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Introduction 
This report sets out the findings from a survey about presenting conducted by Ray Poynter in early 

2009. The invitations were distributed via social network groups used by market researchers. 

The study is aimed to be of interest to anybody concerned in how to improve their presentations, 

but it cannot claim to accurately report the views of the market research industry. However, the 

views expressed do reflect a diverse group, for example the 254 people included: 32 clients, 42 

people who have seen more than 20 conference presentations in the last year, 85 people whose first 

language is not English, and people from 42 countries. 

The body of this report details the findings from the survey and the appendix sets out details such as 

the fieldwork. However, the most important findings are outlined below in the key messages. 

Key Messages 
The survey indicates that the focus of any presentation is the audience, but the respondents think 

that presenters sometimes think it is the presenter or the data which is the focus. 

Since audiences differ, there can be no single best method/style of presenting. Many of the requests 

from respondents are contradictory, i.e. you can’t please all of the people, all of the time. 

Audiences expect presenters to be confident, capable, and rehearsed. There is little tolerance these 

days for a presenter who turns up and simply delivers the content in a clear but unengaged way. 

The survey supports the view that conference presentations and debriefs have different 

requirements, which makes sense since they have different audiences and different needs. In 

particular, debriefs have to answer business needs and provide useful guidance to the decisions that 

the business needs to make. 

Audiences are to some extent conflicted in that they want both more and less. They want to 

understand the message, they want the experience to be pleasant, but they want it doing in less 

time. In order for this to happen, they want presenters to be better. They want better preparation, 

better decisions about what to present and what to leave out, better slides, and better presenting 

skills. 

The themes that have been talked about in presentation circles for the last few years, such as 

storytelling and engagement are still important, but so are issues such as confidence, ability, and a 

willingness to put forward an argument, not simply a report. 
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I think that the comment “Moving away from being scripted to being rehearsed” highlights the sort 

of professionalism and engagement that audiences are looking for. 

Conference Presentations 
Respondents were asked to think of one or more people who they think give really good conference 

presentations, and then to say what makes them special. Respondents were also given the 

opportunity, if they wished, to name the person (or people) they think give really good conference 

presentations. The full list of really good presenters is shown in the appendix and includes 114 

names, most of whom are market researchers, but there are some great examples from other fields. 

Who? 

From the list of 114 names, just ten were mentioned more than once, with the highest number of 

mentions being just five. These ten, in alphabetical order by first name, are: 

Andy Dexter Martin Lindstrom 

David Smith Neil McPhee 

John Kearon Paul Marsden 

Justin Gibbons Rob Campbell 

Mark Earls Steve Jobs (Apple) 

  

Although this study is not a scientific or representative piece of analysis, I am happy to say that if you 

get the chance to see any of these ten, then I would strongly recommend prioritising them over 

cappuccino or beer. 

What? 

There were 246 descriptions of what makes a good conference presentation, comprising almost six 

thousand words. These were analysed and ten themes identified. However, the themes are not 

discrete and there is significant overlap and interplay between them. 

The key themes are: 

1. Content 

2. Voice 

3. Audience 

4. Story 

5. Style 

6. Ability 

7. Argument 

8. Confidence 

9. Engaging 

10. Humour 

A good presentation will need to utilise all of these themes, but the balance will differ depending on 

the audience, the situation, and the subject. 
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The following sub-sections take each of these ten themes, and illustrate what the respondents 

meant. 

Content 

For some people content is king “The content, the slide and the argument” and “The content and the 

presenter's knowledge”. 

But for most people it is simply part of the answer “Combination of content presented in an 

engaging way and delivery (confidence and knowledge of the subject matter)” and “Contents and 

slides are good and important but not the key things. It is how you translate research findings into a 

common language that is understood by all and not just researchers. Also, in terms of contents it is 

how to be brief and clear and stay away from busy hard facts presentations.”. 

Voice 

A large number of people talked about voice, a point which emphasises that a conference 

presentation is infotainment. To effectively convey a message, the voice has to be an active part of 

the communication. The following quotes highlight the points relating to voice: 

“The logic, argument and manner (including voice & body language)” 

“Animation in voice and body plus thorough knowledge of the material so not reading from 

slides or notes… ” 

“Voice commanding attention, storytelling more than lecturing and interesting topics that 

are relevant” 

“It's partly his voice--he never speaks too quickly, and his tone is modulated and smooth 

without feeling 'put on'--but it's more that you feel that he's speaking to you personally, not 

just reciting a bunch of jargon from a PowerPoint slide. He tells the story behind the numbers 

and makes the output come alive” 

Audience 

A great presentation is all about the audience, not the presenter. At least, that’s what the audience 

feels! 

“Their understanding of their audience- Their succinctness- Not trying to say too much- 

Simple slides” 

“Confident with content of presentation, provide logical argument and being interactive with 

their audience” 

“Their overall persona - voice and how they engage the audience” 

“The flow of the presentations is important and ability to engage the audience (not a one-

way traffic)….” 

The point about interaction is one that I want to follow up with further research. I suspect that 

whilst everybody wants to be engaged, not everybody wants to be interacted with in the same way. 
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Story 

Storytelling has been one of the hottest topics in discussion about presenting for the last few years, 

and it is clearly key to both engagement and communication. 

“Tell a story - make it interesting. Delivery - authoritative, but relaxed... and sometimes 

humorous” 

“Has coherent story to tell, succinct, use interesting tone in voice, slides not too cluttered, 

illustrate points with examples” 

“It's a well balanced sum of everything - an appealing way of telling an interesting story” 

 “Exciting ideas, enjoyably visual slides or no slides at all and who tell their story really well 

(clearly, engagingly, theatrically)” 

Style 

Style is a tricky concept in that different people mean different things by the term. For some people 

style is key “Presentation style is the most important” 

But for most people it is part of the overall picture: “Combination of content, well laid out on a slide 

and then presented in a good style” 

The variation of what ‘style’ means is highlighted by the next three comments. But, it is clear that 

style is not something that just happens, it is the presence of a personalised approach, something 

which goes beyond just competence. 

“Style, speaking to the audience, PAUSING for emphasis, no notes, entertaining with some 

levity, self deprecation” 

“Relaxed and informal style, but also confident, upbeat, lively” 

“I enjoy a variety of styles when I attend a conference, although those speakers I remember 

the most are those that give compelling talks by speaking clearly, using language that is 

consistent with that of the audience, making it somewhat interactive on a relevant topic” 

Ability 

The term ability is linked with a wide range of aspects of presenting and is used to emphasise that it 

is not enough to try to achieve these aims; presenters need to develop the skills to be able to deliver 

against these standards. 

“The ability to make the audience sense their passion” 

“Their ability to convey a story and make complex concepts understandable” 

“Ability to make findings vividly clear and alive” 

“The ability to present the slides without reading them” 
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Argument 

The use of the terms argue and argument show that people are looking for presenters to be more 

than a neutral reporter, they are looking for a case to be put forward with coherence and passion. 

“Simple easy concepts and arguments” 

“The way he or she argues the content” 

“The content, the slide and the argument” 

“Argument, passion, and slides” 

Confidence 

Respondents highlight the need for presenters to be confident. This is similar to ability in some ways, 

but relates to the way that ability is expressed and used. 

“Confident presentation, don't read their slides” 

“Confident with content of presentation, provide logical argument and being interactive with 

their audience” 

“Voice, confidence and visuals” 

“Confidence, thorough knowledge of what they are going to present, they don't just read out 

slides, they summarise well and point out things which are not obvious from slides” 

Engaging 

Audiences want to be engaged. A great piece of analysis is of little purpose if it does not take the 

audience with it. A key element in engagement is the ability to transcend the slides and to 

communicate directly with the audience. 

“Engaging with the audience” 

“Engaging, not reading, content, etc” 

“The pacing and the delivery - listening, engaging and interacting with the audience, and 

sounding like they are interested/excited in what they are talking about” 

“Exciting ideas, enjoyably visual slides or no slides at all and who tell their story really well: 

clearly, engagingly, theatrically” 

Humour 

Humour was mentioned often, but it is tenth in this list of themes, indicating it was the weakest of 

the ten. Although many people highlighted the way that humour can improve the flow and 

engagement of a presentation, this needs to be taken in the context of the ability to get the 

argument across. 

“Light-hearted humour mixed in with serious content” 

“Content - innovative, punchy and a little humour goes a long way” 
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“Ability to hold the attention of the audience through their voice, fluency and articulation of 

language, an element of humour to ensure people don't fall off to sleep!” 

“Connect with audience, humour, not boring” 

Debriefs 
Before this survey I had a feeling that what people want from a debrief is different from what they 

want from a conference presentation. This impression is supported by the data, but the limited 

number of responses by clients means that it is still a feeling, not a finding. 

Respondents were asked to think of somebody who gives great debriefs and then to describe what 

makes them so good. Respondents were invited to say who they were thinking of, if they wished. 

Since only five clients named individuals, I will start this section by reporting these six presenters, 

along with the comments from the clients who nominated them. 

Presenter Comments 

George Halim 

Short and to the point. You do not need to constantly use WOW expressions 

that confuse the hell out of people. You are not there to impress people with 

your English skills. You need to be simple and help people understand the 

findings in an ACTIONABLE way 

Graham Martin The overall flow of structure, and clean and clear design. 

Peter Harrington 

Providing clear, simple, visuals to support the word content and then 

delivering it with a degree of energy and animation 

The late Dennis List The business understanding 

Vishal Bali,  

Amit Singh Structure and tone of voice 

 

In addition to these five comments, there were 20 other comments, these are shown in full below. 

Note, I have added the highlighting to reflect what I think the key points are. 

1. Analysis ,conclusion and business understanding 

2. Analysis and presenting style. 

3. Business understanding is crucial! Sharing research analysis would help anticipate 

expectations. 

4. Business understanding and relevance of conclusions to the same- structure and the 

individual charts- commentary on every slide- presentation style 

5. Charts that tell a story, are simple, avoiding listed points, with an emphasis on the key 

messages that don’t get lost in a whole lot of information. Visual images, knowing the 

subject and talking in client's language 

6. Combination of structure, good understanding of research objectives and business issues, 

strong analytical capability and presentation style 

7. Detailed, visuals, charts, graphs, the perspectives shared and the recommendations 

8. Evidence that the presenter has thought about what they are presenting is vital 

9. Particularly the ability to draw conclusions based on business understanding and offer 

recommendations for the next steps that should be taken, rather than presenting the 

research as an isolated exercise. 
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10. Partly presenting style but more the efficiency and focused way in which they relate the 

findings - what are the key points and why? 

11. Short and sweet. Gets to the point 

12. Slides - I think we still use way TOO much text, I hate when you read along with the presenter 

- why do they need to be there if you are simply reading it. 

13. Structure important - no need to spend first 20 mins on objectives/approach, then a 

summary of conclusions. Focus is on key learning and where we can go with them.  That 

derives from a good brief in the first place.  Best presenters  are those that tell us the 

learnings/actions and keep it at that. 

14. Structure, analyses, conclusions and presentation style 

15. Structure, conclusions, AND recommendations 

16. Style and business understanding 

17. Style, analysis business understanding and application of results 

18. The analysis and conclusions, even when they don't have a good understanding of the 

business. 

19. The analysis, the business understandings 

20. The structure... telling a story, bringing the consumer to life, their business understanding 

and ability to engage the audience 

The key to great debriefs 

As you can see from the words I have highlighted above, I think the key points are: 

1. Business understanding 

2. Analysis 

3. Structure 

Close behind these three comes presenting style and good conclusions/recommendations.  

Storytelling is mentioned, but not as much as it is for conference presentations. The call for a story 

has been replaced by a call for structure. I think this still means that the presentation needs a clear 

narrative theme, but that narrative is not necessarily perceived as a story. 

Improvements 
The final open ended question asked respondents what needed improving, as opposed to the 

previous questions which asked what is currently good. 

All of the themes mentioned in the conference and debrief sections were cited again as things that 

need to be improved. 

The quotes below highlight key, simple, short recommendations: 

“Have fun but show respect for your audience!” 

“Value to the client/audience should be the focus of the presentation” 

“The length and level of complexity should be adjusted to the abilities and needs of the 

audience” 
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“TEXT on slides - too much most of the time, too small font and too much info that is not 

memorable” 

“Stop relying on hundreds of PowerPoint slides and tell a story not just read the data” 

“Some agency debriefs are still a summation of everything they captured in a quant survey.  

These need to stop! ” 

“Special attention needs to be given to non-native speakers, but also to native speakers who 

like to speak very fast” 

“Need to highlight the facts before getting into the charts” 

“Move away from mere reportage to telling a story. From findings to learnings” 

“Moving away from being scripted to being rehearsed” 
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Appendix 

Sample 

The data were collected between January 10
th

 and March 4
th.

 

The invitations were distributed via Facebook groups such as The Big List of Market Researchers 

[http://www.facebook.com/groups.php?id=637847066#/group.php?gid=18095664464] and via 

MRSpace [http://mrspace.ning.com/]. 

Although just over 400 people answered at least one question in the survey, I have restricted the 

analysis to only those who said something about presentations, which gave a total base of 254. 

Type of Organisation Count % 

Agency 191 75% 

Client 32 13% 

Freelance/Consultant 15 6% 

Education 6 2% 

Software 4 2% 

Other 5 2% 

No Answer 1 0% 

Total 254 100% 

 

Number of conference presentation seen in last year Count % 

None 38 15% 

Fewer than 5 86 34% 

6 to 10 49 19% 

11 to 20 39 15% 

More than 20 42 17% 

Total 254 100% 

 

Number of debriefs seen in last year (clients only) Count % 

None 4 13% 

Fewer than 5 15 47% 

11 to 20 4 13% 

6 to 10 6 19% 

More than 20 3 9% 

Total 32 100% 

 

First Language Count % 

English 158 62% 

Other 85 33% 

No Answer 11 4% 

Total 254 100% 
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First Language Count % 

Afrikaans 1 0% 

Arabic 7 3% 

Bahasa 3 1% 

Bengali 1 0% 

Bulgarian 1 0% 

Chinese 10 4% 

Czech 2 1% 

Danish 2 1% 

Dutch 3 1% 

English 158 62% 

Filipino 1 0% 

French 11 4% 

German 2 1% 

Greek 1 0% 

Hebrew 1 0% 

Hindi 10 4% 

Hungarian 2 1% 

Italian 5 2% 

Maltese 1 0% 

Norwegian 1 0% 

Polish 2 1% 

Portuguese 2 1% 

Romanian 1 0% 

Spanish 7 3% 

Swedish 2 1% 

Telugu 1 0% 

Turkish 4 2% 

Vietnamese 1 0% 

No Answer 11 4% 

Total 254 100% 

 

 

Country Count % 

Australia 17 7% 

Belgium 4 2% 

Brazil 2 1% 

Canada 10 4% 

China 6 2% 

Colombia 2 1% 

Czech Republic 2 1% 

Denmark 2 1% 

Egypt 4 2% 
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France 6 2% 

Greece 1 0% 

Hong Kong 4 2% 

Hungary 2 1% 

India 22 9% 

Indonesia 4 2% 

Israel 1 0% 

Italy 4 2% 

Jamaica 1 0% 

Jordan 1 0% 

Malaysia 6 2% 

Mexico 2 1% 

New Zealand 5 2% 

North Africa * 1 0% 

Norway 2 1% 

Philippines 2 1% 

Poland 2 1% 

Romania 1 0% 

Singapore 10 4% 

South Africa 4 2% 

Spain 4 2% 

Sweden 1 0% 

Switzerland 2 1% 

Taiwan 2 1% 

Thailand 2 1% 

The Netherlands 1 0% 

Tunisia 1 0% 

Turkey 3 1% 

UAE 11 4% 

UK 53 21% 

USA 32 13% 

Venezuela 1 0% 

Vietnam 2 1% 

No Answer 9 4% 

Total 254 100% 

* as typed 
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Tag Cloud 

As part of the analysis the verbatim were converted into tag clouds, a method of highlighting key 

words, where the most frequently used words are shown in larger fonts. 

Good Conference Presentations 

The Tag Cloud below represents the frequency of individual words in the verbatim about what 

makes a great presentation. 

 

The Tag Cloud was produced by using http://tagcrowd.com/. 
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Improvements 

The Tag Cloud below shows the data for the final open ended question, asking what need improving. 

 

  



Analysis of Presenting 

 

Ray Poynter, The Future Place, ray.poynter@thefutureplace.com Page 14 

 

The Full List of ‘Really Good’ Conference Presenters 

The list below contains the 114 people named in the survey as those who give really good 

conference presentations. The order is alphabetical. Those names that have been highlighted were 

mentioned at least twice. Nobody was mentioned more than five times. 

Adrian Chedore Lakshmi Seth, CEO Quantum Market Research Pvt Ltd 

Ahmed Higazy Lisa Penaloza 

AJ Johnson Luigi Toiati 

Alex McKie Marisa Pope 

Andera Gadeib Mark Earls 

Andy Dexter Mark Howe - Google 

Anjali Puri, Nielsen, India Mark Michelson 

Anna Giza Poleszczuk Martin Lee 

Anna Thomas (Define) Martin Lindstrom 

Arno Hummerston (TNS) Mary Bard 

Ben Page, Ipsos MORI Matt Balogh 

Beyza Oba Meeta Luthra 

Bhushan Akerkar Merril Dubrow - MARC Research 

Bill Joos Mike Bloxham of Ballstate University 

Bill Moult Mike Brown 

Caroline Hayter Mike Cooke 

Chris Forrest Moana Jackson, New Zealand 

Chris Rockwell, Lextant Neil Higgs 

Curtis Frazier Neil McPhee 

Dan Foreman (Opinium) Nelson Marangoni - IBOPE 

Dara Macaba Ole Petter Nyhaug, Synovate (Norway) 

Dave Brennan - Thinkbox Paco Underhill 

Dave McCaughan, McCann Workd Group, 

Japan Patrick Dixon 

David Pyke Paul Marsden 

David Smith Paul Vittles 

Dieter Deceunik Peter Cole - ISA 

Dipen Mehta, Quest Consulting Peter Daboll 

Dominic Scott Malden Peter Harrington 

Dr Meena Kaushik Peter Zollo 

Drew Cutler from IMA Petra Průšová 

Elaine Moore Philly Desai 

Eric Arnould Pravin Shekhar (Dexterity) 

Erick Brethenoux - Vice President 

corporate development - SPSS Richard Reed 

Eugenie Harvey Richard Reeves 

Fiona Blades Rob Campbell (Sunshine/MC Saatchi) 

Fiona Jack (Greenlight) 

Robert J. Burgess, Author America In Focus: A Stunning 

View Through A Two-way Mirror 

Frits Spangenberg Sandra Soon from SPH Singapore 
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George Halim Sangeeta Gupta 

Gian Fulgoni Sarah Davies 

Grant Mc Cracken Serena Jacob 

Greet Sterenberg Sid Simmons (Incite) 

Guy Kawasaki Simon Pulman-Jones 

Hannie Hofmeyer Sophie Cox 

Hans Rossling Soren Askegaard 

Hy Mariampolski Steve Hamillton Clarke 

Ian Wright Steve Jobs 

James Parsons Steve Yates (Barclaycard) 

Jan al-Amel Stuart Armon 

Jan Callebaut Stuart Campbell 

John Chambers Professor Susan Greenfield 

John Kearon, Brainjuicer Sven Arn 

John Larson - LRW worldwide, Tim Macer 

Judith Falb Mizrahi - New Solutions 

London Tom Doctoroff 

Justin Gibbons (work research) Tom Ewing 

Kevin Menk Tom Neveil, Storybrand Consulting 

Kevin Roberts Vishal Bali 

Kristin Hickey William Higham 

 

Was I mentioned? Yes, but that might just have been people being nice to me, since I was organising 

the study. So, I removed my name. 


