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To Ian Craig Taylor
for teaching me the meaning of friendship


MANIFESTO

Rock Your Presentation will save your audience from:


	Boredom

	Being drowned by PowerPoint

	A sudden impulse to leave the room

	Losing the will to live



This unnecessary suffering is caused by presentations, lectures and pitches that are as mind-numbing as muzak.

As an antidote, Rock Your Presentation will show you how to make your messages really strike home. It will improve your ability to give any presentation or talk in a more engaging, passionate and memorable way.
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FOREWORD

In 1985 I attended my first rock concert. The band was Tears for Fears. It’s an evening I can still vividly remember even thirty years later for the passion, excitement and emotion. Since that night I’ve sat through thousands of speeches and lectures and it’s fair to say that very few of them have had the same effect on me.

This is why I’m delighted that Nigel Barlow has written Rock Your Presentation. It offers a much needed guide to tapping into the magic that is created when a great rock band struts their stuff on stage. No one rushes to buy tickets to enjoy a night with their favourite band with the fear and dread that they might be bored senseless. However, most of us fear jumping on a stage to perform almost as much as the prospect of sitting through a business presentation.

Nigel Barlow writes with the credibility and stamina of a man who has delivered hundreds of presentations around the world as well as having sat in the audience at just as many. He passionately believes that we can take the tools and techniques from musical performers and use them to make our own presentations more exciting. Furthermore, he has the track record to prove it.

As a speaker agent for over twenty years and as an organiser of over five hundred business events, I know there is a real need for this book. Rock Your Presentation offers a comprehensive guide which can help transform you from the karaoke singer of your company to the rock star. Nigel helps keep your feet on the ground by emphasising that whichever tools and tips you use it is essential that you always remember to be authentic and true to yourself.

If you’ve bought this book to improve your public speaking you’ve made a great choice. Nigel will show you how you can better your skills, but more crucially, he will show you how to be different. You’ve joined the Rock Your Presentation band and Nigel is your roadie.

Brendan Barns
Founder, London Business Forum
London, England
August 2015


INTRODUCTION: WHY ‘ROCK’?

Many of the ideas for this book came to me sitting in the audience during so-so presentations. What? You haven’t experienced the same mind-drift at the back of a lecture theatre? Of course you have – the sudden desire to play a favourite app on the mobile, recalculate your monthly mortgage payments or continue a texting marathon with that attractive newcomer at work? We quickly learn the skill of pretending attention, while our minds are busy elsewhere.

But like you, I’d rather be captivated by a speaker – fully engaged and learning something valuable for my work or insightful about life.

Do you want your talks, lectures, pitches or conferences to be more stimulating, interactive, moving and memorable? Then you’ve found the right book. You need no specialist knowledge or interest in music to get inspiration and practical ideas to liven up your presentation, to make it ‘rock’.

Rock Your Presentation is for everyone who has to present or pitch ideas and wants to make their message hit home in a more profound way. Speakers, business people, lecturers, teachers and professionals who have to present ideas or information to their colleagues are who I’ve had in mind while writing this book.

We all know how a tune can stir and shake our emotions and change our mood – many are unforgettable. I’d like to show you how you can achieve the same effect in speaking by ‘rocking up’ your material, without sacrificing depth or quality of thinking. Even enhancing it.

We’ll be using the word ‘rock’ in two ways. Firstly, in its everyday, street meaning – to excite, to stir emotions, to make more intense. Applied to speaking, this means taking risks, breaking down boundaries between you and the audience and bringing your material to life.

Secondly, there are the musical insights to help you speak better. The music I mean by ‘rock’ is any modern music that moves and touches you. In this sense, we could say that Thelonious Monk, Bob Marley, Vanessa Mae, Eminem and Mumford & Sons all ‘rock’ – though you’d never find them classified as such on iTunes.

We can learn a lot from the way music affects the emotions and apply this to livening up our own speeches. That’s what I mean by rocking your presentation.

While this isn’t a basic guide – I’m assuming you have some experience of speaking publicly – it’s stuffed full of practical suggestions for improving the way you present ideas. And if you are a beginner, why not start here so you don’t have to work with all that dull ‘pop’ advice.

How the Book Works

A key part of my speaking brief is to wake people up and make them think, frequently after lunch (often described as ‘the graveyard shift’). I can honestly say I’ve learned as much to help me achieve this by listening to great music and seeing it performed live as from observing other business speakers.

The insights, inspiration and practical methods I’ve learned from speaking professionally in over thirty different countries, from the USA to China, is what I want to share with you. But in a new way, beyond the usual muzak of presentation skills advice, which mainly focuses on logic. The Rock Your Presentation approach is logic plus emotion.

Creativity is often triggered by use of analogy and metaphor to get you out of your head – your usual, rational head that is. Music is the creative analogy I’m using, though you’ll find there are many occasions when the art of speaking and that of playing music overlap strongly anyway.

Steve Jobs remarked that creativity is ‘just connecting things’. Here’s a flavour of the creative connections we’ll be exploring to help you give better talks:


	Great songs often have strong opening bars and climaxes. So what’s the equivalent in planning a talk?

	Confident music performers know how to get the crowd involved. Do you?

	Memorable songs have a strong chorus. What’s yours?

	Key changes alter the mood of the listener. How can you introduce this concept into your talks?

	Going unplugged gives the feel of authenticity and intimacy in a concert – and a presentation.

	Call and response helps the audience to respond and agree, emotionally as well as rationally.



I have shamelessly plundered the topics of song writing, structure and the art of performance on your behalf. I’ll be giving you short cuts, practical experience from my own professional speaking and from great presenters I’ve seen and sometimes worked with. If you have half the fun reading that I’ve had writing, I’ll feel I’ve accomplished something worthwhile.

Listening to the music I refer to is optional, but it can be more engaging emotionally. You can download most of the songs mentioned if you go to my website, www.nigelbarlow.com, and follow the links.

My speaking work aims to stimulate creativity, so along the way I’ll also be injecting some methods to help you be a little more curious and innovative in your everyday life.

What Do I Know

My field nowadays is mainly business education. I’ve been lucky enough to work across industry sectors with many of the world’s leading organisations, so naturally I’ll be drawing on that experience a lot.

I make my living from speaking, sometimes in bizarre settings – from a kick-boxing ring to a ship, a ski lodge, a beach, campsites, a yurt, palaces, business schools, classrooms and many a hotel ballroom with its de rigueur pillars. It might be an intimate coaching session with an executive team or a project group; often it’s speaking at a conference with anything from fifty to three thousand people in the room.

From all these diverse situations, what I’m reminded of every time is the importance of tailoring your content and your style of delivery to different environments and audiences to achieve different outcomes. I’ll be giving you common-sense and creative tips to make it more likely that you also tune in better to your listeners.

I do know that I hate it when I’m labelled a ‘motivational speaker’, and can just about cope with being called ‘inspirational’. That’s because I believe I have stimulating and relevant content and insights – as well as a lively style. You need both.

Don’t get the impression that it’s always been a resounding success. When I look back on my early efforts I’m frankly embarrassed. Imposter Syndrome is a great way of describing what most of us have experienced. It’s the awareness that we don’t know as much as others think we do, accompanied by the uneasy feeling that we’re about to be found out! Anyone suddenly promoted to a more demanding job, or having to speak about a topic they’re not at home with, has felt a little of what it’s like to be an imposter.

What I don’t know is how well you, the reader, will learn practically useful stuff from a book as compared to face-to-face coaching. When I’m reading a book that aims to improve my skills, I’m the audience from hell. I just want to cut to the chase and get three or four good – and maybe one great – idea out of it.

That’s why I’ve tried to present the ideas simply, clearly and free from jargon. And to make each chapter almost a standalone, so you can dive in where you like. For instance, you may want to make your existing talk livelier, or work on presenting it more convincingly – Chapter One, Your Three-Minute Song and Chapter Five, Perform, respectively would fit the bill here.

You Cannot Be Serious!

‘You cannot be serious!’ was the response of an intellectual colleague when I told him about RYP. Wouldn’t this be a triumph of style over substance, of showmanship over solid content, dumbing down for the age of attention deficit?

Well, you might think that a middle-aged man talking about rock is indicative of crisis. You wake up one day – many years too late – to realise that you’ll never be picked for England, headline Glastonbury, appear in the Sunday Times Rich List or date a former Miss World. That’s me. So now you want to write about music as a last attempt at being vaguely cool?

That’s mostly accurate! Except I am serious about the practicality and usefulness of the ideas in RYP: they are all ones that I’ve seen used, or used myself to good effect. Well, nearly all. Some I’ve read about. But most of the research is experiential: giving presentations myself, listening to many more, reflecting, talking with lecturers, students, teachers, speaking agencies, conference production teams, innovative educators and … you get the idea.

‘Field’ research is the usual label for this approach, except it was more like ‘our man in the back row behind the pillar’ research. (It’s surprising that security doesn’t move me on more often.)

The tongue-in-cheek part is because taking yourself too seriously will stop you connecting with anyone. Not taking the lecture or the audience seriously, however, is a sin. It’s good to have a sense of the ridiculous: for the musician, that plucking a few strings is also going to pluck some hearts, for the speaker the notion that a hundred people will cease their conversation to listen to a complete stranger, for an hour or more. Achieving this requires an almost alchemical approach, where the audience is held in a state of suspended disbelief.

As well as covering ways of thinking more deeply about the craft of presenting, I hope to keep you entertained. I’ve given up reading many a book on this subject, and although there’s no guarantee you won’t quit RYP, I’ve done my best to make the ideas clear, accessible, insightful and fun.

My reply to the ‘you cannot be serious’ line is that I’ve often seen great material undermined, or even murdered, by meandering structure and dull delivery, even when given by some of the most brilliant thinkers. Simple does not have to mean superficial and a riveting performance can be used for even the weightiest of topics. I love the tale of an uneducated but smart woman, who said the person she’d most like to listen to was Albert Einstein because he spoke in simple terms that anyone could understand.

Popular music similarly speaks in an immediate and emotional language that anyone can grasp. The well-written three-minute song compresses more data – a whole story and emotions – into a small sliver of time than most means of communication. If you want your talk to be more engaging and enjoyable, there’s a great deal to learn and apply from the art of writing and performing music.

Jiving like Jagger or crowd-surfing like Iggy Pop isn’t the aim, and I don’t expect your people to be singing hallelujah and waving their mobile phones in the air as you unveil the details of the new integrated supply chain strategy. But I do expect you to be able to keep them awake more effectively.

So why ‘rock’? My serious friend said, ‘Why don’t you use opera?’ Well, I could have used another musical form as a creative trigger, but making your presentations more classical, folky or techno doesn’t convey the intensity of rock. Jazz it up? Maybe, though almost everything I’ve read on jazz applied to life centres around just one theme – improvise.

For the more serious-minded music listener, it’s worth remembering that many of the great composers were strange and wild non-conformists. Classical musician and author James Rhodes* describes the great composers as the rock stars of their day – except he says that ‘they didn’t throw TV sets out of hotel windows – they threw themselves out!’ Of Beethoven he observes:



He was sullen, suspicious, touchy, incredibly messy and angry … while every other composer was trying to woo their audience, he kicked down doors and planted bombs under their seats.†





There’s no need for Beethoven to roll over – he’s already rocking! New music from every generation challenges familiar formats, and steals from every genre. You have to do the same in speaking if you want to keep your listeners engaged. Forget for now rigid definitions of musical categories. Louis Armstrong has it right when he says: ‘All music is folk music. I ain’t never heard no horse sing a song!’

RYP is about enhancing speaking from the viewpoint of music, so I’ve used examples you can directly apply to improve your own presentations. The songs I’ve chosen aren’t necessarily my own favourite tunes and artists.

This has been hard! I’m a self-confessed music obsessive who listens to everything from sixteenth-century choral music to the very latest sounds. I know there are things in life more important than music: I just have trouble imagining what those things might be. I’m that annoying person who, in a restaurant or bar, filters out the conversation to tune in to whatever is playing in the background, like a human Shazam app.

Except for me, it’s not merely background, rather it’s life itself. Here I’ve attempted to control my passion for music because this is a book about speaking better, not music per se; the sounds take second place to the art of speaking. Doubtless you’ll judge whether I’ve got the balance right.

Pitches vs Presentations

Throughout RYP, I will use these expressions almost interchangeably, but there is a difference in emphasis. With a pitch, you are aiming to change someone’s attitude and even behaviour, often looking for a resounding ‘yes’ to your idea or proposal. In presenting, you are primarily imparting knowledge and information, albeit as the seedbed for influencing thinking and changing minds.

Another difference is the context. You are unlikely to be purely ‘pitching’ to two hundred people: it’s usually going to be a small group or even an individual you want to win over. You will see from the visual that it’s a different starting point, but with considerable overlap. RYP applies to both scenarios, but I’ll distinguish between the two approaches where it’s useful to do so.

[image: image]

Like it or not, pitching an idea is something we probably all do several times a week without thinking of it that way, so it’s a topic important enough to deserve its own chapter – Chapter 7, Rock Your Pitch Up. Charities, educational bodies and civil servants are constantly trying to ‘sell’ ideas as much as people in the world of commerce, even if they don’t get so handsomely rewarded in financial terms.

As a good pitcher, you need to know how to present, while great presenters realise there’s always an element of a pitch in what you do, whether you are updating people on the latest employee survey or trying to bring macroeconomics to life for a class of sleepy undergraduates.

What if you are constrained by having to deliver a fixed syllabus? Then work on what you can influence. You still have creative room to manoeuvre, focusing on how you structure your content, and how dynamically you convey it.

The Passion of Amateurs

I can claim expertise in the art of speaking – although the moment you think you’re an expert, you’ve stopped learning – and am clearly ‘professional’. But in writing about music, I’m an amateur. So there won’t be any complex music theory – I’ll be taking the simple, uncluttered view of the fan in the cause of helping you to liven up your talks.

Nick Hornby is an insightful and brilliant writer on popular music, whose book High Fidelity became a successful movie. He has, better than anyone, revived the importance of the fan’s view – the amateur – and his reflections on music have more accessibility and directness than those of most professional critics.

In this vein, I’m encouraging you to become more of an ‘amateur’ in speaking. Sounds strange? It’s less so when you consider the Latin root of the word: amare, to love. Amateurs fall in love with a subject and ooze enthusiasm about it. That’s the short cut to connecting emotionally with an audience: show your passion. And you don’t need to shout it out loud to be passionate – people will feel it if you can express it in your own, unique way. You have to be both a professional and an amateur.

There are numerous books out there exhorting you to become more professional in presenting material. The Presentation Secrets of Steve Jobs and Talk Like TED are two well-written examples, both by Carmine Gallo. But I’d rather you talked more like yourself. To be an authentic teacher, speaker or performer you need to find ways to simply be yourself. It’s one of those clichés that persists because it’s true.

Connecting with your own passion and choosing your unique way of expressing it is a theme that runs throughout RYP. More easily said than done, especially if you are nervous about speaking. How can you ‘be yourself’ in front of a hundred strangers?

I know you can – indeed have – to put your unique stamp on what you say, and how you say it. Not to be a ‘cover version’ of somebody else, but to be an original. That’s what keeps listeners awake and helps you to come over as authentic. My nightmare scenario would be if you ended up presenting too much like another speaker you admire. My even darker dream would be to spawn people who presented like me! There’s a wide enough range of ideas and tips in this book for you to cherry-pick and use the ones that work for you.


On Being Yourself

I once read a piece of unexpected wisdom in an advertisement:

Be yourself.

You might as well –

everyone else is taken!



I suggest that you read RYP interactively; there’s a section at the end of each chapter that covers tips and ideas to improve your talk. There’s also space for you to record the ideas that connect with your material. Scribble, mark and draw. Using the principle that ‘real is best’, immediately apply the ideas to a specific talk or pitch you are working on.

It’s time to press play.
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