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Presentation Skills: Recommendations 
to Enhance Your Next Presentation and 
Maximize Audience Engagement—Part 2
By Jared S. Soileau, PhD, CIA, CPA, CISA, CCSA; Laura A. Soileau, CIA, CPA, CFE;  
and Glenn E. Sumners, DBA, CIA, CPA, CFE

I n Part 1 of our article (see issue 
Vol. 30 Number 4), we discussed 

pre-presentation preparation and 
analysis. Here we will address the 
actual presentation to learn how to 
make a great first impression, establish 
rapport and interest, maximize audience 
involvement, and more.

Presentation delivery

Setting the tone for a presentation begins 
with starting on time. If the first session 
starts 15 minutes late, attendees will 
factor this into their schedule and you 
will probably have to start late following 
breaks or on the following days. Except 
in extenuating circumstances, always 
start on time.

First impression

You only get one chance to make a good 
first impression! While a weak start is 
difficult to overcome, a good start will 
put your presentation on the path to 
success. Human nature dictates that we 
tend to form early impressions. Whether 

interviewing people, watching movies, 
or meeting people, we quickly form 
opinions which can be difficult to change. 
The key is to identify the attributes that 
create a positive impression, and practice 
those attributes. 

Arguably the three most important 
attributes that you need to demonstrate 
are eye contact, posture, and a welcoming 
smile. Make eye contact with the attendees 
within three seconds. Stand up straight 
with your shoulders back, and flash a 
warm smile. Making eye contact with 

attendees will demonstrate that they are 
important and your message is for them. 

Whether true or not, better posture will 
give an impression of increased energy and 
interest in the subject. While the subject 
matter of the presentation may not always 
be entertaining, when appropriate, a smile 
will demonstrate confidence and comfort 
with the subject and provide the impression 
that you are generally a friendly presenter.

Your attire is also important in creating a 
positive first impression. You want your 
presentation, not your attire, to grab the 
attention of the attendees. Therefore, dress 
conservatively, one click more formal than 
the attendees. You can often scale down 
your attire more easily than you can scale 
up; therefore, it is better to err on the side 
of being overdressed than underdressed. 

Administrative items and schedule

Attendees typically appreciate knowing 
the plan for the session. Therefore it is 
important to ensure that you provide 
an agenda and ground rules for your 
presentation as early as possible. 
This administration should touch on 
several issues which will help to reduce 
distractions and make the event less 
stressful for you and more pleasant for 
attendees. A few administration items that 
you should cover:

• Use of cell phones 

• Timing and length of breaks 

• Availability of refreshments 

• Restroom location

• Lunch break 

• Session wrap-up

Executive Summary

Oral communication is one of the basic skill sets internal auditing professionals need. 
Presentations are one facet of oral communication frequently used in the practice of 
internal auditing through conducting meetings, delivering management presentations, 
and providing departmental and organizational training. 

However, fear of public speaking can limit you from demonstrating your ability to 
effectively communicate and lead, thereby potentially limiting career opportunities. 
Although most public speakers may experience mild anxiety, others may experience 
intense anxiety which may even lead to physical ailments including nausea. While 
everyone reacts differently to public speaking, it is unlikely that you will be able 
to present effectively and tame the anxiety without a plan and practice. This article 
provides several suggestions that will assist you in developing and executing a plan 
for your next presentation.

T he three most 
important 

attributes that you 
need to demonstrate 
are eye contact, 
posture, and a 
welcoming smile.
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Build rapport/likeability

Is there one factor that is mission critical for 
a successful presentation? The evaluation 
an individual makes of one aspect of you 
and your presentation may impact his 
evaluation of other aspects. In the same 
way, a supervisor who evaluates a staff 
auditor on ten factors may inadvertently let 
his impression of one factor influence his 
evaluation of the other nine factors. This 
idea is known as the “Halo” theory.

Perhaps the most critical presentation 
factor is likeability of the presenter. If the 
attendees like you, they will cut you slack. 
Conversely, if they do not like you, even 
a good presentation will often be received 
negatively. This raises the question—how 
does a presenter create a situation that 
provides for a favorable impression?

Remember that the presentation is for 
the attendees, not the presenter. It is 
important for you to remain focused on 
the attendees. Be humble and take care of 
the audience’s needs. 

Other useful techniques in building 
rapport begin prior to creating your 
presentation, starting with knowledge of 
the presentation materials and the topic, 
from the big picture to the detail. 

While this may sound obvious, a casual 
approach will lead to questions that you 
are not prepared to answer. Knowledge of 
the subject also contributes to your level 
of enthusiasm regarding the topic and 
your energy level during the presentation. 

Enthusiasm and energy are very 
important in keeping participants 
interested in the topic as well as 
enhancing your credibility related to the 
topic. Without energy and enthusiasm, 
your presentation may fall flat. If you 
enjoy presenting and can gain comfort in 
doing so, then most of the balance of the 
presentation skills will fall into place.

Hook the audience

It is critical for everyone to grasp your 
first few comments that set the tone for 
the presentation, so make sure that you 
begin slowly and get everyone on board 
before you take off. You want to hook 

everyone and get them to focus on your 
comments rather than on late arriving 
attendees. Anecdotal evidence and brief 
stories related to the topic enhance your 
credibility while providing memorable 
points relevant to the subject. 

Examples of approaches that you can use 
to immediately capture the attention of 
attendees include:

• Quotes to lead into your topic:

“People who don’t take risks generally 
make about two big mistakes a year. 
People who do take risks generally make 
about two big mistakes a year.” 

 Peter Drucker

• Current News to provide support 
to timeliness of your topic. Scour 
the news to find something that 
relates to your topic. Not a day 
goes by without news of fraud, risk, 
governance, or many other audit 
topics. It is just a matter of keeping 
up with news and weaving the 
material into the presentation.

 A recent AARP Bulletin reported 
that one lady was paid 3,700 times by 
Medicare; an average of more than once a 
day (1.69) for six years.1

• Statistics to highlight issues and grab 
attention:

 There were 292 financial restatements 
for the 13-year period from 1977-1989; 
for the 5½ year period from 1997-2002 
there were 919 restatements filed with the 
SEC. Why?

• Stories to make it easier to remember 
and capture the audience’s attention:

“You might be concerned if the president 
of your organization is a twice convicted 

1  Weaver, J. 2010. Medicare Fraud: Defying Justice. 
AARP Bulletin. November 1, 2010. www.aarp.org/
health/medicare-insurance/info-10-2010/nov_2010_
medicare_fraud.html (Accessed June 8, 2011).

swindler operating under an alias. 
Another red flag might be that his three 
brothers were also in key management 
positions operating under aliases. 
Interestingly, this individual that had 
been twice convicted of fraud and had 
changed his name was approached by his 
political party to run for president.”

 McKesson & Robbins

Monitoring the audience

Often, even a well-planned presentation 
will hit a lull. Attentiveness is negatively 
correlated with the length of the 
presentation. Monitor the audience for 
energy and attentiveness. Generally 
positive eye contact, body language, 
and energy level provide good gauges. 
Communication is a two-way process and 
the speaker should be very attentive to 
the signals from attendees. 

While you are verbally communicating with 
the audience, the audience is providing 
nonverbal communication to you. A 
good speaker always knows that when 
all eyes are on you, there is rapport. If the 
attentiveness begins to lag, move on, change 
topics, ask a question, take a break, do a 
seventh-inning stretch, or start an exercise 
to increase the energy level in the room. 
Be attuned to the warning signs and be 
proactive in getting the audience involved.

Monitoring your time

Although you have rehearsed your 
presentation several times and know 
how long it should take, presentations 
frequently do not go as planned. Upon 
arriving at the presentation venue, take 
note as to whether the facility has a clock 
so that you can monitor your pace and 
conclude on time. 

When the room does not have a working 
clock or one that you are able to quickly 
observe, remove your watch and set it 
near your presentation materials. This 
will allow you to subtly identify any 
adjustments that you need to consider 
to wrap up your presentation on time 
while still allowing time for questions. 
Alternatively, ask the session coordinator 
to give you a signal at selected intervals.

Closing

Presentations should end on a high 
note as opposed to fading away. The 
closing should include a summation and 
restatement of the goals of the session. 
Express appreciation with a sincere “Thank 
You” for active participation and questions. 
A thank you should also be given to the 

Attendees appreciate 
knowing the plan for 

the session.

Introduce yourself 
to a few people to 

exercise your voice. 
The individuals who 

receive a personal 
hello and handshake 
will be your allies. 
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host/coordinator of the event for the 
invitation to present. Upon completing the 
presentation, make yourself available after 
the session to answer one-on-one questions 
and meet with attendees.

Anxiety

When we feel threatened, our bodies 
go into a flight mode with our hearts 
pounding. How do we address this 
anxiety? One impact of anxiety is muscle 
contraction, which causes the opening 
“Screechy Voice.” 

The high voice nervousness and anxiety 
can be addressed by talking and 
exercising. Despite the venue, these two 
actions can easily be accomplished subtly 
by mingling with attendees before the 
presentation to get your voice going, 
and exercising by walking around the 
room to visit with attendees. Introduce 
yourself to a few people to exercise your 
voice. The individuals who receive a 
personal hello and handshake will be 
your allies. In addition, discrete isometric 
exercises are also beneficial at relieving 
excess nervous energy. 

Unfortunately, sometimes you need 
to be seated while the host covers 
announcements, administrative issues, 
and your introduction. The longer the 
preliminaries, the greater the anxiety; 
therefore, when the option exists, stand 
up at the side or back of the room and 
discretely release a little energy. This also 
prevents you from having to rise from a 
sitting position to speak. 

The first ten seconds are critical, and 
refocusing the attention of the attendees 
will assist in relieving tension. One 
way to accomplish this is by providing 
something to read on your opening 
slide, such as a famous or startling 
quote or instructions for an icebreaker 
exercise. 

This gets the eyes off of you for a moment 
so that you can acclimate. 

Voice/volume

Many presenters do not have sufficient 
volume, which is frequently interpreted 
as a lack of confidence. The rule is 
to speak a few decibels louder than 
necessary. A presenter must take 
ownership of the floor. By starting 
your presentation loud, attendees will 
look up at you and infer that you are 
confident and knowledgeable. Speak 
with conviction to communicate that 
your topic is important and that you are 
passionate about the topic.

Speak in a conversational mode with 
voice inflection to emphasize certain 
points. Along with your level of 
knowledge of the topic, practice is 
key to presenting your message with 
confidence and appropriate volume. 
As discussed in Part 1, microphones 
present several challenges including 
technical difficulties and inconsistent 
volume; therefore, when possible, 
present without a microphone. 

Audience involvement

Most sessions improve when there 
is active audience participation. The 
attentiveness level always increases 
when someone other than the speaker 
provides comments. Attendees want to 
hear other opinions and want to know 
what other people do and encounter in 
their organizations. A few techniques 
that can be used to encourage audience 
involvement include:

1. Use questions to enhance and enrich 
your presentation.

2. Ask attendees for opinions to 
encourage other views and invite 
contrasting views.

3. Survey attendees to assist them in 
benchmarking their organization 
against others:

 On a scale of 1-Ad hoc to 3-Mature, how 
would you rate your ERM processes?

4. Create the opportunity for group 
discussions and group assignments:

 We are going to break into industry 
groups and identify and present 
the three major fraud risks to your 
industry.

5. Encourage attendees to make specific 
notes to highlight the importance of 
information:

6. Use visual aids including props, 
PowerPoint, and flipcharts to change 
the energy level in the room by 
refocusing attention. For example: 

• Hold up a copy of The Smartest Guys 
in the Room and say: “This book is 
very informative relative to the Enron 
Fraud.”

• Ask, “Do you know the story that 
relates to this?” while holding or 
showing a picture of a bottle of 
Hadacol or carpet cleaner (ZZZZ 
Best) or a toy garbage truck (Waste 
Management).

7. Use outlines with questions to create 
challenges for attendees to encourage 
discussion. For example: 

Name the fraud that:

• Led to the establishment of the SEC. 

• Resulted in standards to confirm 
receivables and observe inventory. 

8. Use rewards as added incentives 
for session participation. Instead of 
just drawing names, use questions 
to determine the winner of a prize 
related to the session.

 We have a door prize for anyone who can 
list the three most significant frauds in 
U.S. history.

9. Provide references to publications for 
additional information related to the 
topic. 

 This article in New Perspectives (hold up 
a copy) is a must-read for healthcare risk 
analysis.

Delivery – verbal

The delivery should be composed, 
relaxed, and friendly in order to 
generate interest from the audience. 
Proper preparation and enthusiasm 
are critical. Items worth considering 
to improve the verbal delivery of your 
presentation include: 

• Pauses – Strategically placing 
pauses to add emphasis can increase 
audience interest and participation 
while enhancing the presentation 
itself. Such pauses will also provide 
an opportunity for the presenter to 
prioritize thoughts.

• Buzz Words – The speaker should 
ensure that buzz words and 

The first ten seconds 
are critical, and 
refocusing the 

attention of the 
attendees will assist 
in relieving tension.

The rule is to speak 
a few decibels louder 

than necessary.
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acronyms are clearly understood 
by the audience to reduce potential 
confusion (e.g. GRC, CoCo, COSO, 
ERM, ISO, COBIT).

• Pronunciation – Speakers should 
over-emphasize articulation, 
especially if you are speaking in 
another country where English is not 
the primary language.

• Pace – The pace of the presentation 
should be upbeat with the 
occasional pause. Speed is 
critical to maintain attention. The 
audience can think faster than 
you can speak and too large of a 
gap creates boredom. While the 
primary concern is speaking fast 
enough, speakers sometimes react 
to anxiety by picking up the pace 
too much, and also risk losing the 
audience.

Delivery – nonverbal

Nonverbal communication is more 
important than the verbal communication. 
Positive facial expressions, energy level, 
and animation will create interest in the 
presentation. Audiences often remember 
more of what they saw than of what they 
heard.

Movement

The extent of a presenter’s movement is a 
double-edged sword. While movement in 
general is positive, too little or too much 
movement can distract the audience from 
the intended focus of the presentation. 

A general rule is to take two to three steps, 
plant your feet, stand tall, and continue 
to present. After a few moments you can 
take another step or two and plant your 
feet. As you move toward the audience 
and back towards the screen, you should 

avoid turning your back to the audience. 
Bobbing and weaving are also distracting 
and should be eliminated in order to 
project a better image of confidence.

Arms and hands

Speakers often do not know what to do 
with their hands while presenting. Here 
are a few suggestions that will help with 
hand movements and reduce potential 
distractions:

1. Fig Leaf – Positioning your hands 
together and allowing them to hang 
in front of you calls attention to your 
hands. Let your hands hang loosely 
at your side or hold them above your 
waistline in front of you. 

2. Parade Rest – While it may be 
comfortable, clasping your hands 
behind you can be interpreted as 
a method of hiding something or 
dishonesty, and should be avoided.

3. Crossed Arms – Crossing your 
arms in front of your body is 
typically interpreted as a barrier to 
communication. As you can imagine, 
such perception is not conducive to 
open discussion.

4. Lectern – The lectern should not 
be used as a crutch or support. 
Continuously standing behind 
the lectern may create a barrier to 
communication. 

5. Pockets – It is often tempting to put 
your hands in your pockets due to 
anxiety, but this is distracting (see the 
Fig Leaf). 

6. Conductor – Movement of the 
hands and arms similar to a band 
conductor is useful to emphasize 
a point, but cannot be used 
continuously. Over-exaggerated 
sweeping hand gestures should be 
limited to prevent taking the focus 
away from the presentation.

7. Spider on the Mirror – The spider on 
the mirror is where your finger tips 
are touching and can be a good hand 
position when not over-used. 

Audiences often 
remember more of 

what they saw than of 
what they heard.
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While the above suggestions provide 
guidance on several positions, there are 
many options available. It is important 
to focus on keeping your hands above 
your waist, not using excessive, 
negative, or distractive hand motions, 
but becoming comfortable with a variety 
of hand gestures.

Humor

Humor can help generate interest and 
energy in a presentation, but should 
be included with caution. Starting a 
presentation with a joke often creates a 
weak beginning for a number of reasons, 
including the following:

• Jokes may offend members.

• A joke out of context is often not 
funny.

• The joke may not be relevant to your 
presentation.

• The audience may have already 
heard the joke.

Alternatively, you may not be good 
at telling jokes. Even though you are 
knowledgeable about the topic you are 
presenting, you may lose credibility 
because you are a novice as a stand-up 
comedian. 

The best humor is interactive humor 
between the attendees and/or self-
depreciating humor. A humorous 
factual story related to the topic can be 
very effective. A good story is typically 
superior to a joke, does not have the 
potential risks associated with a joke, and 
is typically enjoyed by all age groups. 
The story should be an example of the 
topic; perhaps a humorous example of 
what not to do:

Barry Minkow of ZZZZ Best 
fame kited so many checks that his 
managers gave him a large kite with 
an imprint of a check.

Handling difficult attendees

Occasionally you may encounter 
an attendee who is difficult to work 
with. This might be due to honest 
disagreements or he/she just might be 
an attention seeker. One of the most 
effective responses is to remain positive, 
emphasize the points of agreement, 
respond to hostility with congeniality, and 
involve the audience in the discussion. 
Attendees typically welcome open debate, 
but do not appreciate rudeness by either 
party. The following example illustrates a 
possible solution:

Jim (audience member): “I 
disagree with you. I feel that 
a qualitative ERM approach 
is better than a quantitative 
approach” (delivered with a 
slightly challenging and hostile 
tone).

Speaker: “Jim has had success 
with a qualitative approach. What 
do you think? Where have you 
had good results?”

Note that the question (statement) has 
been repeated in a neutral tone and 
reworded to make it less controversial. 
You recognized Jim by name and are 
actually asking the attendees for support 
of his position. Discuss openly, but never 
debate! It is always about the topic, it is 
not about you versus Jim.

Problems – verbal don’ts and how to 
overcome them

Anxiety is often associated with speakers 
using verbal graffiti during presentations. 
Verbal graffiti includes the use of fillers, 
diluters, and condescending terms that can 
restrict the effectiveness of the message. 

It is not uncommon to hear speakers use 
repetitive terms (fillers) such as “like,” 
“you know,” and “ah.” The first step in 
minimizing this problem is rehearsal and 
knowing which words you are using. It is 
also important to understand that silence 
can be golden during a presentation. 
Instead of speaking before you have a 
thought, allow for silence to provide an 
opportunity to respond without fillers. 

Questions

The Question & Answer (Q&A) session 
is an opportunity to raise the quality of 
the presentation and the interest level 
of the attendees. If possible, encourage 
questions throughout the session in 
addition to asking for a Q&A session at 
the conclusion of the presentation.

If you ask for questions during or at 
the end of the session, the response 
is typically silence. A good speaker 
networks and chats with attendees 

before the session, at breaks, and 
during lunch. This allows you to 
encourage questions.

The best way to encourage questions is by 
asking questions. As soon as someone else 
in the session speaks up, the attentiveness 
level goes up. Attendees appreciate 
differing views and want to know what 
others are thinking and doing. 

If an attendee raises a question, move 
toward the attendee, make good eye 
contact, and wait-wait-wait until 
the question is complete. Then back 
away, face the group, and restate the 
question to ensure that everyone heard 
the question. Mention the name of 
the person who raised the question 
and perhaps their organization. Pause 
and reflect to make sure that you 
understand the question. Translate the 
question to a group question. Respond, 
solicit audience opinions, and then re-
visit the person who asked the question 
to verify that the question has been 
addressed.

If a negative question is presented, try to 
neutralize it by recasting it in a positive 
context. If you don’t know how to 
respond to a question—Never bluff! One 
possible response is: “I am not sure. I will 
have to think about that one.” Turn to the 
audience and ask, “Does anyone have 
any experience relative to the question?” 
Typically, an attendee will initiate a 
discussion relative to the question raised. 
If the group does not adequately answer 
the question, indicate that you will follow 
up with the individual.

Wrap-up

Leaving attendees with a positive and 
lasting impression is important. The 
closing should provide a strong summary 
of the presentation with memorable take-
aways. It is not enough to just end after 
presenting the key points; lay out the next 
steps for attendees to consider once the 
session is over. 

One approach to strengthen your wrap-
up is to provide key references for 
information on the topic to attendees for 
their future use. Another effective way to 
bring the presentation to a close is to end 
by presenting a challenge: 

Analytics is the most efficient and 
effective audit tool especially when 
used in tandem with technology. 
Please take the analytic concepts 
that we have covered today and 
integrate into each of your audit 
programs.

The best way 
to encourage 

questions is by 
asking questions.
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Conclusion

We’ve discussed ways to enhance your 
presentation skills, and identified ways 
to encourage audience participation 
and engagement. Practice is essential to 
improving your presentation skills. 

Seek out opportunities to present. 
Organizations such as Toastmasters, 
and your professional organizations can 
provide excellent opportunities to practice 
and improve this important skill. Junior 
Achievement or other similar volunteer 

organizations may provide you with a 
less pressured, multi-presentation outlet 
until you become more comfortable 
presenting. Or consider forming your 
own presentation group. NP
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