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After over 20 years of giving presentations in front of 
large audiences, I am happy to share my experiences 
with young professionals. They often tell me that they 
find the idea of presenting before a large audience very 
scary. 
 
In this post, I describe the do’s and don’ts of presenting 
before a large audience. This advice is based on the 
chapter headings from my series of books for graduates 
and young professionals. 
 

 
 
 
Self-awareness 
 
The first thing you need to ask yourself before giving a 
presentation is: What energizes me? 
It is a simple fact that you cannot give an engaging 
presentation on a topic that does not excite you. If a 
certain subject does not interest you, make sure you 
never commit to speaking on that subject. If you do feel 
energized by a topic you are going to present on (e.g. 
deep-sea diving), the next questions to ask are: what 
are my strengths and what are my limitations? 
Everybody is unique, and if you are given the 
opportunity to speak before an audience, it is 
important that you are able to seize the moment. 
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The best way to find out about your strengths and 
limitations is to ask for feedback from somebody you 
trust. One way to do this is to invite the person to a 
trial presentation before a smaller audience of friends 
and acquaintances and ask for sincere feedback, i.e. 
ideas for improving your performance.  If you happen 
to possess good looks, use your charm. If you are 
funny, use it to your advantage (but don’t overdo it). If 
you are analytical, put it to good use and prepare 
thoroughly, etc. 
 

 
 
Yourself  
In addition to your attitude and presentation skills, it is 
important that you be a master of your subject, down 
to the finest details. So take the time to prepare for 
your presentation. As a rule of thumb: start preparing 
an important presentation at least a month in advance. 
Think about the three key points you want to get 
across, and use them as a framework to structure the 
rest of your presentation.  
 
Work in an iterative manner, ask for feedback from 
friends and acquaintances and keep streamlining your 
material until you have incorporated all the feedback 
and suggestions received from others. And when all is 
said and done, you yourself are the presentation! A 
sleek Prezi or PowerPoint presentation is only there to 
provide support. Create a “cheat sheet” to ensure you 
can still give an engaging presentation even if the 
projector breaks... Keeping a backup copy of your 
presentation on a pocket USB stick can also be very 
comforting. 
 
Here is one small tip to help you prepare in advance: 
Write a blog post covering the main points of your 
presentation. If your presentation is very important 
but only uses a limited number of slides (e.g. a 



keynote), then write one post per slide and gather 
feedback from as large a group as possible ahead of 
time. This will “beef up” your story, and means you will 
feel more comfortable telling it. And later on you have 
some material left over to keep people’s attention even 
after your presentation! 
 

 
 
Your environment  
If you are to give a presentation before a large group 
(e.g. to outline the results of your thesis or doctoral 
research), you do so not only for yourself, but also for 
the people present. 
 
For this reason, it is a good idea to take the trouble to 
find out how many and what kind of people will be 
attending. Try to get an idea of what interests your 
audience, and to see yourself through your audience’s 
eyes. The two most important questions to consider 
are: 
 

How can you surprise them? 
 

and 
 

What do you want your presentation to achieve? 
 

Use the answers to these questions to prepare your 
presentation. Test your presentation out on a few of 
the audience members in advance, to see whether your 
message appeals to the right group.  
 
If you cannot find any answers to these two questions, 
invest more time and energy into preparing your 
presentation. Otherwise you may end up on the wrong 
foot... 



 

 
 
Success factors 
Lastly, I would like to offer some tips that may increase 
your chances of success before a large audience. The 
three tips below come from the ten success factors in 
my book for young professionals. 
 
 1. Smile at yourself 

 
It may sound very simple, but anybody can give 
themselves a smile. If you can smile at yourself, you 
will step onto the stage with energy and obvious 
enjoyment, and radiate it to others without 
realizing it. Use this checklist to see whether you 
can smile at yourself: 
 
1. I am proud of myself 
2. I do not pretend to be anyone other than myself 
3. I have a youthful curiosity 
4. I know what I enjoy and what energizes me 
5. I know what my weaknesses and foibles are 

 
 
 2. Smile at the world  
 

Smiling at the world will help you to make contact 
with others. Even when standing before a large 
audience you must still try to attain a small 
measure of interaction. Achieving this with your 
audience will instantly make your presentation less 
dull, and give you feedback “on the fly” about what 
they find important. Use this checklist to see 
whether you can smile at the world: 
 
1. My motto is “A smile a day keeps the stress away”  
2. I am very good at opening doors and hearts 
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3. I use humor to loosen up the atmosphere and help 
others relax 

4. I am a source of inspiration to others 
5. I manage to awaken the passion in others  

 
 3: Broaden your professional profile 
 

Your professional profile is a combination of your 
professional identity and how you communicate it 
to others. Put simply, your professional identity 
consists of your own knowledge, attitude and 
behavior. Knowledge is what you learn during your 
studies; attitude and behavior are generally only 
acquired through experience. My aim in publishing 
books for young professionals is to speed up this 
process, although you can only really learn by 
making controlled errors and improving as you go.  
 
Presentations are only one way of focusing others’ 
attention on your professional identity. Being a 
good speaker certainly helps to make an 
impression and to broaden the promotion of your 
professional profile. Supplement your presentation 
skills with publications shared via social media, etc., 
and prevent photos from being published that may 
compromise the professional profile you envisage. 
Much of this process is under your control!   
 
Use this small checklist to check whether you are 
already in the process of promoting your 
professional profile: 
 
1. I am my own “brand” 
2. My field knowledge as a professional is relevant and 

up-to-date 
3. I am aware of the image of myself that I present to 

others 
4. I work consistently on my personal and consulting 

skills 
5. I actively work on the presentation of my 

professional identity 
 
For a summary of this post, see the free bookmark for young 
professionals. 
 
My thanks go to Michail Theuns for proofreading this blog 
post. 
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