The late, great neurologist Oliver
Sacks also sat for his talk- At the other end ofthe spectrum, Clif_
ford Stoll leapt and darted around the stage with such energy
that it added an entirely new and unique dimension to his talk.

So there are no rules here, other than for you to find a mode
ofbeing on stage in which you're comfortable and confident, an<i
which doesnt detract from what youte saying. The simple test is
to rehearse in front ofa small audience and ask them ifyour body
language is getting in the way and/or video-record yourselfto see
if you're doing something you're unaware of.

The world can accommodate - and welcome _ many differ-
ent presentation styles. Just make sure your body knows itt not
there solely to transport your head. It's allowed to enjoy its own
time on stage.

On Stage: Voice and presence 
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DO IT YOUR WAY

And now, the most imPortant lesson' It's an easy traP to get so

.""gfr, 
"p 

with the how of giving a talk that-you forget whatt

-oi" i-io.tunt, and that is- giving your talk ln your own atu'

thentic waY.

As with your wardrobe choice, once you've found a presenta-

tion 
"tyle 

that works for you, dont overthink it' Dont try to be

someone else. Focus on your content and your passion for it ' ' '

and dont be afraid to let your own personality shine through'

The success of Jill Bolte Taylor's talk back in zoo8 tempted

a whole generation of TED speakers to try to-imitate her emo-

,rorrut ai". ffrut's a mistake' And it's one that Mary Roach almost

fell for:

The first thing I did upon being invited to give a talk was to

click on the m-ost popular TED Talk at that time' the one by |ill
,.ii" iryf... , .,.ip"d lt uft"t ' "tinutes' 

because I knew I could

not be Jill Bolte Taylor' As insecure as I am' I knew it would be

U.*". a t" Mary Roach than to be Mary Roach trying to be Jill

Bolte TaYlor.

Dan Pink agrees:

Say it like yourself' Dont mimic someone else's style or con-

for- to what yoo think is a particular "TED wa1'' of-Presenting'

Thatt boring, banal, and backward Don t try to be the next Ken

Robinson or the next Jill Bolte Taylor' Be the first you'

18
FORMAT INNOVATION
The Promise (and Peril) of

Full-Spectrum Talks

In November zotr, science writer John Bohannon took to the
stage at TEDxBrussels, accompanied by an unusual speaking aid.
Instead of PowerPoint, he brought with him a dance troupe. Ac-
tually, they brought him. They carried him onto the stage. And
while he spoke about lasers and superfluids, they physically em_
bodied the points he was making.

It was a riveting performance. Bohannon went on to argue
that dance can be a great accompaniment for science talks, and
he's even started a movement called Dance your phD.

Ifyou want your talk to truly stand out from the crowd, there
are many options open to you to be innovative.

If we look at the fundamentals, the only real constraint in a
talk is the time available. In 18 minutes, you can utter about 2,5oo
words. But what else could you do? your audience has five senses
and is capable ofabsorbing multiple inputs.

At TED, we use the term full spectrutt to describe those at-
tempts to build more into a talk than just words and slides. Here
are sixteen suggestions you could consider. We suspect weie go_
ing to see enormous innovation over the coming years.

Now, all of these need handling with extreme care. Done
wrong, they can seem gimmicky. But done right, they can kick a
talk up to a whole new level.
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