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“Lisa Evans is a classy lady who lives an inspiring 
life. She now not only tells her story to inspire others, 
she teaches other people how to tell their story in a 
powerful way.”

Darren La Croix
Certified Speaking Professional,

Accredited Speaker,
World Champion Speaker.
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Foreword 

In 2007, I relocated to Perth from Canberra, where I’d worked 
as a public servant in the hallowed halls of power. I had long 

yearned to live by the sea. When a position came up in Perth, a city 
as well-renowned as Sydney for its stunning beaches, I jumped at 
this sea-change opportunity.

On moving to Perth, I knew only one person locally, but 
soon met Lisa through work. Both being new to the job, we 
gravitated towards each other, and our friendship clicked from 
the time we met.

In some ways, Lisa was a bit of a conundrum. Early on in 
our friendship, it became evident that Lisa was shy by nature. 
When I learned her story about losing her hearing, I thought 
this might have been the reason for her being so quiet. But as 
we grew closer, I discovered that introversion was just a part of 
Lisa’s makeup.

So, why does she excel at public speaking and why did she 
decide to make a career of it? The more I got to know Lisa, the more 
I saw her other side—the consummate professional determined to 
succeed at her chosen path. She had previously dedicated herself 
to an intensive, highly skilled and demanding area of clinical 
work. I realised that it took a special kind of person to work in such 
a high-pressure environment. No matter what she turned her hand 
to, she would always commit one hundred per cent, and with the 
same persistence and passion she’d invested in her former role.
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I quickly discovered that when Lisa sets herself a task, it 
becomes her sole focus. Her speaking journey is a prime example.

I was thrilled when Lisa told me about her idea behind Speaking 
Savvy. Her plan to turn her passion for speaking and storytelling 
into a business was an exciting venture. The genuine excitement, 
radiant glow and the look in her eyes were contagious, and I felt 
privileged to be a part of her journey.

Not many people I know could have endured what Lisa went 
through, nor could have had the foresight and courage to turn 
such adversity into opportunity. She has done it with grace and 
good humour.

When I watch Lisa present on stage, I never cease to be 
impressed by her confidence and professionalism. When people 
hear and see Lisa speak and are impressed by her skill and talent, 
most are unaware of the journey she has undertaken to get to this 
point.

She is not just a master storyteller and speaker; she is passion-
ate about wanting to help others tell their story. She intends to 
share the gift of speaking and storytelling with others. Her ‘Stories 
From The Heart’ live storytelling events demonstrate her commit-
ment to give back; to pay it forward. All proceeds from ticket sales 
go to charity.

Lisa brings that same passion and commitment to her role as a 
professional speaker and coach. She devotes her drive and energy 
to whatever task, project or person she takes on. If the person she 
is coaching is prepared to put in the work, she will match that com-
mitment and more. She is a very encouraging person who loves to 
see someone realise their true potential.

Lisa could have asked any one of many respected people to 
provide the foreword for her book. When she asked me, I was 
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LISA EVANS 

speechless—a first for me—and incredibly proud that my friend 
would entrust me with this special honour.

I am privileged to call Lisa Evans my friend. Speaking Savvy 
is what Lisa does, and she does it extremely well. After you finish 
reading this inspiring book, I’m sure you will agree.

Lizze Hornby
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Introduction

Why I Wrote This Book
“One day, Alice came to a fork in the road and saw a 
Cheshire cat in a tree. “Which road shall I take?” she 
asked.” Where do you want to go?” was his response.” 
I don’t know...” Alice answered. “Then,” said the cat, 
“it doesn’t matter.”

Lewis Carroll

I set out to write Speaking Savvy as a reference book to help 
people speak confidently in public. Had I continued down that 

path, my book may have become a useful tool to help speakers. 
It would ultimately join the thousands of other reference sources 
out there, a lot of them penned by more famous and noteworthy 
people than myself.

I decided that, rather than be seen as another public speaking 
guide, I’d write about the story of my journey and, in retelling that 
story to readers, show how you can turn adversity into an asset. 
I’d show how change—real change, brought on by cataclysmic 
upheaval—can make a difference to someone’s life, for the better.
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Have you ever asked yourself the same What if? question that 
I have? Have you wondered, Why me? Why was I singled out to be 
dealt this card?

I often wonder what my life would be like now if I had gone 
down the career path my parents wanted me to when I left school. 
Or if I’d gone to California, as originally planned, instead of 
Australia on my working holiday. No doubt things would have 
been different for me. Or was my future pre-ordained by some 
presence over which I had no control or input? I guess I will never 
know the answer to such a perplexing and probing question, and 
perhaps that’s the way it should be, never knowing what’s around 
the corner.

My public speaking journey began about ten years ago 
and, like a lot of things in life, it happened quite by accident. I 
was forced into a career change following a sudden and severe 
illness, one that left me learning to hear and speak again. I was 
fortunate to be part of a research trial and received the amazing 
gift of a cochlear implant. The sound received through this 
life-changing device has a synthetic, robotic quality. At first 
indecipherable, my brain had to process two types of sound 
together; the residual natural sound and the new and very alien 
synthetic sound.

This process of learning to hear again took an incredible 
amount of patience and many intensive sessions with the research 
team, to whom I will always be grateful.

Before my illness, I had trained as a nurse and midwife and 
practiced in the field for over twenty years. I never imagined doing 
anything else, as I was happy in my work. Early in my career, I 
undertook additional training and became a neonatal intensive 
care midwife. It was rewarding work that led me to employment 
in leading centres in England and Australia.
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When I was struck with the virus that destroyed much of 
my hearing, it was no longer safe and practical for me to do my 
job. I was forced to give up practising as a midwife, and I took a 
role in a government department working on health policy and 
programs. While employed as a public servant, I experienced 
some appalling workplace bullying, and this affected my confi-
dence. I became withdrawn and isolated, avoiding speaking out 
at work.

Following my illness and subsequent toxic workplace envi-
ronment, my self-esteem stood at an all-time low. In my efforts to 
rebuild my confidence, I discovered Toastmasters International, an 
organisation that helps people learn public speaking.

I can vividly remember the first night I attended a meeting. 
I stood outside with my friend, nervous with anticipation, 
and we discussed the benefits of walking through the door. I 
suggested the easier option of going to get coffee instead, but 
she practically pushed me through the door and into this new 
chapter of my life.

The camaraderie you can find at a Toastmasters club is like no 
other. For the first time in a very long time, as I spoke, I felt listened 
to and valued. I remember commenting to my mentor, “When 
does the heckling start?” as I was used to speaking in unpleasant 
and disrespectful surroundings. The support enables you to grow 
in a safe and fun environment. Over the next two years, I regularly 
attended meetings, stepped up onto the volunteer committee and 
took part in a speaking competition, winning the first of many 
trophies.

I have made lifelong friends through Toastmasters, including 
many overseas connections. Wherever you go in the world, there 
is likely to be a club you can visit, and you’ll be made welcome. I 
have travelled and spoken internationally, met some of the world 
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champion speakers, and had many fun experiences with people 
who now feel like family to me.

I completed the program, earning the highest education 
award—the Distinguished Toastmaster. With my newfound confi-
dence, I instinctively felt that speaking would continue to be a sig-
nificant part of my life. If you are a nervous beginner or you want 
to learn the basics of public speaking, Toastmasters is the perfect 
place. Without the organisation, I wouldn’t be where I am today.

Despite my appreciation of Toastmasters International, I 
began to find the framework and style somewhat prescriptive 
and formulaic. I realised that this style of speaking would not 
serve me well in the realm of professional speaking. Wanting 
to develop my own authentic and unique style, I began to seek 
mentors and trainers worldwide. Over the past seven years, I 
have dedicated most of my time to learning all I can about the 
craft. I completed many courses, received coaching from amazing 
speakers and committed to learning the business and marketing 
side of speaking and entrepreneurship. Under the mentorship 
of Craig Valentine (1999 World Champion of Public Speaking), I 
became a Certified World Class Speaker Coach and soon began 
coaching and mentoring my own clients. At the time I was still 
working full-time as a public servant.

Eventually, I decided to abandon my government career and 
follow my passion, starting a business as a public speaking coach 
and trainer. I now help leaders, executives, and entrepreneurs 
globally to create and deliver powerful presentations with com-
pelling business stories. I have been able to see a direct correla-
tion between my success in my career and personal life and being 
able to speak confidently in public. Naturally, there will always be 
more to learn, but I’m confident I have completed the ubiquitous 
10,000 hours of deliberate practice.
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As a leader, your message and style of delivery is an essential 
element of your personal brand. Being seen, heard and noticed as a 
competent and confident speaker will add to your credibility.

As a business owner, people want to get to know you before 
they decide to do business with you. Standing up and speaking 
with conviction about your business is the best form of advertising 
there is, and it’s usually free.

For those who want to embark on a professional speaking 
career, I believe you will need a variety of tools, strategies and 
training to take your speaking to an advanced level. This may 
include working with an experienced speaker coach to develop 
a marketable message and world-class speaking skills, as well as 
learning how to manage a business.

I called my business Speaking Savvy because I am savvy about 
speaking confidently in public, and I am passionate about helping 
others along this path. While I relish stepping onto a stage to share 
a message with an audience, I equally enjoy empowering others to 
do the same.

I feel grateful for my life-changing experience because it has 
helped me to become the person I am today. The twists and turns 
in my journey have brought out the natural storyteller in me, and 
so, as well as plenty of tips and tools on the art of speaking and 
storytelling, I’d like to tell you my personal stories, and inspire 
you to tell your own.

Lisa Evans
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Why Read Speaking Savvy?

“There are always three speeches for every one that 
you actually gave. The one you practiced, the one you 
gave and the one you wished you gave.”

Dale Carnegie

When you speak to a group, does your voice sound different 
to the way you would like?

Have you ever given a presentation where the words didn’t 
match what you were feeling in your heart?

Have you ever felt awkward because you memorised an 
important speech (for fear of making a mistake) but your delivery 
sounded fake because you were reading it by rote?

You may be an expert in your field, filled with brilliant and 
innovative ideas, but if you lack the confidence and expertise to 
be able to craft a relatable message, the audience won’t take your 
ideas on board. You may be wasting the opportunity to share your 
wisdom with others.

In the current business climate, the ability to speak confident-
ly in public is an essential skill; it’s an indispensable corporate and 
personal tool. We live in an age of constant updates and advances in 
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technology. The ability to communicate your message, in a clear and 
concise manner, is vital. Even more important is the skill to speak in 
a way that makes people sit up and listen rather than tune out.

We rely heavily on technology for answers and are bombarded 
by an avalanche of information, mostly available at our fingertips. 
Are we losing the art of effective communication? Being able to 
capture people’s attention and keep it while you deliver your 
message is your key to success.

We have all endured those dull and boring presentations 
that you wish would end. Don’t let yours fall into that category! 
You can avoid being perceived as a ‘beige presenter’ through the 
addition of colour, movement, humour and other presentation 
skills that I will share with you in this book. 

People who speak confidently and persuasively are noticed 
and remembered. For leaders in any industry, much of the success 
you achieve hinges on how effectively you make your message 
heard. 

No one is born with public speaking skills. Schools devote 
considerable time to reading and writing, but place little emphasis 
on learning to speak in public. Yet it is such a powerful medium. 
It’s the same in the workplace. We are taught how to comply with 
company policy, how to stay safe in the work environment, and 
how to write reports. Very little attention is paid to the develop-
ment of communication skills.

I believe that every company induction program would benefit 
substantially by offering communication skills training. Think how 
beneficial it could be to offer staff an entertaining and informa-
tive presentation about your organisation’s vision, mission, and 
values, containing compelling narratives, interwoven with inter-
esting stories and anecdotes.
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You might think that the title of ‘public speaker’ is reserved for 
those who address large crowds, but that is not the case. Whether 
you are speaking to an audience of several or hundreds, in reality, 
public speaking is about effective verbal communication between 
two or more people.

Wherever you are on your public speaking journey, there’ll be 
something new to learn. Whether it’s boosting your confidence, 
gaining clarity in your message or spicing up your speaking with 
more pizzazz, you’ll find help in the pages of this book.

My aim, and hope, in writing Speaking Savvy is to help you 
become the speaker you want to be. Once you grasp the funda-
mentals of speaking in public, you’ll feel more confident in your 
ability to hold people’s attention—a skill you can use throughout 
other facets of your life.

Many of the strategies you’ll read in this book are based on 
my own experiences, which saw me transition from terrified, 
shy public speaker to confident, empowered presenter, ready 
to shine each time I step onto a stage. By implementing the 
tips in this book, your speaking will improve. With practice, 
you’ll communicate with courage and present with power and 
influence.

Becoming a speaker is an exciting journey, and I feel privileged 
to be able to share my experience to help guide you through the 
process. I would be delighted to hear from you if you have any 
questions or would like to share your experiences with me.

You can email me at info@speakingsavvy.com.au
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Treating the Silent Disability

Speaking Savvy would be incomplete without devoting time to 
the man who made it possible for me to hear again and, indi-

rectly, steered me towards my new life as The Story Midwife.

Professor Gunesh Rajan is one of Australia’s leading otolaryn-
gologist and head and neck surgeons. He is currently Professor and 
Head of Otolaryngology, Head and Neck Surgery at the University 
of Western Australia in Perth, where he specialises in hearing res-
toration and hearing implant surgery. 

Professor Rajan and his team ran the first trial for cochlear 
implantation for single-sided deafness in the Asia-Pacific regions 
in 2008.

His group introduced the concept of remote screening and 
mapping for hearing and hearing implants. He is a man for whom 
I have tremendous admiration. I will be forever grateful to him 
for selecting me to undergo cochlear implant trials following my 
sudden hearing loss.

What does a professor who specialises in restoring hearing 
have to do with speaking savvy?  For me, everything! The form 
of hearing loss I suffered is both profound and, in many cases, ir-
reversible. Prior to meeting Professor Rajan, I had undergone the 
recommended investigations and treatments for my hearing loss, 
to no avail. A cochlear implant trial was, if you like, my last roll of 
the dice and one about which I knew very little.
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Being called a ‘trial’ indicated to me that my chances of success 
rested in the hands of Professor Rajan and his team. I need not 
have worried. Professor Rajan and his team performed a delicate 
two-hour operation to insert my cochlear implant. Though the 
operation and rehabilitation process were far from smooth, they 
led me to my new life. Learning to interpret and use the device 
proved to be an arduous stage of my journey, but as part of my re-
habilitation process, I received an added and unexpected bonus—
my interest in public speaking.

I am often asked how the cochlear implant works. I try to 
describe it as best I can, in lay terms, but my explanation is far 
from ideal. So, I asked the man who made it all possible to explain 
the technical side of how the cochlear implant operates. I was 
delighted when he said yes.

The professor’s explanation of how the implant works makes 
for fascinating reading.

“MED-EL, maker of Lisa’s cochlear implant, is an Austrian 
company and the founders are a couple: husband and wife 
physicists and electronic engineers. 

“The human ear consists of the outer ear, middle ear—where 
the hearing bones are located—and the inner ear. Usually, sound 
is transmitted through the ear canal to the tympanic membrane, 
also known as the eardrum. The tympanic membrane vibrates, 
causing the three hearing bones to also vibrate, and this vibration 
is then transferred into the inner ear.

“This, in turn, leads to a vibration of fluid contained in that 
area, which stimulates thousands of hair cells in the cochlear. 
The cochlear is the part of the inner ear that produces nerve 
impulses in response to sound vibrations. These hair cells 
transform the energy into an electric signal, which then travels 
down the cochlear nerve into the brain where it is interpreted 
and processed.
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“In most cases of profound hearing loss, or deafness, the 
hair cells are damaged and no longer function. The cochlear 
implant performs the same function as the hair cells. It converts 
the sound perceived on the outside into electrical signals, which 
are then passed on to the hearing nerve to the brain, where 
normal processing and interpretation occurs.

“The amazing part is that a normally functioning inner 
ear contains between 15–20,000 thousand hair cells to carry out 
this function, while the electrode on the implant we insert has 
between 12–22 contacts or stimulation points, which is a large 
discrepancy.

“Despite this huge reduction in contact points, it works! 
Why? Because the human brain has such incredible plasticity, 
and an inexplicable ability to adapt. Based on the stimula-
tion the cochlear implant generates, the brain is still capable 
of extracting the relevant information and interpreting it as 
speech.

“That’s why babies born profoundly deaf, who we now 
implant at a very early age, can achieve close to normal hearing, 
speech and language. Despite the relative crudeness of the 
device, our brains are able to adequately absorb and translate 
this information into a usable format.

“The other incredible and equally important element of 
the implant is the coding of the signals and the way they are 
presented to the cochlear nerve and the brain. It’s not just the 
device that had to be developed, but also the ‘language’ that 
allows the device to communicate with the nerve and the brain.”

Professor Rajan, Professor and Head of Otolaryngology,  
Head and Neck Surgery, University of Western Australia.

During my interview with the professor, he touched on a 
subject that had caused me a great deal of angst following the 
implant, an unforeseen issue that almost derailed my rehabilita-
tion. Professor Rajan highlighted the distinct lack of empathy for 
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hearing-impaired people in the workplace. He also commented on 
how hearing loss was given the ‘silent treatment’ when it came to 
prioritising and dealing with the issues this disability raises in the 
community.

What he had to say on the issue of isolation goes to the heart of 
the matter for the hearing impaired.

“It was Helen Keller, I think, who said, ‘Not to see means to be 
deprived of the world. But not to hear means to be deprived of 
mankind.’

“Hearing, unlike vision, may be a silent disability, but it 
has a significant impact on those who lose it. Because we are 
all social beings, any form of sensory deprivation can have a 
profound impact on a person’s life.

“It is the third most common disability in the world, but 
because it is silent, it does not receive the attention it deserves. 
The significance of this hit me hard in the early stages of our 
work with the MED-EL cochlear implant, when I was presenting 
results of our trials at a scientific conference.

“My team and I were accused by our peers of using our 
patients as guinea pigs. That remark touched a nerve with me, 
and I responded quite strongly, saying that our critics wouldn’t 
make the same sort of criticism if our studies concentrated on 
restoring vision to a blind eye. There’s just not the awareness of 
the impact of hearing loss compared to loss of vision.

“As hearing health professionals, one of our key roles is to 
educate and increase awareness of that impact. Indirectly, that’s 
what Lisa is doing in what she has achieved. She’s a role model 
for the hearing impaired. Her resilience and determination to 
learn to hear again through cochlear implant technology is in-
spirational.”

Professor Rajan, Professor and Head of Otolaryngology,  
Head and Neck Surgery, University of Western Australia.

Speaking Savvy_FINAL.indd   26 31/10/2017   8:16:24 AM



xxvii

LISA EVANS 

I was very fortunate to be the recipient of a cochlear implant. Not 
only did it give me back my hearing, albeit in a different form, it 
was the catalyst for a new career that I am now as passionate about 
as I was as a neonatal intensive care midwife.

The wonderful gift of hearing through the cochlear implant 
has led me to find my voice. I’ve discovered my purpose—helping 
others bring their stories into the world. As The Story Midwife, I’m 
now using my gift in life to serve others.
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My Story: A Tale of Two Careers

“I think my upbringing has a lot to do with the fact 
that I think in stories. I relish all things story.”

Lisa Evans

As a child, growing up in London in the sixties, I was raised on 
cauliflower cheese, school canteen dinners, and stories. We 

didn’t have any of the present-day digital distractions or demands 
on our time. With no internet or mobile phone and not even a 
colour TV (until Dad brought one home as a surprise so we could 
watch the 1972 Montreal Olympics), we relied on our imaginations 
to keep ourselves amused and entertained. 

Cardboard boxes became makeshift mini theatres where we’d 
spend hours and hours telling stories. Sometimes we’d invite our 
parents to watch and proudly put on a show, using our best acting 
voices to portray the characters we created.

Mine is a tale of two vastly different careers that are, in some 
serendipitous way, inextricably connected to each other. It is a life 
story that has the twists and turns you may see in a movie script, 
but without the stars cast in the leading roles.

I was born in Walthamstow, East London in 1963. My biologi-
cal father left us when I was around two. Mum had met him when 
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they were young and, when she discovered she was pregnant 
they had to get married. It was what was known as a ‘shotgun 
marriage’, likely doomed from the start.

After my father left, Mum raised me as a single parent, which 
was difficult back then. There was little in the way of support and 
assistance. Instead, a stigma was attached to being a single mother 
in the sixties. Men looked down on them as ‘fair game’ and they 
were not considered ‘suitable’ prospects as wives or partners.

Despite these challenges, my mother was a strong, resource-
ful woman. She simply had no other choice. We lived with my 
grandparents, who helped look after me while Mum went out to 
earn a living to support us. To make ends meet, Mum held down 
two jobs. Weekdays she worked for a variety of sleazy bosses in 
various low-paid secretarial jobs. On the weekend, Mum modelled 
clothes for a department store, showing off the latest fashions to 
customers.

 Live modelling was a way for the stores to showcase their 
wares. Every Saturday afternoon, Mum would parade around the 
store’s cafeteria where ‘well-to-do ladies’ sat sipping their Earl 
Grey tea, nibbling daintily on scones and cream, ‘oohing’ and 
‘aahing’ at the latest heel height or dress hem.

When she met a kind and gentle man, it took a while for Mum 
to let down her guard and allow him into our lives. But once she 
did, Barrie embraced both of us, adopting me and becoming the 
only father I have ever known. I was so glad Mum had finally found 
a good man who was happy to ‘take on a woman with a child’. 
My stepdad, who I have only ever known as Dad, is a wonderful 
father. My half-brother Lee came along when I was nine, and Mum 
went on to have a successful career as a lawyer, graduating in her 
early thirties.
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Storytelling was a big part of my childhood and something 
that I look back on with extreme fondness and enduring 
memories. We all told our stories anywhere and often. As we 
gathered around the dinner table, we listened to family stories. 
We sat and ate dinner together at the same time every night with 
manners being strictly followed. We had to remain at the table 
until everyone had finished their meal, which allowed plenty 
of time for storytelling. It’s very different today with my own 
family. Dinner is more like a revolving door, with shift work, 
multiple commitments and the dissolving value of the shared 
dining experience.

Camping trips with my parents offered another rich storytell-
ing vein. The stories started way before we arrived at our desti-
nation. We would take turns sharing far-fetched tales about our 
trip and what mysteries were awaiting us when we reached our 
destination. With Dad behind the wheel and Mum reading the 
map, the stories would often take a new twist, with us inventing 
a menacing antagonist barring access to the camping ground, or 
worse! Innocent fun that made our journey a whole lot more inter-
esting and definitely helped pass the time more easily.

My favourite storytelling memories took place when we 
visited my great nan, who lived opposite the grounds of West 
Ham Football Club. A home game would always be followed by 
an afternoon of stories and celebrations if we won. When The 
Hammers lost, the stories and mood were a little more sombre.

Auntie played the spoons and the harmonica and, with Great 
Nan at the piano, we’d sing songs and share all sorts of stories—
some true, many exaggerated and more than a few suspect urban 
legends. It made for a wholesome, warm family environment 
while I was growing up.
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Choosing a Career
I suppose it was a function of the times, but when I was at school, 
vocational guidance was non-existent. Career expectations for 
young women were not particularly high. The accepted path was 
to achieve the required minimum education level, then leave to 
pursue a job as a secretary or clerk in the offices of an institution 
like a bank or insurance company.

Following the accepted path, I’d completed the mandatory 
shorthand and typing requirements at school and had landed my 
first job in London, working in the head office of the Royal Bank 
of Scotland. As soon as I started my working life in a large bank, 
I knew deep down that it wasn’t the job for me. We were stacked 
into cavernous office spaces, hunched over our desks with the 
giant, ancient telex machines constantly chattering away in the 
background.

I remember getting myself into a huge amount of trouble once 
for losing a large cheque. I worked in the clearing department, and 
we photocopied cheques as part of processing. At the end of the 
banking day, the books didn’t balance. I had left the cheque on the 
glass plate after photocopying it and forgotten about it! 

Being a cashier was the glamour job to which many aspired. 
Stationed on the front line of the bank, with a smile and a cheery 
greeting. Speaking of money, being a Scottish bank meant that we 
were paid weekly in Scottish pounds. We had to go to another 
bank to convert them to English pounds!

I lasted less than a year at the bank before deciding I had to 
make a change. Nursing seemed like a profession I would enjoy. I 
was a naïve seventeen-year-old when I applied.

Back then, the tertiary qualifications available to nurses these 
days didn’t exist—we joined as trainees and gained experience 
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on the job. From day one, I was exposed to things that no young 
impressionable girl should ever experience. It was, at times, con-
fronting, physically demanding and often unpleasant work but I 
seemed to thrive on it. Learning through experience and exposure, 
I made friends and established relationships with both colleagues 
and patients.

The support systems nurses have access to today did not exist 
at the time. We lived in mortal fear of ‘she who must be obeyed’, 
today’s equivalent of a nurse unit manager, a woman we called 
Deirdre the Dragon, who ruled with an iron hand and was quick 
to punish any young nurse who strayed from her stringent rules. I 
did, however, initiate one act of defiance of those strict rules that, 
to this day, I’m glad I had the fortitude to break.

Don’t Dream of Ice Cream
Young trainee nurses were given the drudge jobs: change the 
bed sheets, remove and empty the bed pans and, one of my least 
favourite jobs, collect, clean and return patients’ false teeth—
hopefully returning them to the correct gums!

Eventually, I was promoted from taking care of dentures to 
looking after some of those patients whose teeth I’d cleaned. That 
was when I met Dot—a tiny, dear old lady with a beaming smile 
and that comforting ‘grandma’ smell of peppermints laced with a 
hint of lavender. I remember vividly the first time we met.

“Nurse, I won’t break. You can rub harder.”

“Nurse, the wig goes round the other way.”

“Nurse, are you sure these are my teeth?”

I learned so much from looking after Dot. She was a great 
teacher and a lady who, though her days on earth were dwindling, 
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was determined to make the most of her remaining time. She was 
my guiding light and sage mentor.

Patients under Deirdre the Dragon’s watch were not permitted 
ice cream. One morning, as I was attending to Dot, she grabbed 
my arm and pulled me close, whispering, “Nurse, I had a dream 
last night. I dreamed of ice cream, rich with strawberry sauce, in a 
fresh waffle cone. I know we are not supposed to have ice cream, 
but I don’t just want to dream about ice cream, I want to taste it!” 
she pleaded.

“No Dot, I can’t. It’s against the rules. We will both get into 
trouble,” I tried to explain.

As I looked into Dot’s pleading eyes and took in her words, I 
thought about the kind of nurse I wanted to be and asked myself, 
Do I follow my heart or follow the rules? Right there and then I 
decided that The Dragon was not going to stop me making a dear 
old lady’s dreams of tasting ice cream come true. I wheeled her out 
of the ward and down to the hospital shop where we shared our 
forbidden treat.

The memory of Dot devouring her ice cream—smiling eyes 
shining with pure delight, strawberry sauce smeared over her 
chin and crumbed waffle cone in her lap—melts my heart and 
tells me that I made the right decision. That night, as I helped 
her to bed, she said, “Nurse, don’t dream of ice cream.” I didn’t 
know it then, but they would be the last words I would hear 
her say.

I never met anyone quite like Dot throughout the rest of my 
nursing career. To this day, I thank Dot for giving me the confi-
dence and the courage to slay my dragons. She taught me to live in 
the moment and grasp opportunities when presented to me. Later, 
when I became a ward manager, I didn’t choose to breathe out fire 
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and lay down strict rules to the young nurses under me. I decided 
to do things quite differently to Deirdre.

Tuesdays became ‘Dot’s Day’. We’d all sit around, sharing a 
tub of ice cream while I regaled my staff with stories about Dot and 
The Dragon, imploring them to make the most of every moment.

Call the Midwife
Over the next three years, I toiled away completing my nurse 
training. I worked on the orthopaedic and trauma ward where we 
put broken bodies back together again—mainly young men who 
were smashed up by motorbikes and car accidents. It served as 
a constant reminder that speed kills and young men love taking 
risks. Broken bodies, tormented souls and bruised egos were the 
norm.

Instead of operating on major broken bones, as they do today, 
broken bones were mended by placing them in traction with 
strings, weights and pulley systems. This often meant weeks or 
months confined to bed. The work was physical, with plenty of 
lifting and shifting that left me with aching muscles at the end of 
every day. Though it was demanding, hard toil, I felt I was contrib-
uting through sweat and effort.

Needless to say, young men recovering from their ordeals 
enjoyed the company of young female nurses. We engaged with 
them in some playful banter (away from the eyes of the matron!) 
Kind patients often showed their appreciation with chocolate. Just 
ask any nurse—we can all recite the contents of a chocolate box by 
a mere mention of the brand name. The power of chocolate! 

As a general nurse in training, you were given the opportuni-
ty to try almost every specialist area of the hospital. Such was the 
beauty and benefit of on-the-job training. I first became interested 
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in midwifery when I undertook a rotation through the maternity 
unit as a trainee nurse. I loved the excitement and joy of the birth of 
a baby. I enjoyed caring for them with their sweet newborn smell, 
the adorable gurgling sounds they made and being able to gently 
hold their tiny bodies. Above all, having spent so much time caring 
for sick patients, I felt drawn to the idea of working with women 
and families during childbirth, because it can be such a joyous and 
happy occasion.

Working with pregnant mothers and their babies, guiding 
them through the process, I knew this was the career path I should 
follow. My application was accepted, and I underwent an extra 
eighteen months’ training to become a midwife. 

As a young student midwife, it took me some time to come to 
terms with the fact that these women were not sick, that pregnancy 
is a normal physiological event and that new mothers did not need 
feeding, cleaning or helping in and out of bed. Instead, what they 
needed was a coach, a nurturer and supporter, along with a lot of 
encouragement.

My midwifery training was divided into three parts: learning 
to care for healthy and straightforward pregnancies and births, 
working in the community caring for women during labour and 
home birthing, and finally, the more challenging complex cases.

I remember when, during the six-week course on pregnancy 
and birthing classes for expectant mothers, the senior midwife 
who was running the class was called away to an emergency. I was 
left, as the old saying goes, ‘holding the baby’.

It was my first memory of standing in front of a group of 
expectant faces, waiting for me to instruct them on what they were 
to expect. My mouth felt dry and my heart raced. I stood in front 
of this group of stunned parents-to-be with a skeleton pelvis in one 
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hand, and a life-sized rag doll in the other, trying to explain how 
something the size of a watermelon would emerge through a far 
smaller opening. Judging by the looks on their faces, I don’t think 
I reassured and calmed them about their upcoming, aptly named, 
‘labour’.

As students working on the delivery ward, we were required 
to deliver a certain number of babies to complete our ‘blue books’ 
and fulfil the practical component of our course. This often involved 
going from room to room ‘catching babies’; a practice thankfully 
frowned upon these days. It is important for midwife and patient 
to form a relationship. Nowadays midwives usually care for one 
labouring woman during the shift and possibly only deliver one 
baby during that time.

Midwifery students were required to follow a set routine 
for laying out the instruments prior to delivery. Scissors are 
sometimes used during childbirth, but only right-handed 
scissors were issued to student midwives. I’m left-handed! Pairs 
of left-handed scissors were only available to senior midwives. 
The gory details are not for a book about speaking, but it was 
awkward for me to use a pair of right-handed scissors. That’s 
why, regardless of your profession, having the right tools for the 
job is a must.

It was while working as a midwife that I began to get sick, 
suffering severe bouts of blackouts. A diagnosis of a congenital 
heart defect called Wolff-Parkinson-White syndrome was made, 
which is an electrical abnormality affecting the conduction of the 
heart. Due to having an unnecessary ‘extra pathway’, my heart 
would ‘short circuit’ and beat with a life-threatening rhythm. 
This condition is more prevalent in males than females and is a 
common cause of sudden death in young people if not detected 
or treated. 
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At that time, open-heart surgery was the only option. My 
doctors decided to try a range of medications. It was having this 
heart condition that led me to become interested in caring for 
babies. I decided to undertake further training, this time in the 
field of neonatal intensive care.

With my heart condition stabilised on long-term medication 
while I considered surgical options, I moved to London and took 
a six-month intensive care course. It was heartbreaking looking 
after tiny babies on life support, many of them born prematurely 
and others with congenital abnormalities incompatible with life. 
It was agonisingly sad to watch these little lives slip away, to see 
parents mourning their precious loss such a short time after their 
first meeting.

On a positive note, many of these babies spent months in an 
incubator and eventually went home. In the twenty and more years I 
spent as a Neonatal Intensive Care Unit (NICU) midwife, I saw huge 
advances in the treatments and outcomes for these precious babies.

After finishing my training, I worked as a senior midwife in 
the NICU of the John Radcliffe Hospital in Oxford. The NICU en-
vironment is very demanding; monitoring of newborns on venti-
lation support is one-on-one, around the clock and very intensive.

Catching the Travel Bug
In 1987 while working at the John Radcliffe Hospital, I decided I’d 
like to try some travelling. My cardiologist said there were new 
techniques available to address the abnormality in my heart, but 
at the time I felt they were too new for me to volunteer. I opted to 
remain on the medication longer-term.

There was one medication that I took for quite a few years. 
Grapefruit was one of the foods not to be eaten while taking the 
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drug. It’s funny how we always want what we can’t have. I used 
to crave grapefruit!

The idea of working in the USA appealed to me and I had Cal-
ifornia in my sights. I visited a recruitment firm that offered me 
a position in a Californian hospital as an NICU specialist. Before 
I could go, I would need to sit the exam to qualify for a licence to 
practice in the USA. Applying to live and work in America was 
a long process that led me to consider alternatives. This decision 
would change the course of my life.

I answered an advert in a newspaper to come to Australia for a 
working holiday. ‘Come to sunny Australia and earn money while 
you take in our beautiful beaches and stunning scenery.’ I decided 
I was up for the adventure and rang the number in the ad. The next 
thing I knew, I had a one-way plane ticket to Sydney and a resident 
visa in my hand. It was that simple!

Once my qualifications were verified, the recruitment officer 
asked me two questions, “Which city do you want to go to?” and 
“What is your preferred speciality?” My choices? Sydney and 
neonatal intensive care. And I was off!

When I arrived in Sydney, a representative of the hospital 
greeted me, taking me to my new home—Royal Prince Alfred 
Hospital in Camperdown, Sydney. It was 3 a.m. in the morning, 
and all I felt like doing was crawling into bed. Instead, when we 
arrived at the hospital, the first thing the hospital representative 
said was, ‘Bring the English lady some tea.” 

I’d never been referred to as an English lady, and the last 
thing I wanted after a 28-hour flight halfway across the world was 
a cup of tea! She assumed, as a lot of people do when they find 
out you’re English, that no matter the time or the occasion, we are 
always ready for a cup of tea. She then showed me to my room in 
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the nurses’ residence and told me that hospital orientation would 
begin first thing the next morning.

My First Day 
My first day on the job began bright and early at 8 a.m.—a stretch 
for a jet-lagged, sleep-deprived, tea-drinking English lady! I was 
told I’d be working in the unit for drug-dependent women and 
their newborn babies. At the time, I had little idea of the devastat-
ing effects of drug use on women and their babies. It was a tough 
gig and heartbreaking most of the time.

The first stop on my grand tour to get to know my new hospital 
was the melanoma (skin cancer) ward. There I met a farmer with a 
hole in his face where his nose should have been, a retired postman 
who was happy to show off his new prosthetic ears and a 27-year-
old surfer who had just received the tragic news that his melanoma 
had spread to his bones and he’d be dead within six months.

My trip to that ward was a sure way to get across the message 
of just how harmful the Australian sun could be, especially for 
my lily-white English skin! I can still remember every word of the 
stories those men on the melanoma ward told. Ever since, I have 
happily remained pearly white, ever fearful of the harmful Aus-
tralian rays.

I lived on campus with other nurses until I found my feet, 
and then moved into a shared house with a group of fellow trav-
ellers. Being travellers, we were keen to see firsthand the beautiful 
beaches and stunning scenery that the working holiday adverts 
had boasted about. I switched to night shifts, because they offered 
a seven on/seven off roster. We’d work hard for seven days and 
then, on our week off, jump on a bus with our backpacks and 
head off to places like Canberra, Melbourne and further north to 
Brisbane.
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After a year in Sydney, I decided to take an extended break 
to explore further afield. I’d come halfway across the world and 
I wanted to experience as much as I could before I was due to 
head back home. I managed to pack plenty of adventures into 
that period, even flying across ‘The Ditch’ (Tasman Sea) to New 
Zealand to do some WWOOFing (Willing Workers on Organic 
Farms). I hitchhiked and worked my way around New Zealand, 
on my own, going from orchard to orchard and from honeybee 
farm to wherever odd jobs were on offer. 

My brother Lee had been in touch to say he was coming 
to Australia, so I decided to join him for further travel. We 
bought a ‘hop on hop off’ bus pass and set off, exploring the 
vastness of this massive continent. Our trip took us up the east 
coast of Australia, over the Top End and down to Alice Springs, 
and then we backtracked up to Darwin. From Darwin, we 
travelled down the west coast through Monkey Mia and down 
to Perth. We ran out of money and moved into a youth hostel, 
the cheapest accommodation we could find. My brother didn’t 
have a visa to work in Australia, so I took a job at Gino’s Café 
waiting tables.

Back then, only men made coffee at Gino’s. Women cleared 
dishes and worked in the kitchen. The reason I chose café work 
was that, at the time, nurses were registered by state. As I had been 
recruited to work in Sydney, I was only registered to practice in 
the state of New South Wales. To practice in another state, I had 
to apply to a nursing board that only met monthly. In typical bu-
reaucratic style, the board required a mountain of paperwork, 
including my original UK documents. When I qualified in London, 
I received a small card as proof of my registration. I also received 
an ornate graduation certificate that my mother proudly framed 
and gave pride of place on the wall. 
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Having just missed one board meeting, I had to wait a further 
month before I presented and showed them my registration card. 
However, the only documentation they wanted was the certificate 
hanging on the wall in my family home in London. No certificate, 
no work. I had to ask my mother to post the certificate. After a 
further month, armed with the correct credentials, I secured a 
nursing position at King Edward Memorial Hospital in Subiaco, 
Western Australia.

Meeting Mark, and Marriage
It was 1990 when I started work at King Eddie’s, as it is still affec-
tionately known. All three of my children were subsequently born 
there, so I have a strong attachment to this old Perth institution. 
I’m getting ahead of myself though. I haven’t told you the story of 
how I met my husband, and father of my children, Mark Evans. It 
was in Fremantle, while I was waiting tables in Gino’s. Mark, also 
English and backpacking around Australia, was travelling with 
his sister. 

I’d noticed Mark around the hostel but had not spoken to him. 
It was Melbourne Cup day, and a group of us from the hostel had 
gone to the nearby pub, the Sail and Anchor, to watch the race. We 
entered the sweepstakes and I drew the winner, Kingston Rule. I 
won what, at the time, seemed like a bucket load of cash. It was 
probably only forty bucks or so but, not being a regular punter, I 
was swept up in the euphoria of the moment and eagerly bought 
a round of drinks. That’s how Mark and I met. I squandered all 
my winnings on alcohol that day; it was to be the icebreaker that 
cemented our mutual attraction. 

Being seen out together generated a lot of gossip, because 
others had told Mark that I was already with someone. They had 
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assumed that my brother was my partner, so Mark’s move was a 
pretty bold one—until he found out the real situation!

Mark had just arrived in Australia when I met him and was 
committed to travelling around Australia with his sister and his 
best friend, Chris. My plan had always been to return to Sydney 
to work, but as the saying goes, ‘Love conquers all.’ My return to 
Sydney never eventuated.

Mark and Chris bought an old Holden and proceeded to drive 
around Australia. By then, Mark and I were pretty keen on one 
another, so we stayed in close contact by letter! I’d write to Mark 
and send it c/- Poste Restante, and then he’d pick it up in the 
next town they stopped at on their journey. Looking back now, 
he must have been enthusiastic about our relationship, because I 
would duly receive a letter each week. He’s never written a letter 
to anyone since.

By the time Mark returned to Perth, he had run out of money, 
and his visa was close to expiring. I had a permanent visa and 
wasn’t in a hurry to go anywhere. I can’t remember how and 
why the conversation came up, but soon we were off on our first 
adventure together, planning to trek through the wilds of Malaysia 
and Thailand for three months before heading back to the UK.

A Mishap in Malaysia 
Initially, we decided to trek through the Malaysian rainforest to a 
national park called Taman Negara, said to be the oldest deciduous 
rainforest in the world, reputed to date back more than 130 million 
years. Getting there was quite an adventure. We took a three-hour 
bus trip from Kuala Lumpur, followed by a two-hour canoe ride 
upriver to Kuala Tahan where the park entrance is located. From 
there, our trip became pretty rugged.
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Half a day into our trek through the rainforest, Mark slipped on 
a log. As he threw his arm back to break his fall, I heard an almighty 
crack that sounded like someone jumping on a tree branch. I could 
tell by the sudden paleness and glassiness in his eyes that he had 
sustained a serious fracture to his arm and was in extreme pain. And 
here we were, in the middle of nowhere, with him lapsing into shock.

Instinct kicked in. I grabbed a sarong from my bag and 
fashioned a sling to immobilise his arm. Reluctantly, I left Mark 
there and ran back along the track to find help. Lucky for us, I 
encountered a couple and they offered to help me get Mark back 
to the head of the trail. By this stage, Mark couldn’t stand or move 
and was rapidly going downhill into deep shock. 

We carried Mark to the river, flagging down a local fisherman 
who took us back to the main camp. From there we arranged 
transport to take Mark to what loosely passed for a hospital in this 
remote area of the Malaysian Highlands.

Mark has little recollection of what happened next and all he 
can remember is waking up some time later with a rudimentary 
type of cast on his arm. It was a pretty basic job of plastering. I 
could hear the bones grating and groaning inside the makeshift 
cast and knew that we had to get Mark to a larger hospital. We 
ended up in Penang, where they had English-speaking doctors 
who set his arm, put it into a plaster cast and advised us to get 
back to the UK as soon as possible. 

We had originally planned to continue our journey on to 
Thailand. We had tickets from Bangkok to London and intended 
to travel by train and bus to Bangkok. Short of money, we had no 
option but to stick to our original plan and hop on and off trains 
and buses. Mark soldiered on in intense pain, popping painkillers 
all the way, while I lugged our backpacks from one whistle-stop 
destination to the next.
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Mark on the Mend
After finally reaching Bangkok, we jumped on the first plane 
back home, where Mark underwent intense physiotherapy on 
his injured arm. While we were in London, Mark proposed, I 
accepted, and we decided to get married while still in the UK. By 
this time, we were planning to return to Perth. I now considered 
Perth my home, and Mark was keen to make it his home too. We 
still needed to complete the paperwork for Mark to become an 
Australian resident. So, while we both agreed it would have been 
nice to marry in our adopted home, we resolved to do the right 
thing and get married before we left.

My mum was devastated when I told her I wanted to live per-
manently in Perth. When I initially told her I’d met an Englishman 
while in Australia, she was delighted; she assumed that I was over 
the ‘holiday bug’, ready to come home and settle down to happily 
married life. It took many years for her to get past that and accept 
the fact that Australia would be my home.

In 1991, Mark and I were married in Southend-on-Sea, Essex, 
in front of family and friends. We spent our honeymoon leisurely 
island-hopping around Indonesia, en route to Australia to make a 
new life together. Mark found work as a mechanical engineer, and 
we settled down to life in Perth. Our three girls followed in swift 
succession: Amy in 1993, Charlotte in 1994 and Lucy in 1997.

From Midwife to Midlife Crisis: How Losing my 
Hearing Helped me Find my Voice
I woke from a very troubling dream. Eerily, it was a silent dream. 
As I threw back the covers and sat up to get out of bed, the room 
started to spin violently. I tried to stand, lost my balance and 
dropped to the floor. I couldn’t lift my head. It felt worse than the 
heaviest of hangovers, yet I hadn’t touched a drop of alcohol!
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Terrified, I yelled out to my husband Mark, but I couldn’t 
hear my voice. All that I heard was a muffled swishing sound, not 
unlike when you hold a seashell to your ear. I was terrified. It was 
the day my whole life turned upside down, and what I’d taken for 
granted was taken from me.

I’ve told you one part of my story, that of a dream life and 
a twenty-year career as a midwife. A very precious time when 
I helped bring new life into the world. A time when I guided, 
nurtured and coaxed new mothers as they gave birth to their little 
miracles; rubbing backs and holding their hands as they experi-
enced the joy and pain of childbirth. In neonatal intensive care, tiny 
little premature bundles that could fit into the palm of your hand 
required around-the-clock care. It was a challenging, high-tech en-
vironment that I loved. I thought I’d never do anything else for the 
rest of my career.

As I fell silently to the ground that fateful morning, I had no 
idea that a toxic virus—viral labyrinthitis—had, without warning, 
destroyed most of my capacity to hear. It’s a condition that affects 
less than four people in a thousand every year. Three out of those 
four people usually fully recover their hearing, but due to the 
damage caused by the virus, I was one of the unlucky ones. I was 
told I would never hear properly again.

The Long Road to Rehabilitation
The severe vertigo that accompanied the acute virus was the 
most debilitating aspect of the illness. Three weeks in bed on an 
intravenous drip, with nurses visiting my home up to six times a 
day to help me with everyday things I used to be able to do with 
my eyes shut, as well as on-demand medication to stop the room 
spinning.
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Mercifully, once the virus left my system, the vertigo subsided 
but the tinnitus persisted and became my constant companion. It 
was annoying and continuous, a sort of white noise that sounded 
like an out of tune radio. It was tough, but after a while I came to 
terms with the fact that I would have to live permanently with 
significant hearing loss. My dream job, my career and my passion 
had all come to a sudden and deafeningly quiet end.

It was not an easy transition for me going from frontline critical 
care to an office-based job. Settling into my new role as a public 
servant in healthcare planning and project management was the 
hardest eighteen months of my life and exposed me to toxicity of 
a different kind—workplace bullying. When I saw someone else 
being mercilessly bullied I found the courage to speak out, and 
that resulted in me becoming a target.

The bullying continued for over a year, like a slow poisonous 
gas. I didn’t realise how toxic it was until I had become paralysed. 
My self-esteem plummeted, my confidence disappeared and I was 
afraid to speak up. I became withdrawn, isolated and depressed. I 
found myself repeatedly asking the question, Why me?

I wallowed in self-pity until, during a work trip to the far north 
of Western Australia, away from the toxic office environment, I 
took some time to reflect on my situation. I thought long and hard, 
realising that I had become mired in my own ‘life’s not fair’ story 
and that I was the only one who could change my situation. At that 
point, I decided to take charge of my own destiny. Instead of Why 
me? I adopted a Why not me? attitude.

We are the directors and curators of our own stories. We 
have the power at any time to change the story we tell 
ourselves.

Lisa Evans
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A toxic virus may have taken away most of my hearing, and it 
wasn’t in my power to do anything about that. Now, a toxic 
workplace was threatening to destroy my self-esteem and confi-
dence, but I could do something to change that situation, and I did. 
I walked away from that role and moved to a job in a different 
department.

A Chance to Hear Again (in a different way)
With a changed attitude and a fresh determination, I decided to 
find out all I could about my hearing loss. That was when I found 
Professor Gunesh Rajan, an internationally renowned authority on 
hearing implant surgery. 

I contacted Professor Rajan and shared my story. To my ex-
citement, he offered me the wonderful gift of a MED-EL cochlear 
implant as part of a trial he was leading at the time. I became the 
second person in Australia, with my form of hearing loss, to receive 
a MED-EL cochlear implant on the trial. 

That was the beginning of my long journey to hear and speak 
again. The sound you hear through one of these amazing devices 
is nothing like normal sound. At first it is indecipherable, similar 
to a scratchy, scraping sound, like the noise of pencil on paper. 
A cochlear implant is not ‘plug and play’. Your brain has to be 
retrained to hear in a completely different way to get the most out 
of this device, a wonderful example of neural plasticity.

Because I still had some residual hearing in one ear, my brain 
had to lay down new neural pathways as it blended and interpret-
ed the two different sounds it heard. I spent hour upon challeng-
ing hour, week after week listening to children’s books, trying to 
make sense of the unnatural, synthetic sound I was hearing.

It was a slow process. One syllable, one word, one sentence at a 
time, my brain began to accept this incredible gift I had been given. 
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With the help of the professor’s research team, I learned to use the 
device by directly inputting audio books. I went to the library and 
borrowed sets that contained the book as well as an audio file. I 
would listen and then read along to the words on the page. At first, 
the sounds I heard through the device made no sense. They were 
an indecipherable noise!

I started with beginner reading books—the Janet and John 
books that they use to teach young children to read in kindergar-
ten. Gradually, after many, many hours, the sounds slowly began 
to make sense.

Next, I moved onto classic children’s literature. It was essential 
that I listened to a story that I was already familiar with. Alice’s Ad-
ventures in Wonderland became my favourite book. I listened over 
and over to that same book, reading along whilst listening to the 
spoken word. I persisted and began to gradually hear and under-
stand more. In time, I was able to hear and understand the words 
being spoken without having to follow along by reading.

It was during this intense time of rehabilitation that I 
developed an interest in public speaking. I was spending so 
much time listening, articulating sounds and practising speech 
that learning to speak in public was a natural progression for me. 
It was also a good way to rebuild my confidence, which was at 
an all-time low.

In 2014, I decided that I wanted to use my voice to empower 
others. I wanted to step up and share my message, encouraging 
and providing a space for others to do the same. This became my 
new purpose. Having spent all those years as a midwife, teaching, 
nurturing and coaching comes naturally to me.

Although I no longer help bring new life into the world by 
delivering babies, I still help people bring life into the world in 
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the form of stories. I stage live storytelling events for charity, and 
coach individuals through their own speaking and storytelling 
journeys. I am now The Story Midwife.

Being part of a research trial that gave me the gift of a 
cochlear implant has been life-changing for me. Leaving my 
calling as a midwife and finding my purpose as a speaker has 
been transformational.

I understand how hearing loss can be very isolating. I also 
understand how not having the confidence to speak up can be 
just as isolating. As an introvert, speaking in public did not come 
naturally to me. Introverts do make very good public speakers. 
So, fellow introverts, don’t let your naturally reclusive nature stop 
you being able to speak confidently in public.

It took a long time for me to adjust to using the cochlear 
implant and many hours spent with the wonderful research team 
to whom I will be forever grateful.

I Have a Story Worth Sharing
I was spending a lot of time practising speaking out loud, artic-
ulating words and getting used to the strange way I sounded to 
myself. I wanted to get better at interpreting sound, as well as 
rebuild the confidence that I had lost.

I thrived in a new workplace and, in 2010, I joined Toastmas-
ters International so I could practice my speaking.

With much of my spare time spent public speaking, I quickly 
improved. Over the next seven years, I won many awards for com-
petitive speaking. I started to use my skills to help others find their 
unique voice. Opportunities arose to work with some wonderful, 
brave people with mental illness in sharing their recovery stories. 
I became a Community Ambassador for RUOK? and was asked to 
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be a speaker coach for TEDx. Within Australia, I am one of only 
a few Certified World Class Speaker Coaches trained by Craig 
Valentine.

Do What You Love
When I celebrated a milestone birthday, I decided to embrace a 
‘do what you love’ approach. That was the catalyst to begin my 
transition from my role as a project manager in a government de-
partment to that of a business owner.

There are times when I miss my clinical career, but I no longer 
ask myself Why me? I am the only one responsible for what happens 
in my life. I choose the action, I adopt the attitude I bring and the 
choices I make.

Choosing this path was unintentional—it chose me and I am 
so glad that it did! I know what it’s like to be afraid to speak up, to 
lack self-confidence. Rediscovering my voice has been a transfor-
mational journey for me.

I now help executives and entrepreneurs globally to take 
their public speaking and storytelling skills from ordinary to ex-
traordinary. I believe that everyone has a story worth sharing, a 
story the world deserves to hear. Your voice is the most powerful 
tool you have.

For many years, I thought I was a good listener. Midwives need 
to be when dealing with stressed parents in intensive care, where 
the constant beep and whirr of various monitors and equipment 
keeps tiny, premature babies alive. When I lost my hearing and 
had to relearn how to use this precious gift, I realised the true 
value of listening. 

Although, in the beginning, I was unable to hear clearly, 
gradually I learned to listen with clarity—to listen to the words I 
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really needed to hear, to listen for opportunities and listen to un-
derstand. 

You may have perfect hearing, but are you really listening?

Lisa Evans

If speaking is silver then listening is gold.

Turkish proverb

The End, for Now
So now you know my story. I shared it with you because I am a sto-
ryteller at heart, and to demonstrate that, if you put your mind to 
it, no obstacle is insurmountable. I know of many other people, far 
more inspirational than me, who overcame adversity and turned 
it into positive energy.

I’ve heard it said that speaking in public is humanity’s number 
one fear, while death is number two! I understand this fear. It was 
a challenge to overcome, but now I appreciate how valuable it is to 
be able to speak confidently in public. To have the skill to tell your 
story, whether it describes your business or a personal moment in 
your life.

In the pages that follow, I’ll share some tips I’ve learned and 
pass on advice that will help you on your journey from beginner 
to accomplished public speaker.

I’ll leave you with a quote that sums up my journey. It’s from 
Lewis Carroll, talking about Alice, the fictitious character from his 
bestselling book, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, my favourite 
book when I was learning to hear all over again, and it has always 
resonated with me.
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Actually, the best gift you could have given her, was a 
lifetime of adventures.

Lewis Carroll

Like Alice, I was given a gift and that gift has enabled me to 
embark upon my own exciting journey of adventure.
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The Three Ps of Powerful Presenting

This part of Speaking Savvy covers three phases—preparation, 
practice, and presentation. These are known as The Three Ps 

of Powerful Presenting.

The first area is the Preparation phase, where you plan and 
develop your speech to make it a success.

The second area is the Practice phase, where you explore the 
‘How, When, Where and What’ tips that can help you to deliver 
your speech confidently, without worrying about forgetting your 
words or having to rely on notes.

The third area is the Presentation phase, where all the hard 
work and time you’ve invested comes together. The exciting part 
when all your practice pays off. Imagine that moment when you 
deliver a successful speech to rousing applause! I know, from my 
personal experience, how great that feeling is. As you make your 
way through the tips in this book, my challenge to you is to take 
that leap of faith, get out of your comfort zone and get to work on 
improving your public speaking skills. 

Whether for your business or personal life, your career or just for 
your own self-satisfaction, being a confident and competent speaker 
will make a difference to your life. I know that it has to mine.

So, let’s get started on the first step of your journey to becoming 
a confident, successful public speaker.
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Preparation—Listen to yourself

“No word was ever as effective as a rightly timed pause.”

Mark Twain

Before we go any further with this book, your first task is 
to accustom yourself to listening to the sound of your own 

voice. That might sound silly, because you hear your own 
voice all the time when you speak, but are you aware of how 
it sounds to others? Do you know what aspects you need to 
work on to make your voice influential and appealing to your 
listeners?

Use your mobile phone or other audio device to record 
your voice. Begin by speaking out loud, naturally. There are 
many apps available that can capture your voice on your 
phone. Audio is an excellent way to review and refine your 
speaking. You will notice straightaway that listening to your 
voice as you speak is very different to listening to your voice 
played back on a device. It probably sounds different to what 
you expected.

Recording yourself on video is also a great tool. Video offers 
the added advantage of listening to your voice and observing 
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how you move and gesture while speaking. The most common 
comment I hear when suggesting this action is, “I hate watching 
myself, and I don’t like the way my voice sounds.” The simple 
answer to that is, “Well, your audience has to watch you and listen 
to your voice”. If you’re serious about improving, get comfortable 
with self-review. It’s essential if you decide to work with a coach 
on your speaking.

Feedback is the breakfast of champions.

Ken Blanchard

It was challenging learning to rehabilitate using my cochlear 
implant. It was difficult trying to gauge volume and tone, and 
I always thought I was speaking way too loudly, when in fact I 
was talking too softly. It took a long time for my brain to be able 
to make sense of my cochlear implant. Specifically, the blending 
of the residual sound I was left with and the synthetic sound my 
brain interpreted through the device. Audio feedback and review 
of myself speaking helped me improve fast.

By taking the time to prepare well, you will quickly find that 
instead of dreading your upcoming speech, you will eagerly look 
forward to it, safe in the knowledge that your planning and prepa-
ration will give you the confidence to both deliver and enjoy pre-
senting it.

Learning to manage any fear you may feel about public 
speaking allows you to channel that energy into working through 
all aspects of your speech. Time spent worrying about the delivery 
of your speech or any of the other What if? doubts that pop into 
your mind, is time wasted.
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You will learn how to put together your message, based 
on a solid structure and a clear Master Key Message, which is 
the foundation of your speech. By the end of this first section, 
you’ll have a draft of your speech and feel far more comfort-
able, due to the valuable time you have invested in planning 
and preparing.
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Chapter 1 
So You’ve Been Asked to Give 
a Speech.

“Courage is being scared to death and saddling up anyway.”

John Wayne

Let’s say you have been asked to give a speech at an upcoming 
event, wedding or work function. You may be feeling a tad 

nervous. No, let’s be frank—you’re terrified! That’s a typical 
reaction. Take a deep breath and read on.

For many of us (including me when I first started), the hardest 
thing about public speaking is lack of confidence. We learn most 
by doing, and it is only when we step up and say yes to an oppor-
tunity that we begin to develop. It’s not always easy, as I can attest, 
but it is worth it. 

Have you heard of the saying, ‘Say yes and figure out how 
afterwards’? It’s the same for speaking. Saying yes is the first and 
hardest step. 
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Getting yourself in the right mindset is the first step in 
preparing for your presentation. I would like you to take a moment 
to ponder the following questions:

• How would your life be different if you were a powerful, 
confident and persuasive speaker?

• Are you afraid of speaking in public?

• Have you turned down opportunities because of that fear?

Imagine how it would feel if you were no longer afraid. If you 
could find a way to harness the feelings associated with that fear 
and turn them into focused energy or ‘super sensations’, as I call 
them, that work for you rather than against you. This is a definite 
possibility using the tools and strategies I plan to share with you.

I want you to complete the sentence below. Fill in the sentence 
gap with positive words about what you will feel and achieve, as 
if it has already happened to you.

As a confident and competent speaker, I will 

Here’s an example:

As a confident and competent speaker, I will be able to clearly articu-
late my products and services to my clients in a way that interests them, 
which will lead to increased sales and the growth of my business.
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Fear of Public Speaking
If it scares you, it might be a good thing to try.

Seth Godin 

Fear, that dreaded four-letter word that conjures a variety of 
images, many of them based on failing or looking like an idiot, 
rather than seeing fear for the purpose it was intended: as a threat 
to your life. 

As any rational mind will know, speaking in public is not going 
to kill you, but that’s the illogical basis of fear. Your heart is beating 
so fast, you think it will explode. You’re sweating profusely, your 
hands are clammy and the room is sweltering. You feel lighthead-
ed, maybe even a little nauseous as you wait until it’s your turn 
to speak, enduring those further, agonising seconds as you’re 
introduced. 

You’ve probably been oblivious to what has been said in 
the lead-up to your speech, as you’ve been so self-absorbed 
by your fear, but then you hear your name being called. You 
fiddle with your notes to make sure they’re still there, feeling 
the need to read your opening lines one more time. Perhaps 
you drop your notes and struggle to pick them up because 
your fingers have turned to jelly? At this point, your hands 
feel unconnected to your body. Slowly you stand up, look 
at the audience and your brain freezes. That’s when the real 
panic sets in because you have totally forgotten all that you 
wanted to say.

If you can relate to this scenario, you’re not alone. I’ve met 
many people who have shared a similar experience to this when 
I was starting out as a speaker. It’s definitely not fun. For some 
people the experience is so terrifying, it’s enough to turn them off 
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public speaking for good. Even seasoned speakers can go through 
these feelings of dread.

However, there are strategies you can use to help you. The 
technical term for fear of public speaking or fear of trying to speak 
is glossophobia, a term that often makes it onto lists of top phobias 
published on the internet. In some cases, our fears are reasonable 
and quite real. A fear of snakes is justified, as many snakes are 
dangerous, but it is also relatively easy to avoid snakes!

A fear of public speaking is less rational and usually stems 
from a fear of failure. It’s a lot harder to go through life avoiding 
situations where you are required to speak in public. I think you 
will agree that you’re not missing out on too much in life by 
steering clear of snakes, but by avoiding or turning down invita-
tions to speak in public, you’ll be missing out on endless, enjoyable 
and rewarding opportunities, and possibly limiting your career 
prospects.

I know many people holding down good jobs with real prospects 
for career enhancement, who are impeding their progress because 
they fear the next step may involve speaking in public or address-
ing large business gatherings. Turning down a promotion, losing 
a game, sabotaging an application, refusing to accept an award—
these are all real examples of ways to avoid public speaking due 
to fear, shared with me by clients. These people know that they are 
holding themselves back, but before they decided to address their 
fear, they let their fear of failure guide their decisions. 

The good news is, once you learn some simple techniques 
that you can implement straightaway, you will be on your way 
to reducing the negative feelings associated with fear. With help 
and guidance, you can learn to manage the fear and not only aim 
to make it through your presentation, but relax and enjoy the ride.
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When I ask people what aspect of public speaking they fear 
most, the responses usually include one of the following:

• What if I make a fool of myself?

These negative thought patterns involve imagining an 
action that you think will make you look like an idiot, 
or so your mind is telling you. Once your mind starts 
working overtime on this harmful thought, there is no end 
to the possibilities. Most of these imaginings are unlikely 
to happen, for example, the inner voice that tells you, I’ll 
trip, fall over, freeze and forget my words.

• What if people don’t like me?

This destructive train of thought often includes messages 
such as, The audience will think I’m boring, or They might 
not laugh when I’m trying to be funny. Or worse still, They’ll 
laugh at me when I’m trying to be serious!

• What if I fail?

This is a common one and may stem from a time when you 
gave a poor presentation (maybe due to lack of planning). 
The feelings associated with your failure (or perceived 
failure) come to the surface.

I vividly remember when, as a university student, the dreaded 
time came for individual presentations to the group. The tutor 
would ask who wanted to go first and no one would put up their 
hand. The tutor went ahead and chose somebody anyway. 

I would go out of my way to anticipate who the tutor would 
choose first, so I could avoid sitting in that spot. The seat directly 
in the tutor’s line of sight seemed an obvious choice for first pick. 
Imagine all the time I wasted skirting around opportunities and 
avoiding public speaking!
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All these scenarios, and any others your mind may create, can 
leave you with that dreaded feeling that, if you even contemplate 
speaking in public, you will be a complete failure. That is why so 
many people avoid public speaking altogether. They block their 
own success, unaware of how to deal with these feelings.

You may look at other people giving a speech and think, They 
don’t look anxious. They can’t be as scared as I am when I have to speak in 
public. How do they do it? Don’t assume that people are not feeling 
the same way you are. In fact, most people still have those feelings, 
regardless of their level of speaking experience. The difference is 
that experienced speakers can reframe their thinking around their 
feelings. They are trained to make those feelings work for, not 
against them.

There are many examples of distinguished speakers who felt 
anxious before a speech. Winston Churchill used to be physically 
sick and Margaret Thatcher said that she felt nervous every time 
she stood up to make a major announcement. The reality is that 
most people will get nervous when speaking in public. It’s not a 
nice feeling, but it’s perfectly normal.

Can I Get Rid of Those Feelings?
Unpredictability is always going to be an influencing factor when 
you speak in public, because you never know what might happen. 
As you take the stage to speak, you are taking a risk. Regardless 
of how prepared you are or how successful you’ve been in the 
past, there’s always the chance that, this time, you could make a 
mistake. When we are faced with an unknown and challenging 
situation, our body responds.

Fear of speaking is something you don’t have to accept. 
You can conquer it. I will show you how you can challenge your 
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thoughts and feelings and change the way you perceive and ulti-
mately manage fear of speaking.

After fear, your next enemy is procrastination. The two often 
go hand in hand, acting in tandem to block our success. Postpon-
ing something that feels too hard or scary can be one way to tackle 
an issue. Many times, I’ve met people who put off preparing their 
speech until the last few days before an event, not because they 
haven’t known it was coming up but because they were paralysed 
by fear of the unknown, of possible failure and of not knowing 
where to start.

My challenge to you is to stop making excuses and start taking 
action now. Take actions that will improve your public speaking. 
The only way to get over this is to get up and get on with it.
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Speak at Every Opportunity 
The more you learn and practice your public speaking skills, the 
more confident you’ll become and the less you’ll notice or become 
preoccupied with feelings of fear. Trust me, I’ve been there. The 
more confidence you have, the more you will succeed, because 
you start to believe you can. 

Being nervous about a presentation is not about how capable 
you are at delivering it—it’s about your perceived ability. Reframing 
your thoughts and turning them into positive energy will give you 
an edge. This is not a magic cure: there is no substitute for practice, 
but the more you invest in learning, planning and rehearsing, the 
more you’ll begin to relax, until you can enjoy the experience and 
begin to look forward to the next engagement.

My advice is not to fight your fear. You won’t be able to 
eliminate those feelings and replace them instantly with calm 
self-assurance. Instead, challenge yourself by stepping out of your 
comfort zone and confronting something that scares you. The 
fear will likely still be there, but at least you’ll be addressing the 
elephant in the room head on. 

As I mentioned, our bodies are hardwired to respond to 
emotions such as fear in the only way we know—through acti-
vating our fight or flight response. Evolution has provided us 
with the resource we need when faced with a threat—adrenaline. 
When danger looms, adrenaline is released into our bloodstream. 
Reflexes quicken, muscles tense and we’re ready for action. We’re 
focused and our hearts are pumping.

This primary response is automatic and essential for survival. 
The response activates the moment that you perceive a threat, and 
prepares you to fight that threat or run. It’s a decision the body 
makes in a split second.
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Each time you take a step out of your comfort zone into an 
unfamiliar situation, you are taking a risk. The further you step out 
from your comfort zone, the greater the challenge and uncertainty. 
Rather than a threat, this could be viewed as an opportunity to 
harness that adrenaline rush and turn it to your advantage.

Let’s put this into perspective. Here’s an exercise to help you 
reframe your fear.

Take a sheet of paper and separate it into two columns. On 
the left-hand side, write ‘The worst thing that can happen 
is …’ Underneath, list all the worst scenarios running 
through your mind; all those pesky voices that cause you 
anxiety about your upcoming speech. List as many as you 
want. You may have thoughts like:

• I will forget my words.

• The audience won’t like me.

• I will look like an idiot.

• I’ll be criticised or judged.

• I’ll be heckled by an audience member.

Once you have finished your list, think about these 
potential scenarios and how each makes you feel, physically 
and emotionally. Do you feel tightness in your chest? Do you 
feel humiliated, as if you’ve failed?

You will notice that some things on your list elicit more intense 
negative feelings than others. Now, number each of the responses 
in order of intensity. Which is the one that stands out for you? It 
may be that you feel humiliated if you forget your words, believing 
people will think you’re an idiot.
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Think about where these feelings might have originated. 
Perhaps it was a time in class when the teacher asked you to come 
to the front, you made a mistake and some of your classmates 
mocked you. Events like these stick in your mind and can trigger 
anxiety later in life.

If you can, pinpoint what these triggers are. See if you can 
work through them. It’s when we get stuck on these negative 
feelings that we dwell on the past instead of focusing our efforts 
on the task in hand. Some people find it helpful to journal past 
negative events, to revisit what happened. The issue needs 
to be addressed and put behind you. Try writing down what 
happened—where you were, what was said and how it made 
you feel at the time, then write down how it makes you feel 
now.

Go back to your worst scenarios list and, in the right-hand 
column, write a statement about what you want to happen, using 
positive language, as though it is actually happening. For example, 
you may have written:

The worst thing that could happen is forgetting what comes 
next and freezing in front of the audience.

On the other side of the page, write this in a positive way.

I look calm and poised in front of the audience, and my 
speech flows beautifully. I’ll invent a prompt that will help 
me recall what comes next.

Each positive statement then becomes an affirmation. You get to 
choose.
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Get Comfortable Being Uncomfortable!

For those of you who shake and get the tremors at the mere 
thought of speaking in front of others, you are not alone. If you 
are a beginner, accept that you’re at the start of your journey and 
that it will take plenty of patience, practice and persistence. Don’t 
expect to nail your first presentation. Be realistic: you will make 
mistakes, but it’s how you learn from them that is important. 

Let’s look at some strategies designed to turn fear into fierce.

By changing your mindset, you’ll feel powerful and strong. 
You’ll harness your energy and use it to maximise your perfor-
mance. With plenty of practice, you’ll discover that you’re gradually 
becoming a better public speaker and, as you improve, starting to 
relax and enjoy speaking. Until that happens and you feel you have 
allowed yourself sufficient time and practice to build up your skill 
set, it’s okay to feel afraid. Give yourself permission to do so.

Turn Your Thinking on its Head

Think about the feelings that occur when you’re excited; the but-
terflies in your stomach, your racing heart, dry mouth and tense 
muscles. Physically, they are the same as fear. It’s the emotions asso-
ciated with the physical response that are different. So, when you are 
forced out of your comfort zone and find yourself in a challenging 
situation, when you have no rational reason to run away or stand 
and fight for your life, remind your body that you’re just excited.

Reframe Traditional Thinking

Your body creates incredible energy when your fight or flight 
response kicks in. I like to think of it as a plane, about to take off. 
The aircraft taxies down the runway, stopping to wait for clearance. 
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Then, the pilot switches to full throttle, ready for that powerful 
machine to generate massive thrust and momentum to rise off the 
ground.

Your presentation is not about you; it’s about sharing your 
message. Take the focus off you and shift it to the people you are 
addressing. Build and channel all your positive energy into giving 
your audience more than a speech. Give them an experience. 

Top speakers don’t experience fear or nervousness before 
they begin. Instead, they feel a rush that makes them really 
pumped. Fear doesn’t have to be your enemy—it can be positive 
and powerful. I call these feelings ‘super sensations’. Harness the 
energy you generate in that moment and channel it into your pre-
sentation. You’ll be amazed at the result.

The technique of reframing the way you look at fear really 
does work. Like everything, though, it requires practice. There are 
no shortcuts when it comes to practice. You will need to get up and 
speak to put this strategy into action. 

To get to the point where your presentation is a positive ex-
perience takes a lot of time and energy. You need to be prepared 
to learn, practice, then repeat. Don’t be afraid to seek constructive 
feedback as you continue to build on your speaking skills. 

Take each step one at a time and improve at your own pace. 
Toastmasters International is a great place to learn the basic tools 
of speaking, and a supportive place to practice. Or, if you want to 
take your skills a step further or fast track the process, invest in an 
experienced public speaking coach.

The rational approach tells us that the unpleasant feelings 
don’t go away if you wait longer to give the speech. You’ll just 
experience the feelings for longer! By putting off speaking, you 
are depriving yourself of the chance to improve with practice. The 
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reality is, the more you speak and the more often you face the un-
pleasant feelings, the better you’ll become at speaking and the less 
anxious you’ll feel.

Use a Mantra
Your subconscious mind drives your fear, so try to feed your un-
conscious mind with positive statements. It’s a simple method, 
but it works. State out loud what makes you fearful about pre-
senting. You may have already identified many of these fears if 
you completed the worst scenarios exercise on previous pages. For 
example:

I feel so sick and scared when I stand up to speak, and I feel 
all eyes on me, just waiting for me to stuff up.

Now think of the opposite:

I feel energised and courageous when I stand up in front 
of the crowd, as I always know what to say and it flows 
perfectly. I nailed it!

By labelling what you are feeling, then turning it into a positive 
mantra and repeating it over and over out loud, you are telling 
your subconscious how to feel when the situation next arises.

Visualisation is a Powerful Tool 
You will find your own style and preferred method, but this is 
my own method of visualisation. I sit quietly and start counting 
backwards from one hundred as I picture in my mind that I’m 
climbing down a set of stairs, my breathing controlled and to a 
pattern. Once at the bottom of the stairs, I see a doorway, and as 
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I step through the doorway a beautiful feeling of peace engulfs 
me. I enter a safe and special place. Once I am there, I start to 
visualise my presentation in detail as I’d like it to evolve, step by 
step.

Once I have done my visualisation I feel ready. I always arrive 
at a venue well ahead of time, feeling refreshed and relaxed, not 
rushed. I check the venue and ensure all is set up as I requested. 
Arriving early allows me to greet guests as they arrive and begin 
to establish a bond with them. 

When everyone is seated and it is time for my speech, I hear 
my name called. Standing up, I walk to the front with my head 
held high, my shoulders back and my chest out. I know this 
presents me as confident and poised, like a dancer floating across 
the floor. I smile at the audience to let them know that I’m excited 
and happy to be here, and can feel their eagerness to hear what I 
have to say.

Every presenter I have ever talked to has, at some stage, expe-
rienced feelings associated with fear or anxiety. It is the intensity 
of these feelings that varies, and how long the feelings persist. 
However, it is how you choose to respond to the feelings that 
provides the key to success or failure. 

There are three key actions you need to embrace when you 
are learning to turn your fear into a useful and powerful super 
sensation.

Accept

Breathe

Change

Embrace this ABC of managing any nerves you may feel about 
presenting.
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Accept

The first step is simply to acknowledge and accept how you are 
feeling. Say to yourself, “This is not a pleasant feeling, but it’s there 
and I accept it.” One by one, name the sensations you experience as 
you feel adrenaline start to surge through your veins. Notice how 
your body is preparing for the challenge. Think about the parts of 
your body where you are experiencing uneasiness.

Name those feelings.

You may have a sick feeling in your stomach, tightness in your 
muscles, a fluttering or pounding in your heart and dryness in 
your mouth. Think about each body part in turn. What can you 
feel in your jaw, your throat, neck, shoulders and arms?

Focus on the part of your body where the sensations are 
strongest. Rather than saying to yourself, “Oh no, I’m experienc-
ing that horrible feeling again,” accept the situation and put those 
feelings to good use. After all, you’re not about to battle a tiger or 
run for your life!

Your self-talk could sound something like this: “I’m feeling a 
rush of energy in my stomach. The butterflies have arrived. Let’s 
get to work and transform these super sensations into energy.” 
Remember to think of the rush as powerful energy, like when the 
pilot receives the all clear and opens the throttle for take off.

You may find it useful to address your fear. “Hello fear, I see 
you’re here. Come on in, have a seat. Are you here to make my 
heart beat faster, dry my mouth and, no doubt, let the butterflies 
loose in my stomach? Go ahead! Thank you for showing up today. 
You’re not needed for a fight or flight scenario, but I’ll take the 
extra energy you’re generating and channel it into producing an 
exceptional performance today.”
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It also helps to remember that our feelings are not out to get 
us! The physiological fight or flight response was evolved to keep 
us safe, so we are on the same side as those unpleasant feelings. 
However, sometimes I find it necessary to give my feelings a stern 
dressing down! “You’re making my mouth really dry and that’s 
not helpful. I need to speak now. I need help to relax my tongue 
and my jaw. I’m going to take a sip of water so my mouth will stay 
moist and I’ll be ready to speak.”

Breathe

When you become anxious or excited, your breathing changes. 
The rate increases and your breathing becomes shallower. Fast and 
shallow breathing only compounds your feelings of anxiety. Less 
oxygen reaches your brain and you can’t think clearly. Less air in 
your lungs also means you won’t be able to project your voice and 
maintain a constant speaking level. 

When you’re nervous, muscles tense and your voice sounds 
tense and tight too. However, you can control your breathing by 
making a conscious effort and practising deep, slow breaths as you 
prepare to speak. 

There are many effective breathing techniques. My favourite is 
the ‘square breathing’ approach.

1. Stand comfortably with your feet evenly spaced.

2. Visualise a square frame, centred on you with your head 
in the middle.

3. Choose where you want to start in the frame (I usually opt 
for the top left corner).

4. Inhale for a count of four and think of your breath travel-
ling smoothly along one side of the square.
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5. At the corner of the frame, pause with no breath for a 
count of four as you mentally travel along the next side of 
your square.

6. Inhale for a count of four and travel along the next side of 
your square.

7. Pause with no breath for a count of four. You have now 
completed one square.

8. Repeat the process over and over. You will be surprised at 
how relaxing this feels.

The square breathing technique has an easy pattern to it, allowing 
you to breathe slowly and evenly and inhale the maximum amount 
of air into your lungs. It’s also a good tool for distraction, because 
while you’re square breathing, all you’re thinking about is each 
side of the square.

I like to visualise myself being contained within the square 
frame. I think of my square-breathing frame as a friend, guiding 
me to breathe correctly. This, in turn, oxygenates my brain to help 
me think more sharply and feeds sufficient air into my lungs, so 
my voice projects strongly.

Change

Once you have accepted that your physical feelings have turned 
your negative thinking into positive affirmation, you’re on the 
right track to becoming more comfortable about public speaking. 
Practice this mindset often. Keep telling yourself, out loud or in 
your head, “I am not afraid. I am excited”.

Put a sticky note on your mirror, displaying your own version 
of a reframed statement about your feelings.
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Here’s a reframe statement I use:

I am excited. My body has super sensations that will help 
me focus and perform with positive energy. I have spent 
time planning to prepare, and spent time practising, so that 
I am ready for this moment.

Here’s a checklist to help you recap what you’ve learned.

• Reframe the way you think about your fear-related 
physical feelings.

• Think of them as super sensations generating the energy 
you need to deliver a powerful speech.

• Turn fear into fierce, so that you’re on the same side as 
your feelings. 

Welcome these super sensations into your body and put your 
body to work in the way that you want. Last of all don’t forget to:

Accept

Breathe

Change
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Chapter 2
TAP Into Your Talk

“Failing to plan is planning to fail.”

Benjamin Franklin

Allowing enough time to prepare for your speech is a major 
step. Adequate preparation affords you the opportunity 

to refine your words, seek feedback, learn the content and add 
your own colour and personality. If you haven’t set aside suffi-
cient preparation time, you may have no other choice but to read 
nervously from a script.

A useful tool is to learn to TAP into your talk.

T for topic

A for audience

P for planning

Topic
What topic have you chosen for your speech? Have you been 
given a brief by your boss or by a conference organiser? Have you 
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been asked to speak on a particular topic because of your expertise 
or passion? If you do get the opportunity to choose the topic, I 
recommend you find a subject you’re comfortable with, where you 
know the content material well. It takes away a lot of the stress 
when you’re knowledgeable about your subject matter, and you 
will feel more confident.

You may not have a choice, of course. Perhaps you’ve been 
asked to present on a topic that is not your area of expertise. Even 
more challenging, you may not know anything at all about the 
topic. If you devote the time to prepare and thoroughly research 
your topic, there is no reason why you can’t deliver a fantastic pre-
sentation. The key is in the preparation.

Speakers aren’t expected to know everything. However, it is 
expected that a speaker will have credibility and enough knowledge 
to present the subject matter confidently. If the audience senses that 
you lack credibility, or don’t seem comfortable with your topic, 
they are likely to switch off.

Being able to choose your topic gives you an advantage. 
Speaking on a subject close to your heart allows you to open up 
and freely share your passion with gusto. If you are just starting 
out as a speaker and are considering material to speak on, create 
your own topic and story files. Collect ideas, notes, pictures and 
quotes on a range of subjects and themes.

Think about experiences in your life that you would like to 
share with others. Lessons you have learned that can help others. 
Jot down ideas for speech topics and then, as a new thought or 
idea comes to you, add to the file. My story file is organised by 
theme, occasion or event, and is further sorted by keyword for 
easy recall.
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Adapt to Your Audience
When you are ready to start to write your speech, the first thing 
you need to think about is your audience. Will you be addressing 
an audience already familiar with your topic? Are they considered 
experts in your field, or are you speaking to a group expecting to 
learn from your experience? What will be the approximate size of 
your audience?

Find out as much as you can about your audience and the 
speaking venue from the event organisers. If you’re hosting your 
own event, consider whom you will invite. Who is your target 
audience? If you know the general age group and background 
of the audience, you can prepare and tailor your message and 
material to be relevant to them. For example, if you are telling 
a story as part of your presentation, you may have one style of 
story more suited to a particular age group. For your story to 
resonate with the audience, they need to be able to relate to it. If, 
for some reason, it’s not possible to find out who your audience is 
in advance, choose content that has a universal appeal.

Researching your audience will also help you mentally prepare. 
If you visualise the audience while writing your speech, it will help 
you pitch it at the right level. As a speaker, your aim is to provide 
the audience with an experience. Your focus must be on them. What 
do they need to know? How can you help them remember? If the 
audience remains the centre of your speech planning, and you con-
stantly remind yourself of this at each and every step, you have a 
greater chance of providing a memorable presentation.

Planning
Aim to plan your presentation as early as possible. Don’t be caught 
out by the stress of being underprepared. Leave yourself enough time.
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There is no magic number of hours to prepare. It varies from 
person to person. I always work on the premise that longer is better. 
I think twice about accepting an engagement when I am asked to 
deliver a speech at short notice. If I have plenty of time leading 
up to the date of the presentation, I will write a draft, then refine, 
review and rewrite my words over a period of several weeks.

When you plan your presentation, think about those five 
time-honoured questions:

‘Who? What? When? Where? Why?’

We have already covered the ‘Who?’ By now, you have 
hopefully identified your audience and know a little more about 
them. The ‘What?’ relates to your topic. What are you planning 
to talk about with your audience? What do they need to know? 
By this stage, you should have a subject in mind. Do you need to 
undertake additional research or identify other material to support 
and enhance your topic? 

The ‘When?’ relates to the date and time of your speech, as 
well as when your speech features in the program. If the event has 
a line-up of speakers, it helps to know where you are placed in the 
line-up. We’ve all struggled to focus on the speaker who follows 
a lunch break. Most of us are ready for a postprandial snooze. If 
you find yourself filling this timeslot in the program, aim to kick 
off your presentation with something lively that stimulates and 
involves the audience and gets their attention. 

Similarly, if you are the last speaker of the day (especially if it has 
been a long day), you may have a battle on your hands to keep the 
audience interested or even in attendance. This usually has little to 
do with your content, and is more likely because they’re restless from 
sitting and are itching to leave and spend time on other things. In 
some cases, people may even bail out early. Don’t take this personally.
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When you know the date and time of your speech, you can 
then plan your practice. Of course, if you are planning to speak 
without any notes or cues, you will need to allow additional time 
to learn your words. I don’t recommend memorising by rote. 
Rather, learn your speech in a way that helps you deliver in a con-
versational style.

Stick to the Allocated Time
The length of time allocated to you is an important consideration. 
You need to stick to it. Don’t use up your time and then continue 
to speak. If you overrun, you are taking the next speaker’s time 
and will be considered rude. If you don’t have a strict time limit, 
consider how much time you need to get your message across, 
then let the organisers know the length of your speech.

Never speak longer than necessary. If you can deliver your 
message in ten minutes, don’t stretch it out to forty. Less is 
usually best. One of the reasons why TED talks are so popular is 
that eighteen minutes is a time period designed to hold people’s 
attention. Don’t run the risk of boring an audience to tears because 
you feel obliged to fill the time allocated. 

At the event, be prepared to have your speaking time reduced 
at short notice, if the program runs over time. Hopefully, this won’t 
happen, but it is good preparation to consider what changes to 
make if this situation arises.

Have a Plan B
Think about which parts of your speech could be cut without 
losing critical pieces of the story or message. It’s not ideal to have 
your speech timing cut, but it happens. Better to prepare for the 
unexpected than be caught out and panic.
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The ‘Where?’ of your speech relates to your environment. Find 
out as much as you can about the venue where you’ll be giving 
your presentation. It helps you focus on the right mindset. As you 
plan and prepare your speech, visualise delivering your message 
successfully within the venue.

If possible, visit the venue ahead of time. Find out how the 
stage or speaking area will be set up and how the audience will be 
seated. If you plan to use technical equipment, be clear about what 
the venue will provide and what you need to bring. 

Find out how the room will be arranged and walk around the 
space. Sit in different seats, including at the very back to gauge 
the audience’s view of your performance space. Think about how 
large the room is, the acoustics of the room and how you will 
project your voice to ensure you reach all parts of the room. Next, 
face the front of the room and get a feel for how and where you 
will stand to deliver your speech. 

If it is not possible to visit the venue in advance, you can ask 
the venue management if they can send you images.

Check your equipment
If you plan to show slides or video and you are using the venue’s 
equipment, check that all media is prepared in the required 
format and is compatible with the venue’s system. You’ll never 
be able to guarantee that you won’t have a hiccup with the 
technical equipment, but this can be minimised if you ask the 
important questions up front and liaise with the right people. 
And always have a back up, in case an equipment malfunction 
occurs.

If your presentation is low-tech and you won’t be recorded, 
or be using microphone or visuals, there’s little that can go wrong 
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regarding technical equipment. If you’re performing on a large 
stage, there should be experts on hand to help you. Listen and take 
their advice on board.

Nothing is worse than last-minute technical hitches that catch 
you off guard. As you go through your speech preparation, think 
what action you would take in a situation you haven’t planned 
for. Rather than cross your fingers and hope it won’t happen, take 
some time to think through potential scenarios and ways you 
could deal with the unexpected situation.

Technical hitches have happened to me. Not the end of the 
world, but it can be inconvenient and make you feel uneasy. Part of 
my mental preparation includes thinking about how I will respond 
if the following scenarios occur:

• The slides don’t work.

• The handouts have not been printed or don’t arrive on 
time.

• Your speech time is cut as the program has overrun. 

• The layout of the venue has changed.

• The microphone or other technical equipment fails

… and the list goes on!

Attitude is Important
Shifting into the correct headspace is crucial for your presen-
tation. Make your mind certain that you will deliver a great 
speech. You need to have the right mindset to undertake the 
planning phase and to practice with focus. It’s also crucial when 
delivering the end product as a successful and positive presen-
tation.
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Listen, can you hear the crowd cheer? Some are already on 
their feet, about to give you a standing ovation. Now the MC is 
approaching, extending his hand and warmly thanking you for a 
fantastic talk.

Suddenly, all your effort and practice feels so worthwhile.
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Chapter 3
What Are You 
Speaking About and Why?

“Begin with the end in mind.”

Dr. Stephen R Covey

Why should they care? For the listener to act, they need to 
understand the relevance of your information to their own 

life. You need to answer the perennial consumer question at the 
forefront of everyone’s mind, What’s in it for me?

You know the content of your presentation. You also know 
that, if they listen to the end, they’ll be moved in some way. Your 
audience doesn’t know that. They need to be given a compelling 
reason to listen in the first place.

Think long and hard about the one message you want the 
audience to remember. Sadly, most of the information speakers 
convey will be forgotten. If you aim to leave your audience with 
a powerful call to action, they’ll be far more likely to remember 
you long after the applause dies away. Ensure your speech is out-
come-focused.
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When you consider your reason for speaking, think about 
what you want the audience to do, think or feel that would differ 
from their usual response. Once you have identified the purpose, 
decisions about what to include in your speech and how to say 
it should become relatively easy. You can then aim to ensure 
that your content supports you in achieving the purpose of your 
speech.

Never lose sight of the fact that the focus of your speech is your 
audience. It is never about you as the speaker. The more you’ve re-
searched your audience, the better your position in making your 
speech relevant to them.

Know what you want to achieve before you craft your speech. 
What is your outcome? Possible outcomes could include:

• The audience member is motivated to make a positive 
change in their life due to the relevance of your message. 
You planted the seed and your presentation was the catalyst.

• The audience member sees information in a new light, 
thinking differently about a unique perspective you’ve 
offered them or an issue of relevance to them.

• The audience member takes immediate action because of 
your presentation, such as signing up for your product.

It really helps to write down, as a bold statement, what you would 
like to achieve. Here’s an example:

By the end of my presentation, my audience  
will understand/decide/purchase/take action.

Be as specific as you like to make your statement achievable and 
compelling. Then get to work on creating the right structure and 
content for your speech, so your outcome is achieved.

Speaking Savvy_FINAL.indd   60 31/10/2017   8:16:26 AM



61

LISA EVANS 

Purpose
The purpose of your speech can be broadly allocated into five 
categories:

1. Motivate

2. Inform

3. Persuade

4. Inspire

5. Entertain

As a memory device, I use the acronym MIPIE.

Motivate

The purpose of a motivational speech is to elicit a positive response 
to a message or theme at the centre of your content. Your message 
can be based on something you believe in or are passionate about. 
It must be stirring enough to create a call to action, or desire to take 
a first step or react in a certain way.

Motivational speakers around the world can generate large 
audiences and even larger bank balances for the speaker. The 
crucial element to a motivational speech is that it must be genuine, 
believable and achievable for the audience you are addressing. 
Understanding what motivates your audience and what cues they 
will react to will help you achieve credibility. It all reaches back to 
the planning stage.

Inform

You are providing the audience with new information. You may be 
speaking about a new product, demonstrating a skill or giving a 
brief to senior staff. The audience expects to learn something from 
listening to you speak.
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An informative speech is usually well rehearsed, often contains 
facts and figures to support the message, may be supported with 
slides or visual aids and is structured in a logical pattern.

Persuade

If the purpose of your speech is to persuade, the aim is to have the 
audience accept your point of view. This may involve changing 
audience attitudes or behaviours, or convincing them to adopt 
your argument.

A political speech given before an election, or a sales pitch, are 
examples of persuasive speeches. When you deliver a persuasive 
speech, you will need to explicitly state your intention, as people 
can’t change their behaviour and adopt your viewpoint if they 
don’t understand what you want. 

If your audience is clear on your purpose, they will understand 
what you are encouraging them to do. The most important thing is to 
outline the benefits to your listeners. They won’t consider adopting 
your viewpoint if they cannot see what they are set to gain. 

Remember to answer the WIIFM question—What’s in it for 
me?—in your own head as part of your preparation.

Inspire

When your aim is to call the audience to reach their highest 
potential, you’re delivering an inspirational speech. Inspiration is 
what we seek when we want to make sense of chaos. We all love 
to hear a story of triumph over adversity, of good overcoming evil.

There are many examples of highly motivating and inspira-
tional speeches, but my all-time favourite is the speech that Steve 
Jobs, then CEO of Apple, gave in front of the graduating class at 
Stanford University. The speech was the story of his life, love, loss 
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and ultimately of his death. There is a memorable line that will live 
on, in Jobs’ memory: ‘Stay hungry. Stay foolish’. A truly moving, 
and inspirational speech.

If you are planning to give an inspirational speech, the 
essential part is the story. If the story is about you and your life, 
think about how to relate it back to your audience. Is your topic 
one that will resonate across the audience or is it targeted to one 
particular group? 

Think about the universal appeal of your speech. If you have a 
story to tell and a message to deliver, go for it. Be prepared to share 
the emotion. You need to be ready to take the audience with you to 
relive your journey, however painful that may be.

The story is the key. People will remember your story far longer 
than they will remember any other part of your message. If the 
story is compelling, then the message will be indirectly retained. 
The story must relate to the audience and, as is the case with all 
inspirational speeches, there must be a call to action. The real skill 
here is the way you inspire them to act on your message.

Think of the inspirational speech as a way of serving others. 
It may be a story about you and your life, but you are there to 
serve others by motivating them to take action in their own lives. 
Perhaps they will overcome an obstacle, reach a higher potential 
or help someone else.

Entertain

The presentation that is designed to entertain sets out to provide 
enjoyment for the audience, such as a comedic speech. Other types 
of speech can be entertaining as well, though one would hope they 
all are. 
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When you are speaking to entertain, the value is in the eye 
of the beholder. What one person finds entertaining, another may 
find dull. Do your homework and try to anticipate how your 
audience are likely to react in advance, if you want to entertain 
and involve them.

You want the audience to relax, smile when you smile, laugh 
when you laugh and, generally, enjoy the occasion. An entertaining 
speech does not have to be funny. A dramatic speech can be equally 
entertaining, but often a speech that entertains includes humour.

Master Key Message
Now you have identified the purpose of your speech using the 
MIPIE acronym, it’s time to create a clear and concise Master Key 
Message.

Your Master Key Message is best introduced early on in your 
speech. Each point you make must relate to the key message, as it 
is the cornerstone on which the structure of your speech is built. 
It’s that golden nugget of information that will give them what 
is required to take action, sit up, listen and remember. With a 
clear and concise key message, you can communicate what really 
matters. 

Once you have developed your Master Key Message, it’s easier 
to craft your speech around it. Short, pithy sentences or phrases 
are what the audience will remember and what you should aim 
for. Ideally, you want your Master Key Message to be ten words 
or less. 

To create your Master Key Message, think about what you 
want the audience’s take home to be. Be as precise and crystal 
clear in your thinking as you can. I start with sticky notes and get 
my message down with simple words, one idea or thought per 
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sticky note. It doesn’t have to be a catchy power phrase, and it’s 
best to avoid jargon. I often write the same thought or idea several 
different ways on a series of notes, then read each aloud, choosing 
the one that sounds best and rolls off the tongue.

Once you have written your key message, see if you can prune 
it back. Be lean and mean, leaving only the most essential words 
to craft a simple, short and sharp message. This gives the message 
more impact and makes it easy to remember. 

With a clearly defined message, the audience will understand 
your purpose from the outset and you’ll be far more likely to hold 
their unwavering attention. 

By now you are well on your way to creating a successful 
speech. You have your topic. You know something about your 
audience and you have mapped out a timeline for the writing 
and practising of your speech. Hopefully you still have plenty of 
preparation time and you’re feeling calm and comfortable about 
your upcoming speech, perhaps even a little excited about the 
opportunity.

Begin the Outline 
When writing and organising your speech, ensure that your Master 
Key Message is woven into your structure. Aim to position the 
key message as the central theme of the speech with your stories, 
anecdotes and relevant information integrated in such a way that 
your audience receives your message loud and clear.

It’s time to move on to the middle of your speech. Write 
three supporting points on a large piece of paper, or electroni-
cally, if you prefer. There are plenty of apps and mind-mapping 
tools to help you do this. Place your Master Key Message in 
the middle of the page and add three more sticky notes, one 
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for each of your supporting key points. Number them 1, 2 and 
3. Each of these three points will support and reinforce your 
Master Key Message.

Why Three Points Work Well
By now you should be clear on the outcome and purpose of your 
speech, and have your key message in place. Now, map out the 
three things that your audience member needs to know for that 
outcome to become reality.

There will always be more points that you would like to add, 
but be disciplined and stick with the three most important points; 
don’t cram in more than you need. Avoid the number one mistake 
that many speakers make—too much information. 

Once you have identified the three points needed to achieve 
your outcome, think about how you are going to create an emotional 
experience for your audience. They won’t change if they don’t feel 
anything. It is important to achieve a balance of logic and emotion. 
According to communication expert, Alan Weiss, “Logic makes 
people think, emotion makes them act”. Think about what stories, 
examples and anecdotes you can add to ensure your speech has a 
personal element.

There is one last step you need to take to achieve your desired 
outcome—what do you want your audience to feel when they hear 
your speech? Do you want them to become emotionally involved, 
empowered, and be ready to act? Take time to absorb and reflect 
on the key message or theme. Knowing the desired outcome in 
your mind will help you create a solid structure.
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Creating an Outline Using ABC

A for an attention-grabbing opening

B for the body of your speech

C for the close.

There are no real hard and fast rules for writing a speech. The 
most important piece of advice I can offer is to sit down and 

start writing. Where to start can often be the hardest part!

I prefer to create my speeches visually, using large sheets of 
paper, coloured pens and sticky notes. I then brainstorm for as 
long as it takes. My first efforts are usually very messy as they are 
simply a flood of ideas. Anything that I think I might want to say, 
I write down.

My aim is to fill a whole page, including diagrams, doodles 
and a lot of random words, thoughts and phrases. I also consider 
how I plan to get my message across and what mediums I might 
use, such as props, slides, music, video or activities.

The next step is to start to tease out the ideas, concepts, scribbles 
and doodles I’ve written down and attempt to better organise 
them. On another sheet of paper, I write the Master Key Message 
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in the middle. I then pick out the points I want to make from the 
brainstorming session and write them on individual sticky notes. 
Taking my notes, I group them around points or words that fit well 
together. That way you can start to see a pattern emerging. 

At this stage, all I’m doing is grouping the points and ideas 
together to form some semblance of a logical order and flow. I 
prefer to do this mind-mapping exercise on paper, but technology 
is fine too. The purpose here is not to get too caught up with what 
you are writing, but just to get writing!

Our focus to date has been on identifying the main points 
of the speech and how they support the Master Key Message. 
Remember, your Master Key Message is always central to your 
speech and all your points must support that message. 

When creating a speech, I usually write the beginning and closing 
at a later stage. You may prefer to do this in a different sequence—
there is no right or wrong way. Just do whatever you’re comfortable 
with and works best for you. What you should have by now is the 
skeleton of your speech. The bones on which you hang all the words 
and the extra ideas around which you’ll build your presentation.

Additional random thoughts, ideas or words may still come to 
mind. If they do, just write them down. I prefer to use sticky notes 
as they can be rearranged in such a way to allow easy experimen-
tation with the logical flow of ideas, and grouping of which points 
sound better together. 

While you are creating your outline and structure, always 
have the audience in mind. As a speaker, aim to make it as 
easy as possible for the audience to listen and understand your 
speech. It’s like walking into a shop to buy something. Have 
you ever gone into a shop and then left without buying what 
you went in there for? If the shop is well-organised, with clear 

Speaking Savvy_FINAL.indd   68 31/10/2017   8:16:27 AM



69

LISA EVANS 

signage to help you find what you’re looking for, then you’re 
likely to leave with what you want. The same can be applied to 
speaking in public. 

As well as being clear on the benefits that you are offering, you 
also need to arrange your speech in a way that the audience can 
pick out what they need to take with them when they leave. Don’t 
let your audience walk out empty-handed, without your message.

Your speech is your roadmap and, if you have a clear roadmap, 
you can be sure that your audience will join you and follow your 
journey.

Why Write Your Speech out in Full?
I suggest that you write your speech out in full, word for word. 
These are the benefits: you’ll be able to see how the speech flows 
and where any unnecessary words can be edited or cut out. You 
can find places to uncover humour, insert sensory language, and 
if you have a limited time to speak, practice with a timer so you 
know you have the right amount of material. 

If you have never written out your speech in full, but only 
in bullet point form, you run the risk of going overtime in your 
delivery. 

It’s also a great idea to get a friend or colleague or coach to 
review your speech for clarity, conciseness and level of interest.

Once you have a speech written out in full and you’re happy 
with the content, dispose of the full version and go back to bullet 
points or trigger words. By the time you present in front of the 
audience, you should be using very few notes, if any at all.

Often, when I’m writing a speech during the initial creative 
process, I will use speech recognition software. The software 
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enables me to speak freely and not worry about how the speech is 
written. In these early stages, it’s about getting the story out and 
having the right flow. When the framework is there, you can start 
the multiple rewrites and edits.

Opening
I use the acronym GET to identify the three things that are 
important to include in the opening of speech.

G - Grab the attention of the audience

E - Establish rapport

T - (Introduce your) Topic

As the saying goes, “You only have one chance to make a good 
first impression.” This saying has even more relevance with public 
speaking. The audience will sum you up in the first few seconds 
of your speech, deciding whether they want to pay attention to 
your words or switch off. That’s why it’s essential to get your hook 
right. Be on the lookout for interesting quotes, startling statistics 
and insightful anecdotes that you can use in your speeches. Save 
them for later and pop them into your topic file.

The aim of the opening is to grab the attention of the audience 
because, in doing so, you lay the foundation for the rest of your 
speech. ‘Open with a bang’ is a common phrase speakers use. 
Whatever you choose to use in your opening, aim to make the 
audience sit up and listen. Hold their attention sufficiently that 
they are keen to hear the rest of your speech.

Your opening is the hook that lands the audience and 
anchors them to your speech. It is the surprising, startling or 
thought-provoking statement or fact that catches their attention. 
It may be a short story, anecdote or, where appropriate, a 
relevant joke. 
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The delivery of your first few lines is also critical. The start of 
your speech must be polished and committed to memory—never 
rely on notes. Your opening should be spontaneous, but must 
be spot on or as close to perfect as you can get it, and that takes 
practice, rehearsal and more practice.

This is your one opportunity to look your audience in the 
eye and establish a connection early on. It’s the make or break 
point with your audience. If they think that what you say has 
value to them, they will take notice—you’ve succeeded with 
your hook.

Openings to Avoid
If your audience decides to tune out after the first few seconds 
of your speech, nothing else you say will matter. Hopefully, this 
won’t happen to you. Below are some uninteresting openings you 
should avoid.

There is no need to thank the person who introduced you. It’s 
polite, but it’s not going to grab anyone’s attention. Equally, it’s 
unnecessary to thank the program planners or the people who 
made the event possible. Instead, walk onto the stage with a strong 
and confident posture, smile at the individual who introduced you 
and shake their hand if appropriate, then turn to the audience, still 
smiling, pause, and start speaking.

If you would like to, or you are required to thank certain people, 
do so but refrain from making these thanks the first or last words 
you say. Remember, your speech is not about the sponsors, hosts 
or the person who introduces you, it’s about the most important 
people in the room—your audience.

Once you have been introduced as speaker, you don’t need 
to communicate anything about your name or the title of your 
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speech. Again, this information would focus on you and not your 
audience. Your objective in your opening is to provoke thoughts 
and stimulate emotion. Aim to win the hearts and minds of your 
audience. If you engage them in those first few lines, they’ll decide 
to keep listening.

Don’t start off with a weak statement such as “Today I’m going 
to talk to you about…” Don’t apologise if the event is running late. 
It’s likely not your fault if the meal was bad or delayed coming out, 
or the last speaker ran over time. It happens. Just focus on winning 
your audience over.

If your speech lacks a strong start, it won’t get off the ground. 
Remember, the key elements in a successful opening are:

• Grab the attention of the audience. Are they on board for 
the ride?

• Establish rapport and credibility. Are they warming to 
you, nodding their collective heads in agreement and 
smiling in the right places?

• Introduce your topic and key message. Are your listeners 
experts in your topic or are they interested listeners?

You may prefer to open with a relevant quote to get attention. 
When you start your speech with a quotation, you are tapping into 
the credibility and power of the person who stated the original 
words. Consider the demographics of your audience and select 
a quote from a person who is well-known and well-liked by the 
audience. Avoid quotes that are much overused and predictable, 
for example, Martin Luther King’s incredibly strong but well-
worn, “I have a dream”.

Another interesting opening gambit is to begin with a startling 
fact, statistic or unusual piece of information.
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Think about using a prop to start your speech. This method 
works well if you are telling a story. You might wear a hat or hold 
up a placard or have a musical instrument in your hand. The 
options and ideas are as varied as your imagination.

Start your speech with a short anecdote or story. Choose your 
words carefully, as it is vital to invite your audience to come on a 
journey with you.

Your speech must begin with great impact. Whether you like 
it or not, before you even utter your first words the audience is 
already forming judgements about you. How you’re dressed, how 
you walk onto the stage, your attitude and your demeanour. So, 
make sure your journey to centre stage is part of a strong first im-
pression. Make it strong, make it count.

Launch with powerful energy and with passion. As a 
general ‘rule of thumb’, if your speech is ten minutes long, aim 
for an introduction of one to two minutes. If the speech is an 
hour long, then a five to seven-minute introduction is the ideal 
length.

Closing 
Let’s talk about your close—another important part of your speech. 
If you start with a powerful opening and finish with a memorable 
close, your audience is far more likely to remember your Master 
Key Message. 

Provide the audience with a signal, so they know you’re about 
to close. This is where you reiterate your call to action. Try to come 
up with a memorable close that makes a lasting impression, rather 
than a summary of what you’ve said, so your message sticks in the 
audience’s minds. 
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There are several effective ways of closing. Below are a few of 
my techniques to consider.

Tie your closing back to the opening, so your speech goes full 
circle by referring to observations made at the beginning of the 
speech. For example, if you began the speech with a snippet of a 
story, you might close by returning to the story and relaying the 
ending.

For a persuasive speech, you can challenge your audience; 
provide them with a call to action to apply what they have heard 
in your speech. Be specific about what you want them to do. It 
might be to cast their vote a particular way, to consider a particular 
product or to engage your services.

Equally as important as the good first impression, your closing 
remarks are your final chance to make a lasting impression on your 
audience. If you have crafted your Master Key Message well and 
your supporting key points resonate, your audience will clearly 
see the benefits of your speech. This means you have achieved 
your goal of hooking and landing them, providing them with great 
content delivered in a memorable way.

The Five Types of Speech Structure 
There are many different patterns used to organise and structure 
your speech. Here are five of the most commonly used—Topical, 
Chronological, Spatial, Cause and Effect and Problem and 
Solution. 

Your speech structure requires time, thought and preparation. 
You have your brainstorming and mind-mapping exercises at your 
disposal for this process, as well as a simple speech outline. It’s 
time to start fleshing out the speech with content. 

Let’s take a look at the five types of speech patterns.
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Topical

The simplest way to organise your speech is in a topical format. 
With this style of speech structure, the key points are organised by 
topic and subtopics.

A topical speech is presented logically and is a useful approach 
when you have several ideas to convey. One idea flows on naturally 
to the next, or you may have one main topic, which you can divide 
into three subtopics. 

This type of structure is particularly useful when the purpose 
of your speech is to impart information. The topics can also be 
arranged in order of relevance, from most important to least 
important, or the reverse.

Chronological

The chronological approach arranges and presents the infor-
mation based on a time sequence. Here, the speaker typically 
discusses events that occurred furthest away, then works up to 
the present day. 

Alternatively, the starting point can be recent events, followed 
by moving back along a timeline. This can be an ideal tactic to use 
when your topic is based on a historical event or person.

The simplest way of connecting your main points by time is 
to use the tried and tested chronological speech structure of past, 
present and future.

When the purpose of your speech is to demonstrate how to 
do something, a time sequence pattern is very effective. Let’s say 
you’re demonstrating how to cook your favourite dish to a group. 
Your start point may be about gathering the appliances and ingre-
dients required to create the dish. The middle point would be the 
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method and your last point would be taking the dish out of the 
oven, serving and eating it.

Spatial

When your presentation relates to a physical structure or a geo-
graphical location, the spatial pattern works well. For example, 
your speech may describe a building, such as a hotel. You can 
break down the content into sections according to the different 
spaces—the rooms, restaurants, recreation areas and the lobby.

If you are speaking about a place or destination such as a recent 
holiday, you might organise your speech to cover the different 
cities or regions you visited in your travels.

Cause and Effect 

The cause and effect pattern can be used when your speech 
contains two main points. The first point relates to the cause of 
the problem and the second, the effect. This sequence can also be 
reversed by identifying the problem or effect, and then talking 
about what triggered it.

Problem and Solution

The problem and solution speech pattern organises information 
according to the arguments for and against a position or action. 
This type of format may involve presenting a balanced approach, 
or the purpose may be to persuade people to adopt your point of 
view and therefore place more weight on one side of the argument. 
An example would be if you were trying to persuade people to 
purchase a certain type of car over another. 

The problem and solution speech pattern is organised so that 
the problem is presented and then your proposed solution is given. 
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This approach can be useful when your speech has two main points, 
similar to the cause and effect pattern. One point is simply stated 
as the problem, and then the second point delivers the solution to 
that problem. Problem and solution is another pattern useful for a 
speech designed to persuade or sway your audience.

You might be trying to convince your audience to exercise 
every day for thirty minutes. Your main points may be the health 
status of a specific population and how to become healthier 
through more exercise.

Overall, when writing your speech, keep it simple and limit 
the amount of technical jargon you use. A speech is your opportu-
nity to connect on a very personal level.
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Chapter 5
Spice Up Your Speech

“The tongue can paint what the eyes can’t see.”

Ancient Chinese Proverb

Now that the roadmap of your speech is laid out, it’s time to 
consider the words and language in more detail. We don’t 

write in the same way as we speak. With that in mind, ensure you 
write your speech to be spoken, and not as a piece of prose.

Plain and simple language works best. As speakers, we want 
to make it easy for our audience to understand what we are telling 
them.

Use Short Sentences
Use short, sharp sentences to make your point, as these are quickly 
absorbed and understood by your audience. They’re also easier 
to say. If your sentences are breath-length, then it’s easy to take a 
breath at the end of the sentence rather than make an unnatural 
pause in the middle. 

However, variety is the spice of life, so when you come 
to writing your speech, mix it up with some short, punchy 

Speaking Savvy_FINAL.indd   79 31/10/2017   8:16:27 AM



Speaking Savvy - The Art of Speaking & Storytelling

80

sentences. Use longer ones where they fit the flow and rhythm 
of the speech.

Write So It Sounds Right
An easy trap to fall into is to write a speech without thinking about 
how it sounds. It may look fine when it’s written down on paper, 
but your audience won’t want to listen to you read aloud or repeat 
written words you’ve memorised. 

Your audience wants to hear you speak in your own conversa-
tional and entertaining style. So, always read what you write out 
loud to ensure it sounds right when spoken.

Be Economical With Your Words
An important part of speechwriting is pruning your words. I call 
this ‘word economy.’ You may need to edit words for the sake 
of clarity or brevity, or maybe after reviewing your content, you 
feel you want to be a little more creative. Look for words that will 
enhance your message.

Before you progress too far into writing your speech, make a 
quick check of your timing. It’s better to find out at this stage if 
you have generated twice as much material as you’ll have time 
to say.

A quick and rough way to work out your speaking rate is to 
speak a passage out loud, using the style and pace that you plan 
to use when you address your audience. Time yourself while you 
speak using a stopwatch or smartphone. Stop after one minute, then 
either count the number of words spoken or, if you are working 
with a Word document, highlight and check the word count at the 
bottom of your document. If your count comes to around 120–140 
words, you’re speaking at a relatively normal speaking rate.
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Use Your Words to Paint Pictures
In contrast to the clear and simple language of your speech, try 
painting vivid word pictures in the minds of your audience. By 
using descriptive language, you can make your presentation more 
interesting and memorable. I use the acronym LOTS—Language 
Of The Senses—to help me paint a picture.

The Language of the Senses
When describing a situation or scenario, particularly when you 
are telling a story, sensory language transports your audience into 
your story and helps them find the heart of your message.

Ask yourself the following questions while developing your 
presentation:

• What did I see?

• What were the sounds around me at the time?

• Were there any distinctive aromas associated with my situation?

• What did I feel or touch?

Use rich, descriptive adjectives to paint word pictures that allow 
your listeners to see what you saw, hear what you heard, smell 
what you smelt and feel what you felt.

Rhetorical Devices
There are many rhetorical devices you can use to add spice to your 
speaking. Here are some of the more common ones.

Metaphors
Eyes are the window to the soul.

Anonymous.
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A metaphor is a great way of allowing the audience to understand 
your meaning. When you use a metaphor, you are essentially saying 
that one thing is quite different to another, even though it is not. 

When we hear a metaphor, an image appears in our mind. 
A conjured image allows your audience to grasp your idea or 
concept, saving you unnecessary additional words and descrip-
tions. Metaphors can also make your spoken language stick better 
in people’s minds, because of the way the brain processes them.

Metaphors can be very useful when you’re trying to convey 
or explain technical or complex information to an audience. 
Imagine a time when our primary form of transport was a horse 
and carriage. Then the steam train arrived. To introduce this new 
type of transport, the train was initially called a horseless carriage, 
which was easy for people to comprehend.

As well as creating strong imagery, metaphors can add a 
sprinkling of humour. My great-grandmother was a fond user of 
metaphors. If an item was of no use to her, she would say, “It’s 
about as much use as a chocolate teapot.” 

Simply saying that the particular item was useless would 
not have had the same impact. I still see the image today of the 
chocolate teapot melting away as the hot water is poured into it.

Sir Winston Churchill was a master of metaphor. One example 
of his famous metaphors was used to describe the spread of 
communism during the Cold War, and is likely where the term 
‘Iron Curtain’ originated:

From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron 
curtain has descended across the Continent.

Sir Winston Churchill

Speaking Savvy_FINAL.indd   82 31/10/2017   8:16:27 AM



83

LISA EVANS 

Don’t underestimate the power of metaphors. They are processed 
in the same part of the brain that deals with stories and emotion, 
and they have the power to make your message memorable.

Try not to mix your metaphors, as you may overdo it. A few 
famous people are well-known for mixing their metaphors, such as 
the American baseballer Yogi Berra. Some of his mixed metaphors 
include:

When you come to a fork in the road, take it.
It’s like déjà vu all over again.
It ain’t over till it’s over.

Brainstorm to see if you can come up with some metaphors of your 
own. Here is a simple exercise for you to try. 

On a piece of paper, write down the object, event or occasion 
that you’re trying to describe. Then write a list of all the qualities 
that describe it. For example, if you are trying to describe a complex 
piece of machinery that moves parts along an assembly line, the 
qualities to describe it may include phrases like ‘move things from 
one place to another’, ‘streamlines the process’, ‘connects things 
up’, and ‘ensures it gets there on time’. 

Then pick one of these qualities and think of another object 
that does the same thing. For example, a train track, veins in the 
body and an army of ants could be used as a metaphor.

Remember, the use of well-placed metaphors can help your 
audience find meaning in your words.

Simile
A simile is a comparison between two different concepts that have 
something in common. A simile uses the word ‘as’ or ‘like’ when 
comparing. For example:

Speaking Savvy_FINAL.indd   83 31/10/2017   8:16:27 AM



Speaking Savvy - The Art of Speaking & Storytelling

84

As cold as ice.

As busy as a bee.

My love is like a red, red, rose. Burns, Robert. 1794. A Red, Red Rose.

Love is like oxygen. Scott, A. and Griffin, T. 1978. Love Is Like 
Oxygen. From band Sweet’s album Level Headed (1978).

These are all common, well-known similes and, like metaphors, it’s 
possible to have quite a bit of fun with them. Use them sparingly 
and add them to spice up your words.

Rhetorical Questions
One of my favourite ways to start a speech is by posing a rhetorical 
question. They work well to help your audience relate to you and 
your topic.

With a rhetorical question, your voice intonation differs from 
a standard question. As you are not expecting an answer, there’s 
no need for the usual upward inflection at the end of the question.

For example, “Do you remember your first bike? Mine was 
small and silver with a basket on the front.” By asking this type 
of rhetorical question, then pausing to allow the audience time to 
think, you are inviting them to reminisce with you.

Triads: The Power of Threes
A triad is a group of three. For our purposes, a triad is a group of 
words or phrases, or the beginnings of phrases and sentences, in 
threes. The idea is to state three things in a way that reinforces their 
connectedness. There are some classic triads: ‘life, liberty, and the 
pursuit of happiness’ or the all-time classic ‘sex, drugs and rock 
and roll.’
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Our brains like to hear things in patterns, and a pattern of three 
seems to work well. A triad serves as a mnemonic. Often, when I’m 
attending a conference and taking notes, I’ll jot down triads as the 
best way for me to recall the message.

Alliteration
The technique of alliteration is the repetition of an identical-sound-
ing letter or sound at the beginning of several words, in sequence, 
for example: 

Let us go forth to leave the land we love.

John F. Kennedy

The beginning of Edgar Allen Poe’s poem The Raven (1845) is 
probably one of the most recognisable and memorable examples 
of the clever use of alliteration. Below are a few non-consecutive 
lines taken from The Raven.

Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered, weak and 
weary (1)

While I nodded, nearly napping, suddenly there came a 
tapping (3)

For the rare and radiant maiden whom the angels name 
Lenore (11)

And the silken, sad, uncertain rustling of each purple curtain (13)

The series of words that make up the alliteration can be in rows or 
close together. Three words with the same sound work better than 
two, and have more impact. 

Alliteration is easy to listen to and can be poetic. You can 
have fun with alliteration, especially if you add a twist. Think 
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of a series of words with the same sound that appear to match. 
Throw in a word that follows the pattern of the sounds, but 
has nothing to do with the series. This provides your twist—the 
audience is expecting one thing, but receive something com-
pletely different. 

Here are a few more of the better-known examples of 
alliteration:

She is wise, witty and warm.

Tall, tanned and terrific.

Wet and wild, windy weather.

With correct and clever use of alliteration, you can create a partic-
ularly powerful presentation!

Repetition
One way to deliver our message effectively and increase mem-
orability of content is the use of repetition. If you repeat certain 
words, your speech can sound rhythmic and interesting. When 
used sparingly, repetition can be a great tool, but a distraction if 
overused.

You may be familiar with the advice often given about the 
structure of a speech, ‘Tell ’em what you’re going to tell ’em, tell 
’em again, then tell ’em what you told ’em!’

I don’t like this form of approach. People will soon lose 
interest if they expect you to keep saying the same thing over 
and over. I prefer the ‘engage, interact, involve and entertain’ 
approach.

If you are going to use repetition as a tool, use a simple phrase 
or even your key message as a repeatable line. In Chapter 3, 
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I mention the importance of creating a key message that is ten 
words or less. If you can, think of an easy to remember, repeatable 
phrase: it will emphasise your point.

Politicians throughout history have created memorable 
speeches, making use of repetition to add impact. Take this excerpt 
from the rousing wartime speech Winston Churchill delivered to 
the UK’s House of Commons on 4 June 1940.

“We shall fight in France, we shall fight on the seas and 
oceans, we shall fight with growing confidence and growing 
strength in the air, we shall defend our island, whatever the 
cost may be. We shall fight on the beaches; we shall fight 
on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and 
in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never 
surrender…”

Winston Churchill

Churchill’s speech revolved around the repetition of the phrase 
‘we shall fight’, using the words to build to a crescendo. 

Humour is another technique where you can use repetition. 
Often, words that you repeat will sound funny, simply because 
you keep repeating them. Think about how many jokes rely on 
repetition for their success.

In comedy, repetition is an essential device often used to 
reinforce a punch line. It forms the core base for the classic En-
glishman, Irishman and Scotsman jokes: repetition is used to set 
up the situation, then to build the story through repetition of the 
situation, using responses from each of the three men to build to a 
climax. Usually, the climax has the Irishman providing the unex-
pected punch line.
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Chapter 6
Notes, Props and Visual Aids

“There was a stool there, and some fella kept asking 
me if I wanted to sit down. When I saw the stool 
sitting there, it gave me the idea. I’ll just put the 
stool out there, and I’ll talk to Mr. Obama and ask 
him why he didn’t keep all of the promises he made 
to everybody.”

Clint Eastwood

The purpose of using a visual aid is to enhance your message. 
If you decide to use visual aids such as slides or a video, 

remember they are for the benefit of the audience, not yourself. 

If you are using notes, do so in a way that enables you to focus 
on the audience, and not the paper on the rostrum or lectern. A 
well-placed prop can be a useful tool to help reiterate or reinforce 
a key point or series of phrases.

Notes or No Notes
As a public speaking coach, I’m often asked about the use of notes. 
My simple answer is that the gold standard of public speaking is to 
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deliver your speech without the use of notes. If you truly want to 
reach out to your audience and make a connection with them, the 
use of notes will reduce your ability to do so. 

When you can deliver your material with such confidence that 
you don’t need words, notes, papers, or to think about where to 
put them when you’re speaking, then you can fully concentrate on 
the audience and their needs.

There may be times when you are required to deliver a speech 
at short notice, or perhaps there are difficult names and terms that 
must be accurate, or you are presenting and quoting figures from 
an annual report, or you simply have a bad memory. If you do 
decide to use notes, there are ways to use them effectively.

Effective Use of Notes 
If you have your speech written out word for word and take your 
paper with you, you will no doubt be tempted to read from the 
page. Avoid standing in front of an audience with papers in your 
hand. Reading your speech word for word looks unprofessional 
and never sounds genuine or natural. Often, the papers will make 
a rustling sound and can also give away shaky hands. 

When you look down at your notes, you’ll usually drop 
your chin and immediately lose the power in your voice, as the 
sound drops to the back of your throat. If you’re looking down 
at your paper, you’re not looking up at the audience. Every time 
you look away from the audience you lose the connection. If 
your listeners become disengaged, they switch off, and your 
message is lost. 

If you decide to use notes, a better method is to try small 
cue cards. It’s a personal choice what size you use, but ideally 
no larger than a business card. That way the cards can easily fit 
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in the palm of your hand. Here are some tips for using cue cards 
effectively:

• Write on one side of the card. It’s easier to move through 
the set cards if you need to refer to one side only, and 
there’ll be less fumbling. Simply move the current card to 
the back once you are ready to move to the next one.

• Number each card in the bottom corner. If the cards 
become separated or you drop them, you can easily return 
them to the correct order.

• Avoid writing out your speech word for word; you’ll end 
up with a thick pack of cards. Worse still, you’ll be reading 
out loud. Instead, write short points that will trigger your 
memory for the next part of your speech.

• A disadvantage of holding cue cards is that you only 
have one hand to gesture with, and this can look asym-
metrical. Move the cue cards from hand to hand to mix 
it up.

• Remember not to ‘speak to the cards’. Read from a card 
while you pause, then look up and address the audience. 
That brief moment when you look down at your cards is 
your time to pause and breathe.

•	 Aim to jot down brief, key dot points. Keep your cue 
cards within reach and only refer to them when neces-
sary. This is one step away from ditching them altogether. 
Having the cards nearby gives you added confidence, as 
they are only there as a fall-back option.

• Always hold your cards just below chest level and slightly 
away from your body. Any lower and you’ll have to bend 
your neck down to see them.
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Can you present your speech without notes? If so, do so. The 
quicker you lose your notes, the better. Cue cards or notes are 
like training wheels for speakers—the longer you hold onto your 
notes, the harder it is to have the confidence to let go. Once you 
leave the notes behind, you will be free to gesture and focus on 
the audience, you’ll appear more credible and look and feel more 
confident. 

Handouts
You may be presenting information on some material you would 
like the audience to take away with them. This is often the case 
when you’re conducting an educational or training session.

If your participants are required to write notes or complete 
activities in a workbook, then I suggest you hand out any material 
before the start of your presentation. If the audience don’t need to 
refer to your material while you are speaking, hand it out at the 
end of your presentation. If you hand out non-essential papers at 
the start of your presentation, instead of paying 100% attention to 
you, people tend to skim-read the material while you are talking. 

Remember, any prop, handout or visual aid is there to add 
value, not to be the focus.

Using Technology
Human connection is what matters most. Without making a human 
connection, you will be unable to move people to act. A slide deck 
won’t create a connection. Use technology to enhance the human 
connection, not replace it. 

Anyone who has ever endured a mind-numbing PowerPoint 
presentation in a darkened room will know this provides zero 
connection. 
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PowerPoint slides
Whether you use PowerPoint, Keynote or Prezi, the question 
of slides is one that I’m asked about often. Common questions 
include how many slides to use? Is there a magic number of 
slides per minute of speaking? What special effects, if any, are the 
best to use? 

I am not a fan of slides. My opinion is that slides are too often 
overused. There is no magic number, although the principle of less is 
best is a good one to adopt. Personally, I detest most of the animation 
features that are available in the presentation applications. 

However, there can be an expectation that slides will form 
part of your presentation and there are situations when visual 
aids can assist with communication. Aim to get your slides 
to work for you, rather than adding ‘noise’ to your message. 
Consider whether adding slides will enhance the overall experi-
ence for the listener. Ask yourself whether you’re using slides to 
make life easier for you? Slides are often used as an excuse. I’ve 
heard statements such as:

“If I have slides, the audience won’t be looking at me. They’ll be 
looking at the slides, so I won’t feel as nervous.”

“If I have slides, I won’t forget my place because the slides will 
remind me of what comes next.”

A small number of well-designed slides can create impact and 
add value to the presentation, but should not be front, centre or 
foremost. The dullest presenters are those who stand in front of a 
fat slide deck, often with their back turned away from the audience, 
reading word for word from the slides. If you do this, you’ll lose 
your audience, fast.

Speaking Savvy_FINAL.indd   93 31/10/2017   8:16:27 AM



Speaking Savvy - The Art of Speaking & Storytelling

94

Another thing to consider is that technology can fail. If you 
have based your presentation solely on slides and, for whatever 
reason, the slides are unavailable to you, are you still able to 
present? Wherever technology is involved, always have a back-up 
plan.

People who want me to coach them to develop a powerful 
presentation often contact me. In many cases, they have already 
prepared the slides. In my opinion, the creation of a slide deck 
should be the last part in the speech development process. 

How many times do you see the speaker read the bullet points 
that they have on the slide? An audience reads much faster than 
you can speak, so if you have written your speech on your slides, 
they have no reason to listen. They’ll simply read the information, 
and then switch off while you catch up.

Do not write what you are going to say on your slides. 

When you use slides, aim to stand to the left of the screen (the 
audience’s left). We read from left to right in the Western world. 
If you stand to their left, you will remain in the forefront of their 
vision.

Aim to deliver a ‘tease’ to the slide before you reveal it to 
the audience. It could be in the form of a rhetorical question. For 
example, “We have discussed speech structure and the importance 
of having a roadmap. What does that look like?” Then reveal the 
slide with the visual of the roadmap.

Does the audience need to see a slide to understand your 
message? Will the slide enhance the message? A strong visual can 
deliver your point well. Canned stock photography doesn’t cut it, 
so use photos that are relevant, have meaning and back up your 
story.
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If you must include slides, consider using a presentation 
clicker. This small wireless device will allow you the freedom 
to move away from your computer. You won’t need to touch 
the keys to move to the next slide. When used effectively, the 
slides should appear to move seamlessly with you, as you 
present. The audience will not register the change of slides, 
unlike the distraction caused returning regularly to your 
laptop to tap a key.

A good presentation clicker doesn’t cost much and will make 
all the difference. The device is not infra-red, unlike the remote 
control for your TV. It works via Bluetooth, which means you 
won’t need to point the device at the computer or screen when 
you click. I conceal my presentation clicker in my hand to avoid 
looking down at it. To make sure I’m pressing the correct key, I’ve 
attached a tactile cue to each button.

A valuable tip is to use the B key on your keyboard, or most 
presentation clickers also have them. Pressing the B key turns the 
screen black. This signals to the audience that you want them to 
focus their full attention on you. Turning the screen to black is 
most advantageous when you are making a strong point in your 
speech, or anytime when you don’t need a slide to be present. 
There’s nothing worse than a slide that doesn’t match what the 
speaker is saying. 

Conversely, pressing the W key turns the screen white. I per-
sonally don’t use this key as I find it reflects an off-putting glare, 
particularly on larger screens.

Here are some tips for the design of your slides:

• Use plenty of white space

• Aim for balance and avoid cluttering with data
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• Use a font that is large enough to read, minimum 20pt, 
preferably 24pt. Make it clear, crisp and not fancy

• Use high resolution, large, quality images that evoke emotion

• Create your slides in 16:9 format

• Use a minimum number of words per slide

• Use one main heading and no more than six bullets points 
per slide

• If you use animation, do so sparingly (avoid the flying, 
swirling features that make people nauseous).

Ask yourself whether you really need to use slides. If the answer 
is yes, keep them short, keep them visual and keep them moving. 
Never place emphasis on building a slide deck to impress. Instead, 
focus on making a meaningful connection.

Tools of the Trade
As part of the Speaker’s Toolkit, I’ve provided a downloadable 
checklist, which includes equipment for you to consider. If you have 
this handy checklist ready, it will save you from being caught out.

So, what equipment do you need to consider?

Microphone

Depending on the size of the venue, the number of people, whether 
you have a quiet voice or if your presentation is being recorded, 
you may require a microphone.

Wherever possible, if you have a choice and if you’re speaking 
to a room with more than twenty-five people in it, a microphone 
is a good option. You may think you can speak loudly enough to 
reach the back of the room, but a strained voice is not a happy 
voice, and your listeners don’t want to have to strain to hear you.
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You may be able to raise your voice and speak louder for a short 
while, but you will damage your vocal chords if you force your 
voice. I much prefer using a microphone when one is available to 
me. It allows me to maintain a conversational tone and not have to 
worry about volume.

A microphone amplifies a usually quiet voice, as well as ar-
tificially adjusting down a naturally loud voice. Ideally, the mi-
crophone will be set at an appropriate volume. You should never 
strain your voice; straining will rid you of vocal variety and you 
cause you to sound monotone.

A built-in microphone (the type that are common in most 
venues and usually provided as standard) restricts your movement 
and you tend to feel and look frozen standing behind it. Built-in 
lectern microphones are generally of high quality and pick up 
sound, so you don’t need to stand directly on top of them. You 
can’t go wandering off from the spot either.

There are several different types of microphones and each has 
its own unique features. If you are at a venue where the equipment 
is built-in and there is a sound technician to assist you, then count 
yourself lucky! However, for beginning speakers, you often have 
to act as the sound tech. Nothing is worse than fumbling around 
with wires and microphones if you are unfamiliar with a piece of 
equipment. 

To avoid equipment problems, arrive early and check whether 
a tech can assist you.

Fixed Microphone

The advantage of a fixed microphone is that they are usually of 
very high quality. They are firmly placed in an ideal position, 
mounted on the lectern where the speaker stands. If you are 
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planning on presenting with notes or a computer and want to 
stand behind a lectern in a fixed spot, then this set-up will work 
for you.

The lectern is the downside! When using a fixed microphone, 
you’ll be stuck behind the lectern, which forms a barrier between 
you and your audience. This set-up is often the default for a large 
venue and any alternative option will need to be requested in 
advance.

Before you speak, adjust the microphone so that it points at 
your mouth. You don’t want it pointing at your forehead or neck. 
You can bend the microphone to do this. Avoid touching the mi-
crophone if it is switched on. Stand in front of the microphone, 
but there’s no need to eat it! About two to three fists away is ideal. 
Providing you keep your mouth a constant distance away from the 
microphone, you can move your head slightly, but if you turn in 
another direction, you won’t be heard.

If you plan on moving around or getting closer to your 
audience (I do hope you will), a handheld or wireless microphone 
is the best option. They allow you to walk around freely. The best 
option is a wireless microphone, but they are costly so you may 
only have access to a handheld microphone.

Roving Microphone

This option is common, but not my personal choice. The main 
reason is that either you are fixed at the stand, or you have to 
hold the microphone in one hand (it may be wireless or have a 
cord that you need to be mindful of). When using a roving mi-
crophone, always keep the ball of the microphone below your 
mouth, so that the air travels across it. Don’t point it directly 
towards your mouth.
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Some speakers touch the ball of the microphone to their chin 
and leave it there. Personally, I think this looks a bit rigid, but it 
does the trick. Avoid ‘eating’ the microphone. Singers appear to 
do this, but they are trained to use microphones differently. If 
your mouth is too close to the microphone, it will cause popping 
noises!

Watch TV show presenters; they move around seamlessly with 
their microphones. You don’t want your microphone to be a dis-
traction, unlike stand-up comics who often play with their micro-
phones and stands, or use them as props as part of their act.

Wireless Lapel Microphone

A wireless microphone is the best choice for a speaker who 
wants the freedom to move and the advantage of walking up to 
the audience. When you move around, remember the ‘two fists 
below your chin’ rule and hold it towards the centre of your 
body. When you move, you’ll need to coordinate your head and 
body together; if you turn your head away, your voice will not 
be heard.

Be careful not to accidentally touch the microphone. Putting 
your hand over your heart, or dropping your head onto your chest 
will amplify the sound and distract from your presentation. 

A wireless microphone comes in two parts: the battery pack 
and the microphone itself. The battery pack clips onto your clothes 
and is wired to a small clip-on microphone that you wear on your 
lapel.

This type of microphone is effective at picking up sounds. The 
best feature is the option to have both hands free, so you can walk 
around, gesture and move close to people. It’s ideal if your style of 
presenting is mobile, interactive and incorporates movement.
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The downside of this type of microphone is that you need to 
ensure the clothes you are wearing have somewhere to clip on the 
pack. Men usually don’t have to worry; they have a waistband 
on their trousers and a shirt with an opening at the front near 
the collar. Women wearing a dress or a top with nowhere firm to 
anchor the microphone will run into problems. The battery pack 
can be clipped to the top of your dress on the neckline. Try to 
ensure the lapel part is central and not to one side. 

If you have long hair, keep your hair away from the mi-
crophone. It makes a terrible sound when hair rubs against it. 
Similarly, for women, avoid jewellery that could be picked up and 
amplified as you move.

Headset (‘Madonna’ Microphone)

This style of headset has two parts, like the lapel microphone: the 
battery pack clipped to your clothing and a wire that attaches to a 
headset. The microphone will sit comfortably, and you will hardly 
notice it alongside your cheek. Modern versions are flesh-coloured 
so hardly visible. 

Using a headset is the gold standard. You’ll have the 
freedom to move, and you don’t have to worry about contact 
with and distance from the microphone, as it’s right next to 
your mouth. 

If you are using a headset or lapel style of microphone, ensure 
you have fresh batteries at the start of your talk, or at least that 
the batteries are new for the day. If in doubt, change the batteries. 
It looks highly unprofessional if the batteries go dead partway 
through your presentation.

TIP:  Practice using a microphone as often as you can. You will 
soon get comfortable.

Speaking Savvy_FINAL.indd   100 31/10/2017   8:16:28 AM



101

LISA EVANS 

TIP:  Remember not to tap the microphone—ever! And never say, 
“Can you hear me?”

Computer and Projector

If you are presenting in a larger venue, find out what equipment 
is available. In most cases, you will have access to a computer 
and a projector or screen. You may be required or prefer to 
bring your own, in which case ensure you have the correct 
cable connections.

If you are using the venue’s equipment, have two copies of 
your presentation, as well as a back up on email. You may be asked 
to send in your presentation beforehand. Otherwise, be prepared 
to load your presentation onto their computer just prior to the 
event.

Audio

If you are using music, sound clips or any media that requires 
sound, ensure that you request audio out, or have it available. If you 
are presenting in a small room or have minimal fixed equipment, 
then a portable Bluetooth speaker works well. 

The power and quality in these small devices is amazing. The 
one I use is light, portable, has a long battery life (rechargeable by 
USB) and is loud. I always carry it as a back up.

I spoke at an occasion, not long ago, where the audio-out cable 
in the venue sound system was faulty. It was out of hours and no 
tech person was available on site to assist. In that instance, I used 
my portable speaker, and I placed a spare microphone next to it. It 
worked. Not ideal, but it did the trick. It was certainly better than 
having no sound. 
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Wi-Fi

Often, Wi-Fi is not included in the standard cost of the venue hire. 
It may not be available at all, or is provided at an additional cost. 
Consider if you require Wi-Fi. If so, do you want it for yourself 
only, or is it required for the audience as well? Don’t assume that 
it will be available.

Speaking Savvy_FINAL.indd   102 31/10/2017   8:16:28 AM



103

Chapter 7
Your Most Powerful Tool: 
Your Voice

“Words mean more than what is set down on paper. It takes 
the human voice to infuse them with deeper meaning.”

Maya Angelou

When I first started public speaking, I tried very hard. Too 
hard! And what came out of my mouth sounded fake. After 

I had delivered a speech for the third time, my mentor said, “Sit 
down and tell me what your speech is about.”

She knew exactly what my speech was about. She’d heard it 
three times and read the script that I had so dutifully memorised, 
but that wasn’t the purpose of her question. She wanted me 
to connect with the emotion the speech evoked inside me. The 
moment I sat down and told her, in my own words, what my 
speech was about, I showed emotion and excitement. I spoke 
to her as my true authentic self. In that moment, I realised the 
importance of treating public speaking as a shared conversation 
with many.
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Due to my natural shyness, I tended to put on a persona when 
I stood up and spoke in front of an audience. I was trying to create 
something that sounded authoritative or credible, but it came 
across as fake and stilted. Now, every time I get up to speak, I 
remind myself with my positive inner voice that I’m having a con-
versation with many people.

What you say is important. How you say those words is just as 
important. When we listen to a speaker, we are more likely to pay 
attention when their message is well presented. 

Think of when you buy a gift. You think of the person who 
will receive the gift, you take the time to choose the gift you 
believe they will like. You wouldn’t then hand them the gift in 
the plastic bag it came in. Part of the joy of gift giving is the pre-
sentation of the gift. You choose lovely paper, maybe a box and 
a ribbon. 

Give the complete gift. Your presentation is a gift. Your 
message may be excellent, but if your delivery is poor, it’s likely 
to be forgotten. Your aim should always be to effectively deliver a 
compelling and memorable message. 

Let’s talk about some different delivery techniques that will 
help you achieve that desired successful outcome.

Vocal Variety
Sameness leads to boredom. We tend to sound more monotone 
when we are delivering facts and data, but more animated when 
we are telling a story, or sharing something to which we are emo-
tionally connected.

We know how to modulate our voices without thinking; we do 
it all the time. However, when we’re under the spotlight or feeling 
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pressure, trying to remember the words and the message, we may 
find ourselves going flat in our delivery. 

If you want to practice your vocal variety and encompass all 
the elements of the speaking voice, try storytelling. Imagine you 
are reading to a child.

The Power of the Breath
Breathe and the world breathes with you.

Anonymous.

When speaking in public, your voice needs to be strong, without 
adding strain or the need to shout. Your breath is the power behind 
your voice. You need enough breathing power for your voice to 
support your words, otherwise you’ll run out of air and your voice 
will falter and fade. Inhale as much air as necessary throughout 
your speech.

Correct breathing is a fundamental tool, not only to help you 
remain calm and focused but also to enable access to some of the 
wonderful qualities that your voice offers. When nervous or fearful, 
our breathing becomes rapid and shallow. For some speakers, this 
is enough to make them feel dizzy or faint.

As a speaker, mastering breath control is vital to your success. 
Not only will you have strategies at hand to help you cope with 
nerves, but you will also sound better and possess the ability to 
project your voice effectively.

Remember the square breathing technique from Chapter 1? 
If you haven’t done so already, practice some deep breathing, 
focusing on spending as much time breathing out, as breathing in.
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The 4-6-8 Method
Another technique that works well to bring awareness to the 
breath is the 4-6-8 breathing method. Inhale deeply for a count of 4, 
hold your breath as you count to 6 and then slowly and completely 
exhale for a count. Repeat. 

Your Voice
The voice is one of the body’s most powerful and versatile gifts. 
Everyone has a voiceprint as unique as his or her fingerprint. Your 
voiceprint is how you sound, what emotion you convey in your 
voice, and your ability to stir people to action.

Before we use our voice, it is important to balance and centre 
the body. Before we can fully express our voice, we need to become 
grounded to the point where we can feel the ground under different 
parts of our feet.

Here’s a simple grounding exercise:

• Settle into an easy breathing pattern 

• Stand barefoot with your feet shoulder-width apart 

• Leave your feet firmly planted on the ground but gently 
rock forwards slightly onto the balls. Notice which part of 
your foot is pressing into the ground. Count to five

• Shift your weight to lean back slightly onto your heels and 
feel those different parts on the ground, again for a count 
of five

• Shift your weight gently to the outside of the feet. Count 
to five

• Shift to the inside edge of your feet. Count to five
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• Come off the ground by raising your heels and holding for 
a further five seconds

• Lift just your toes. Hold for five. You will now feel 
grounded, with all areas of your feet connected to the 
ground beneath.

The Diaphragm

The large muscle that draws breath into your lungs is the 
diaphragm. Breathing in is known as inspiration. The diaphragm 
will contract more efficiently if your abdominal wall is released 
on the breath in. Here is a simple exercise to help you achieve 
this:

• Place your hands on your lower abdomen, thumbs level 
with your navel. As you breathe out, make a ‘pshhhhh’ 
sound and, as you make that sound, move your navel 
inwards. This delivers sufficient air for your voice.

• Once you have no air left, let your navel release outwards 
as you take in the air. The abdomen will move down and 
out as the air rushes in.

• You can now add sound to this movement, which includes 
vibration of the vocal chords. Try saying ‘zzzzz’ then ‘vvvvv’.

The Tongue

We need a flexible tongue to articulate our words with clear con-
sonants and correctly shaped vowels. To get your tongue moving 
easily, try this quick tongue workout:

• Clean your teeth with your tongue.

• Touch every tooth and rub up the inside and outside of 
each tooth. Start at the back and work your way round.
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The Jaw

Yawning is a great way to open the back of the throat, as well as 
loosen the jaw. Gently massage the area just in front of the earlobes, 
where your jaw opens.

The Face

There are forty-three muscles in your face. Warm up your face 
muscles before you speak in public. Open your mouth as far as 
you can (without forcing), open your eyes wide and raise your 
eyebrows so you look like you’ve received a huge surprise. Stick 
out your tongue for good measure!

Then, screw up your face with tightly closed eyes, furrowed 
brows, pursed lips and scrunched-up nose. Repeat these 
movements for approximately thirty seconds. At the end of this 
exercise, your face will feel warmer, looser and relaxed. 

Ways You Can Change Your Voice
Vocal exercises are the analogy of a runner who stretches 
before a race.

Roger Love

Vocal Warm-ups

It is important to warm up your voice prior to speaking in public. 
You will avoid strain and you will sound clearer. There are many 
different types of vocal exercises. I have included some in the 
downloadable Speaker’s Toolkit. 

Here are several sentences to practice to produce clear conso-
nants. You can speak them out loud, or mouth them silently.
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“Lovely lively ladies laughing loudly.”
This sentence makes the tip of your tongue touch the back of 
your upper teeth.

“Frozen forests fit for friendly foxes.”
Your upper teeth touch your lower lip.

“Thirty thieves threw thick things thoughtlessly.”
Your tongue touches your upper teeth.

“Venomous vipers vanquished various vermin.”
Your upper teeth touch your lower lip.

“Wise women watching weak wolves whistling.”
Your lips meet.

RSVP: Rhythm, Speed, Volume, Pitch
I use the acronym RSVP to remind people of simple ways to 
enhance their voice.

Rhythm

Speaking shares many similarities with music. If a speech has a 
rhythm, it is easier to listen to, and more likely to be remembered. 
You can even use a chorus—a repeatable phrase—to emphasise 
your Master Key Message.

Your speaking pace sets the mood of your speech and should 
always match your words and message. For some parts of your 
speech, the pace might be rapid and exciting. In other parts, it 
could be measured, slow and in control. 

Just like a cadence in music, it is important that the rise and fall 
of your speech matches the message and that you vary the pace to 
make your delivery more interesting and dynamic.
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The silence or pauses between words are equally important. 
French composer Claude Debussy said, “Music is the silence 
between the notes.” The same applies to speaking.

In music, silences are called rests. In speaking, your pauses are 
there to build the suspense. Whether rest or pause, before or after, 
a poignant note works well.

Speed

As a public speaking coach, I don’t think I’ve ever had to tell 
people to speed up, but I’m forever telling people to slow down! 
Speaking too fast is probably the number one mistake speakers 
make that results in them losing their audience, and it’s so easy to 
fix. If you know that you tend to speak too fast, make a conscious 
effort to slow down.

The average speaking rate is approximately 120–140 words 
per minute. Your speaking rate depends on a few factors:

• How stressed or nervous you feel. We tend to speed up if 
we feel nervous, so we escape as soon as possible. 

• The complexity of our words and sentences. Words that 
are harder to say slow us down.

• The way that you speak (your accent and delivery) based 
on your cultural and ethnic background. Some people just 
speak faster!

Slowing down your speaking rate is purely a case of awareness 
and practice. Often in a moment of distress and/or excitement, 
speakers forget and rush. Keep reminding yourself to breathe, 
pause and slow down.

Recording yourself delivering your speech is a good way 
to review your delivery. Use a timer to establish your speaking 
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rate. Invite feedback from others and, if necessary, take it 
slower. 

An exercise you can carry out to further help monitor your 
pace, and introduce some variation, is to practice reading out loud. 
Pick a passage from a book and record yourself. Look for places 
where the passage you are reading can be varied. Before you start 
reading aloud, consider the following:

• What’s the overall rhythm of the passage?

• What’s the message and style that you want to convey?

• When is a good point in the passage to slow down or 
speed up?

If you are building up to a state of suspense, start off slowly, then 
gain momentum by speeding up. It’s essential to make sure that, 
at the point you have chosen to speed up, you are still speaking 
clearly. When you vary the pace of your speaking, it adds another 
dimension. 

Volume 

Our own voice sounds differently to us than it does to others. 
When you first listen to your voice played back on a recording, 
you may be surprised that you sound so different. This is because 
sound reverberates inside the skull.

Try this exercise. Hold a piece of card in front of each ear so 
that you can minimise the amount of sound that goes directly 
into your ear. You will find that your voice sounds quite different, 
based on the distance of the card. 

Which areas of your speech could use more emphasis 
through varying your volume? Practice different volumes. How 
soft can you go while still being heard and understood? How 
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loud can you sound while still speaking rather than shouting? 
Try moving up and down the scale of quiet to loud, then back 
down to quiet.

When you reach a climax or crucial part of your speech, change 
both your tone and volume to emphasise that part. Use volume as 
a tool to create interest and variety in your voice and to keep the 
audience on their toes.

The power of your voice is a combination of volume and pro-
jection. The sound that carries is generated from your stomach. 
With good posture and correct breathing, you’ll achieve a far more 
powerful voice.

Pitch

We have all heard speakers whose voice is monotone, who use 
the same tone or pitch. A good speaker employs a combination 
of tones and other elements of speech modulation to make their 
delivery more effective.

Your voice has a pitch pattern. When the pattern remains 
unvaried, we call it monotone. Your aim should always be to 
mix it up. Using different pitch patterns is known as intonation. 
When you place emphasis on different parts of the words, their 
meaning can change.

Intonation can be used to convey your emotional state. 
Your pitch is the low and high tones of your voice. It is one 
of the key emotional indicators in our voices. More tender 
emotions like love and compassion produce a higher tone. 
When we talk about power and confidence, we naturally drop 
our pitch down. Raising our pitch while speaking signals ex-
citement, joy or empathy. Lower the pitch to convey confi-
dence and authority.
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Practice varying your pitch to enhance your vocal variety and 
make your speaking more interesting.

Articulation
We all mumble our words from time to time, but when you speak 
in public, aim to speak clearly so that others can better under-
stand you.

The most common cause of poor articulation is speaking 
too fast. When you speak too fast, your words run over one 
another and, as you move onto the next word, you miss the end 
of sounds. By slowing down, you have time to pronounce the 
words fully.

For practice, read a paragraph of this book (or part of your 
speech) with a focus on articulation. Sound out every word as if 
you are discovering it for the first time. 

Sounds can also become lost when the speaker changes volume. 
When you speak loudly, you tend to speak clearly, however your 
voice may trail off when your volume drops, and then some of 
your words may be missed by your audience.

Record yourself and listen to your voice throughout your 
speech. Does it trail off after a while or does it stay strong? When 
you lower your voice for emphasis during a softly spoken part, do 
you still sound out your words properly or do they drop off? We 
all have challenges with certain words. Those words that always 
seem to come out all wrong. If you have trouble with a word, you’ll 
need to practice saying it. Take one minute, a couple of times a 
day, and say the word at every opportunity. You can practice while 
you’re driving, in the shower or at your desk. Try saying it clearly 
ten times. This should prevent you from stumbling on a word you 
have found tricky in the past.
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Tongue twisters or short rhymes are a great way to practice ar-
ticulation, and a good warm up for the voice and the facial muscles. 
One of my favourite word workout warm ups is Dr. Seuss’ Fox in 
Sox. It’s a fantastic book for practising articulation, and fun to read! 
Here’s a snippet:

New socks. Two socks. Whose socks? Sue’s socks.

Who sews whose socks? Sue sews Sue’s socks.

Who sees who sew whose new socks, sir?

You see Sue sew Sue’s new socks, sir.

Sometimes, people tell me they feel their accent is holding them 
back. I don’t recommend you try to eliminate your accent—it’s part 
of what makes you unique—but focus on clarity and the pace of 
your speaking. When you slow down, you are giving the listeners 
time to adjust to your accent.

The Power of the Pause
No word was ever as effective as a rightly timed pause.

Mark Twain

If you learn to master the power of the pause, your speaking will 
have a far greater impact. You may have seen a speaker with con-
fidence and presence take the stage. Rather than start immediately, 
they stay silent, look around and perhaps smile as they take in 
their audience.

Starting your speech with a pause is a great way to begin. It 
establishes your presence; the pause is saying, “I’m here. I’m ready 
to speak. Are you ready to listen?” A pause can give you status and 
credibility. It allows the audience a chance to look at you. It gives 
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them a moment to settle down and prepare to listen to you, and 
helps build anticipation.

Beginning speakers often launch into their speech straight after 
their introduction. They may feel awkward standing there without 
speaking. It’s more effective to wait until the person introducing 
you has finished and walked off stage or returned to their seat.

Use those few precious seconds to run through your final 
physical and mental preparation. You risk loss of impact if you 
begin your speech immediately after being introduced. 

Resist the temptation. Wait until there is complete silence, 
to the point where you can literally hear a pin drop. People may 
still be shuffling programs or finishing a text message they were 
writing between speakers, or chatting to their neighbour.

Use that pause to make sure you have an audience’s attention. 
It will increase your impact, and you’ll get off to a flying start.

The use of the pause in speaking is similar to the way punc-
tuation is used in writing. When I’m in the speech writing phase, 
I add pauses to my script as a guide. I name the speaking pauses 
after punctuation marks. For example, the ‘comma pause’ is a 
slight pause used mid-sentence. The ‘full stop’ pause is the one at 
the end of the sentence where a natural breath sits.

At the end of each point or idea, you might insert a ‘new 
paragraph pause’. These regular types of pauses add clarity and 
help the audience absorb what you’re saying. 

We can speak faster than the brain can process the informa-
tion. Pauses are a good time to allow the audience to catch up. As 
well as ‘punctuation pauses’, you can use a ‘strategic pause’. This 
is the pause for emphasis. It can be very effective, if used sparingly. 
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How long should a pause for effect last? That’s a good question 
and only you can be the judge of an appropriate length of time. It 
takes practice to develop and establish a strategic pause. If you 
decide to use one, remember that your key focus must remain on 
your audience.
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Chapter 8 
Movement

“Use non-verbal communication to SOFTEN the 
hard-line position of others: S = Smile O = Open 
Posture F = Forward Lean T = Touch E = Eye Contact 
N = Nod.”

Arthur Wassmer

Where do I stand and how do I move? In this chapter, I want to 
discuss position, gestures, body language and movement.

Movement can add interest to your speech and emphasis to 
your message. Non-verbal communication is imperative.

There are two completely different sides to communication 
that happen simultaneously:

• Your content and message

• Your body language (the non-verbal cues)

You want to do your best to ensure that your style of content 
and delivery are aligned. Novice speakers have a lot to learn 
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and absorb when they speak: trying to remain calm, remember-
ing the words, making sure you’re being heard and then, on top 
of all that, what to do with your body while all this is taking 
place.

Where do I stand? Where do I put my hands, my feet and how 
do I move so that it looks natural? These are questions I’m asked 
everyday as a public speaking coach.

My first and key piece of advice is, “Don’t overthink it!” 
Aim to be yourself. Every day you match up your words with 
your movements and gestures without thinking about it. Sure, 
there are ways that you can use non-verbal communication to 
get your message across, but initially don’t worry too much 
about it.

If you become too focused on your movements, they may feel 
awkward. With time and practice, you’ll master techniques that 
bring your speech to life naturally. 

Sometimes speeches can be ‘coached to death’. Stand here; 
move your arms like this; gesture this way; turn to your left; tilt 
your head to the side! When you overthink, you come across as 
stiff and fake. I avoid being so prescriptive with my clients and 
those I mentor: it’s not my style.

When you have to think ahead about what gestures and 
movements you use, your movement can look stilted. Instead, 
practice often and until it feels very comfortable, so that when you 
perform live, the movement appears natural. 

We effortlessly and naturally use gestures in everyday con-
versation. However, there is no such thing as an effortless perfor-
mance. As well-known Australian actor and author Ben Mitchell 
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so eloquently puts it, “It takes a lot of effort to make something 
appear effortless!”

Posture
I believe that the most important part of body positioning for a 
speaker is posture. Regularly practising yoga up to three times a 
week has been extremely beneficial in helping me with grounding, 
breathing and posture.

Yoga is primarily about staying connected with the present 
moment, breathing with intent, breathing entirely and using the 
diaphragm, as well as visualising the breath moving in and out of 
the body. These elements are also important for speakers, but yoga 
is also a great activity for posture.

As a speaker, we want to stand with intent and purpose. 
We want to stay grounded and appear balanced and poised. 
When you have correct posture, you exude an air of confidence. 
Proper posture allows you to expand your lungs and stand tall 
with authority and credibility, also allowing you to project your 
voice.

When we stand upright in a neutral position, we allow for 
maximum lung expansion and therefore adequate oxygenation to 
the vital organs. With the correct spinal alignment, we can grow 
tall and take full breaths; your voice will reach further and sound 
better.

“Stay grounded … stand tall … make each breath count.” 
That’s the mantra I repeat as part of my preparation for a speech. I 
also put into practice the principles and techniques I have learned 
at yoga. 
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A speaker with poor posture will inevitably not access the full 
potential of their voice. If you stand with your shoulders up around 
your ears or look down towards your feet, your ribs sink in, your 
diaphragm pushes down on your organs and your lungs can’t 
expand fully. The result is more shallow breathing that restricts 
the force with which you speak. Your voice will sound weak and 
you’ll tire more quickly. Your tone will lack vibrancy, which can 
result in lack of modulation, producing a monotone effect that will 
make your speech sound dull and flat.

Position
Common questions novice speakers often ask is, “Where do I 
stand?” and “What position do I take up on the stage?” To some 
extent, it depends on how much space is available to you and 
the layout and environment in which you will be speaking. This 
takes us back to the importance of getting to know your venue 
and your speaking environment well ahead of the day of your 
speech.

As a general rule, take up as much space as you have available 
and be comfortable using that space. Sometimes when a speaker 
lacks confidence, a giveaway sign is the way they position their 
body. Nervous speakers may automatically make themselves 
appear smaller by shrinking into their body and adopting a closed 
posture.

Often speakers will opt to play it safe and stand firmly behind 
a lectern. This may be because the venue has a fixed microphone 
or the speaker is operating the technical equipment. If this is the 
case, make sure you are not simply standing behind the lectern 
because you want to hide behind something. Don’t cling to it for 
support.
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If possible, move out from behind the lectern. Standing behind 
the lectern is less personal because it creates a barrier between you 
and your audience. It’s difficult to engage an audience with an 
obstacle between you and them.

Simple ways to adapt and move away from the lectern are 
to use a lapel or headset microphone and a presentation clicker 
to change slides. Alternatively, ask a second person to operate 
the slides so that you can fully direct your attention to the 
audience. 

I recently saw an example of an ineffective speaker positioning 
at a training event. The presenter stood firmly behind the lectern 
for almost all the first hour of the presentation. Fifty-seven minutes 
into his one-hour presentation, he moved away from the lectern 
and came to stand in front of the audience. A significant shift in 
audience engagement took place from that point on, as if a light 
had been switched on. Finally, he was connecting. I could sense the 
change in the body language of the audience as they became more 
receptive, positive, and engaged.

Use movement to bring your speech to life.

Fie, fie upon her!
There’s language in her eye, her cheek, her lip.
Nay, her foot speaks; her wanton spirits look out
At every joint and motive of her body.

Shakespeare, William. Troilus and Cressida.

Using congruent gestures and movement to emphasise the key 
points in your message is part of being an engaging speaker. No 
one wants to watch a talking head, someone who stands robotical-
ly glued to the spot.
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Include small, relevant hand gestures, nods and facial ex-
pressions (a wry smile, a raised eyebrow) as well as entire body 
movement (turning 360 degrees to emphasise a point or jumping 
out of your skin with joy). Make sure your movements are relevant 
and contribute to your overall presentation. Too much movement 
is distracting; for example, speakers who sway like a tree in the 
wind or pace like a caged tiger.

One of my favourite TED talks was given by Larry Smith, 
who spoke about “Why you will fail to have a great career”. Larry 
didn’t use slides. He delivered his talk with honesty, straight from 
the heart with passion. His speech was funny and had a clear call 
to action. However, Larry paced continuously from one side of the 
stage to the other. His speech would have had far greater impact 
if he’d stood still for the most part, crafting his movements at 
relevant places to add emphasis.

As part of your preparation, familiarise yourself with the 
speaking area. Visit before the day, or arrive early to run through 
your speech and consider your positioning on stage. 

Plan Your Moves
If you want to bring your speech to life, consider your 
movements as part of your speech writing process. Here’s what 
works for me.

Once I have finished writing the words of my speech, I 
think about the type of movement that I could use to enhance 
the presentation. I mark the major movements (such as direction 
change) in the margin of the script. Then I incorporate the specific 
movement into the speech, repeating and practising until it 
appears effortless.
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When practising your speech, and particularly if watching 
a recording of your speech, observe and note unnecessary 
movement. If there is movement with no specific purpose, then 
eliminate it. Sometimes it feels awkward to stand still, but it can 
still look natural to your audience.

When you feel sufficiently comfortable to incorporate stage 
movements into your presentation, you have the ability to bring 
any story to life. 

Use of Stage
Stage usage can become an extension of your speech, particularly 
when you have a story to tell. Use the stage to help set the scene, to 
place characters on stage, so they appear real. This technique can 
be a useful tool in helping you remember your material, but also in 
creating greater audience involvement.

Browse through some of the suggested ‘stage map’ examples 
I have included, and you will quickly understand how you can 
choreograph your presentation to add another dimension. 

Centre stage is both the neutral position and the position 
of power. It is the place where a speaker often starts. You’ll find 
it’s good practice to return to this spot when you are delivering 
an important part of your speech, such as the call to action, or a 
specific message you really want the audience to grasp. 

Being centre stage allows you to look at both sides of the 
audience. If you spend too much time focused on one side, the 
other side may feel left out. If you want to add more emphasis at 
a specific point in your delivery, take a step forward. This brings 
you closer to the audience and signals that your next words are 
important.
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Unless it’s a deliberate action related to your talk, avoid 
moving backwards, as this could be construed as a retreat from 
your audience. The exception would be if the backward step relates 
to your story and forms part of a choreographed movement. For 
example, “Suddenly, I was pushed backward by the force of an 
unseen blow!”

The left and right sides of the stage can be used very ef-
fectively to demonstrate the movement of time. If you want to 
indicate a time in the past (this is ideal if you are using a chrono-
logical speech structure), you can move to a different location 
on the stage to match your timeline. For example, stage right 
(presenter’s right) which is house left (audience left) can be 
used to represent the past. This movement could relate to part 
of your speech where you might say, for example (as you are 
moving to that spot), “When I was a small girl of six, I visited 
my grandmother.”
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Later in your speech, when you may want to refer to that time 
in the past, you can either physically return to that spot or gesture 
towards the area with your hand.
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Using this same example, you might move on to talk about a 
different time in your life. “When I was 18, I left home and went 
to college.” You could move to your left again, or gesture again, to 
signify the time shift. Similarly, if you are talking about the future, 
move to stage left (house right) and remain there while you talk 
about that time.

If you have different characters that you want to portray in 
your speech, you can use certain parts of the stage when you refer 
to that person. 

When I’m running through a speech that involves movement, 
I visualise myself delivering parts of my talk in different positions 
on the stage. This helps me internalise the content.

Hands
When really charismatic leaders use hand gestures, the brain 
is super happy, because it’s getting two explanations in one, 
and the brain loves that.

Vanessa Van Edwards

Novice speakers may feel awkward using hand gestures to reinforce 
or make a point during a speech. However, there’s nothing more 
boring to an audience than a speaker standing with their hands 
stuck to their sides. It simply doesn’t look natural.

Several schools of thought exist on the positioning and use 
of your hands and arms while speaking. Some public speaking 
coaches teach people to hold their hands together, with their 
fingers slightly curled, in the style of a choir. 

It’s best not to overthink hand gestures. I don’t recommend 
any specific form of gesturing. If you’re thinking about your 
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arms or hand gestures, you are not thinking about your message. 
Provided your arms are not waving about wildly, fidgeting or 
buried in your pockets, let them sit where they want and go with 
the flow.

Some people use their hands a lot when speaking, while others 
prefer to keep hand gestures to a minimum. Consider what’s 
normal for you. If you tend to gesticulate when you get excited or 
want to make a point, go with it. 

Your listeners may interpret certain hand gestures as 
negative—pointing, jabbing or dismissive flicks. Think twice about 
using them. Repetitive arm or hand movements can also distract 
the audience.

Use video to review your arm and hand movements. Take a 
video recording of your speech, determine any movements that 
look distracting and look at what you naturally do with your arms 
and hands. What is your natural tendency when you speak? Are 
you a mover? Do you throw your arms around, fidget and sway or 
do you stand still like a robot?

Here’s a simple exercise I learned from one of my coaches. 
Run through your speech a few times, trying out different 
gestures with your hands and arms. Force yourself to present 
with your arms glued to your sides. Try not to move them at 
all. It’s hard, feels totally weird and looks very strange. Then, 
try your speech again, adding over-exaggerated arm and hand 
movements. Wave your arms around, gesticulate wildly, point 
and jab! 

Hopefully, this exercise will help you find the middle ground 
and identify what works and what doesn’t. The overall aim is to 
keep your hands relatively still when not required. Use them to 
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mime an action, emphasise, or make your speech more interest-
ing. Keep it simple.

Ideally, you’ll have practiced and prepared and won’t be using 
notes. Being noteless leaves both your hands free to gesture. It 
looks more professional and projects confidence. 

Often, when we stand up in front of an audience, our words are 
not spontaneous. When we become self-aware or nervous, our bodies 
tense and this can result in our gestures appearing wooden and un-
graceful. With practice, using natural-looking gestures sparingly will 
become useful to you as another valuable presentation tool. 

Try to avoid the following stances:

• Hands behind back (as it looks like you have something 
to hide).

• Hands in pockets (casual and can be distracting).

• Clasping hands in front (appears nervous).

• Locking wrists, lower arm locks and folded arms (closed 
and defensive posture).

It’s common for speakers to adopt these stances if they are unsure 
what to do with their arms and hands. Practice letting your arms 
hang by your sides with the palms facing in towards your legs.

Facial Expressions
The simplest and most effective non-verbal form of communica-
tion you can use is facial gestures. The easiest, most natural way to 
help your audience feel comfortable is to smile.

When speakers are nervous, they usually try to remember their 
words and movements and forget to smile. Nervousness tends to 
deaden facial expressions and gives you a frozen look. 
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Remember, before you even begin to speak, people are making 
up their mind about you. So, directly before you start to speak, 
take the time to smile. The exception to this rule occurs when you 
deliver sombre news or make a shocking statement.

Let’s assume that the main purpose of your speech is to 
entertain the audience. It’s important that you look as though 
you’re happy to be there! Think back to Chapter 1, where we talked 
about reframing your fear. Add a smile, and immediately you are 
reinforcing the message that your face matches your mood.

With all forms of movement on stage, it’s essential that your 
facial gestures match your words or message. If your message 
is neutral, a smile is appropriate. As you progress through your 
speech, you will probably need to express a range of different 
emotions, from surprise to sadness and even joy. Your voice should 
naturally change to match the emotion. 

Let’s use surprise as an example. Your eyebrows will rise, your 
eyes will widen, you may open your mouth a little wider and your 
voice will rise to a higher pitch. When you show annoyance or 
anger, you might frown, maybe purse your lips in between words, 
grimace or screw up your face. Your voice either lowers or rises in 
pitch, depending on the situation.

Nothing is more off-putting to an audience than a speaker 
who says one thing while their face expresses a totally different 
emotion. Use facial expressions to emphasise your speech and 
ensure they align with your words. This is known as congruence, 
and will reassure your audience that your presentation is credible. 
They’ll be engaged and listen with intent.
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Chapter 9 
Connect and Engage

“Your purpose is to make your audience see what you 
saw, hear what you heard, feel what you felt. Relevant 
detail, couched in concrete, colourful language, is the 
best way to recreate the incident as it happened and to 
picture it for the audience.”

Dale Carnegie

Leave Your Ego at the Door
A speaker who connects and inspires an audience, leaves their ego 
at the door and shares their message authentically will connect 
with their audience. Think of your speech as a gift you want your 
audience to enjoy and remember.

The Golden Rule of Speaking
It’s not about you. Your speech is never about you. There’s no 
quicker way to lose an audience than talking about yourself, 
or trying to force your message on them using a hard sell 
approach.
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If you focus on your audience’s needs and what they want to 
hear, you can be sure that your message will reach them, resonate 
with them, and be heard and embraced. 

Be prepared! Be present!
Connection and engagement is not about perfection. Don’t try to be 
perfect. Nailing a presentation is about being prepared and fully 
present in the moment. It’s not how skilled you are in the techniques or 
vocabulary you use, it’s about delivering your message from the heart. 

When you stop trying to present a perfect speech and focus on 
making a connection with another person, speaking in public will 
become far more enjoyable and rewarding.

Make Eye Contact
Great speakers find a way of making an early connection 
with their audience. It can be as simple as walking confi-
dently on stage, looking around, making eye contact with 
two or three people, and smiling.

Chris Anderson

Your eyes are the windows to your soul. Mastering effective eye 
contact is an essential skill every speaker needs to practice and 
embrace. As always, it’s about making your delivery and style 
look and appear natural.

Often, novice speakers will try to make eye contact with 
everyone. The problem is that they fall into the trap of adopting an 
oscillating fan approach—they slowly and deliberately rotate their 
head 180 degrees from left to right, then back again. While it serves 
the purpose of ensuring everyone gets a share of eye contact, it 
looks silly, unnatural and awkward.
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How you go about making eye contact depends, to an extent, 
on the size of your audience. Speaking in a large room to a vast 
audience of hundreds requires an entirely different approach to ad-
dressing an audience of around twenty people in a much smaller, 
intimate environment.

With the larger audience, it’s impossible to make eye contact 
with everyone, so cast your eyes randomly around the room, making 
sure you cover each section regularly. With the smaller crowd, it 
should be possible to make contact and engage with everyone.

“How long should I make and maintain eye contact with 
my audience?” is a common question asked by many speakers. 
The answer lies in common sense: your contact needs to be long 
enough to hold the person’s gaze for several seconds while you 
speak, so they feel you are addressing them personally. Any longer 
and they might feel uncomfortable.

There will always be a natural point in your speech where 
you can establish eye contact or shift to the next person. As you 
establish the rhythm of your speech, these points will become 
easier to identify.

The best advice I can offer with this technique is not to think 
about it too much. Don’t try to remember who you have looked at 
and who hasn’t been the focus of your attention. Just let it happen 
naturally. After a little practice speaking in public, eye contact will 
become second nature and you’ll find you no longer consciously 
consider it.

What Happens When You Make Eye Contact?
When you look someone in the eye, you get ‘pingback’. A form of 
non-verbal communication takes place that allows you to use their 
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gaze, facial expression and physical reaction to gauge how your 
words have been received.

Pingback can be positive, but at times you’ll receive a negative 
response, which can be very off-putting. In an ideal world, when 
you look directly at someone, they will return your gaze and 
perhaps smile or nod to indicate they are listening. In reality, your 
experience may be the complete opposite. The person may look 
disinterested, have a glazed, faraway look, be nodding off or (even 
worse) shaking their head in disagreement!

Don’t immediately jump to the conclusion that your chosen 
listener thinks you’re boring, or they don’t like what you’re saying. 
They could be tired, distracted, want to be elsewhere, or have a 
hundred and one other things they’d rather be doing. Such factors 
are beyond your control.

All you can do is your best. Work at getting your speaking to a 
level where you are engaging and entertaining. Don’t worry about 
what some disinterested or distracted sections of your audience 
might be doing or thinking.

During one of my early experiences taking part in a public 
speaking competition, I was around three minutes into my speech 
and thought I was receiving positive pingback from the crowd. 
Then my gaze fell on an audience member in the front row, fast 
asleep! He was, in fact, one of the guests of honour.

In my mind, I immediately thought, “Oh no, he’s not interested 
in what I have to say and he nodded off because I’m boring.” What 
made matters worse was that he had the marking criteria in his 
hand. He was one of the judges! “I’m in deep trouble,” I thought. 
I had no idea whether he was bored or not. I hoped against hope 
that he might have dozed momentarily due to jet lag or lack of 
sleep. I never did find out the reason!
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If your eyes meet someone who has that disinterested look or 
is not paying attention, don’t let them suck the energy out of your 
performance. Simply shift your gaze to another audience member, 
one who is giving you their complete attention and creating 
positive energy in return. 

You could also find yourself in a speaking situation with stage 
lighting, making it impossible to see your audience’s eyes. In this 
case, take a section of the audience and look towards the top of 
their heads. They will believe you are looking at them. Then move 
to a different area of the audience. Try to make it even, don’t miss 
the middle or towards the back of the room. 

Engage
Engaging with your audience ideally begins before you speak. 
Arrive early at the venue, ensure your equipment is set up and 
tested. Carry out sound and vision checks and be confident that 
you are ready to present.

When you’re satisfied that your preparations are complete, 
take some time to wander around and introduce yourself to guests. 
It’s not just a case of good manners. These guests are members of 
your audience! By taking the time to say hello, you make them 
more comfortable, valued and aware of who you are.

The same principle applies after you speak. If the organiser 
invites you to remain behind to chat with guests, stay for as long 
as you feel welcome. If you are addressing a conference, stay until 
at least the next refreshment break, so you have an opportunity to 
chat with attendees and answer any questions they may have.

Engaging your audience means nothing more than capturing 
their interest in what you’re saying. The best way to do this is to 
involve them early. Don’t start your presentation with a series of 
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‘I’ or ‘me’ words. Make the focus about them, not you. Your speech 
is an experience for your audience to celebrate and embrace, not 
another run-of-the-mill event. 

If you want to create a less formal environment, involve your 
audience by encouraging them to ask questions, rather than having 
a designated Q & A session at the end. Some presenters go a step 
further, encouraging live questions during their speech. They also 
request their audience to live Tweet and post on social media to 
generate further interaction via a designated hashtag.

Gone are the days when phones were turned off and put away 
while presenters speak. Most people have their phones or tablets 
at the ready to take notes.

Naturally, as the presenter, you can’t join in the Twitter con-
versation, but an organiser working alongside you can act as your 
proxy, monitoring and possibly contributing to the conversation. 
Scheduling Tweets that are published while you talk can enhance 
the experience for your audience.

Engage your audience with activities that break up the speech, 
designed to involve and enliven the audience. This can be as easy 
as asking them to repeat a sentence or tagline, or asking them to 
stand up and engage in exercises or other physical activity.

Be as creative out there as you like, but ensure the activities are 
relevant to your topic and audience.

Charisma
Charisma is the intangible that makes people want to follow 
you, to be around you, to be influenced by you.

Roger Dawson
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It’s no secret that naturally charismatic people tend to prosper in 
their personal and professional life. They prosper because they’ve 
learned how to influence and impact their surroundings positive-
ly. They use charisma to help bring about change and create a loyal 
following. Their charisma influences everyone they encounter to 
achieve their desired goal.

Charisma is not about being fake or manipulative, nor is it 
something you do or don’t possess. Charisma is about being an 
effective communicator who can leverage emotions and deliver 
messages that connect. Charismatic speakers are memorable and 
people want to hear them speak time and time again. They don’t 
appear nervous; instead they always look confident and happy to 
be speaking.

Have you ever felt like the speaker was talking only to you? 
That you connected with and were inspired by their message and 
delivery? A charismatic speaker always leaves you wanting to 
hear more. It’s an acquired skill, but it must be earned.

Here are eight qualities of a charismatic speaker:

1. They know their chosen topics inside out and are extremely 
passionate speakers. They do their homework and research 
thoroughly or are experts in their chosen field.

2. They articulate clearly and concisely and don’t use words 
such as “Um, err, so” and “You know”. They invest time 
in practising their presentations to ensure they sound and 
feel natural to their audience.

3. They project an air of confidence when they speak, regard-
less of how they may be feeling on the inside.

4. They connect with their audience and establish a strong 
rapport from the outset, and will often use stories to 
reinforce that connection.
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5. They have stage presence and own the performance space. 
They are comfortable and natural with their movements 
and gestures.

6. Their message is clear and always aims for maximum 
impact and connection. Their speeches are well organised, 
follow a logical format and contain a strong call to action.

7. They are genuine, authentic and always aim to be the best 
speaker they can be.

8. They invest in their work and take the time to plan, prepare 
and practice. They never try to wing it.

When you are truly able to align your words with your delivery, 
then you’re communicating in a persuasive and charismatic way. 
When you are comfortable with both verbal and non-verbal com-
munication, you will come across as genuine and authentic.

This level of comfort and ease only comes with practice.

Non-verbal communication is primarily achieved subcon-
sciously. If you try to consciously change it, you can appear clunky 
as you try to manufacture what should come naturally. Watch two 
people having a conversation. The non-verbal communication is 
often shown a split second before the words, not the other way 
around.

Charismatic speakers are never dull! They exude passion and 
energy and seem to instinctively know when to change direction, 
pace and involve their audience. Always be available to your 
audience. Have your photo taken with people. Converse with 
them before, and after the event. Be humble, friendly and open. 
Charismatic speakers are always polite to people.

Charisma is no more than a series of simple yet effective 
qualities that, when combined, create a confident, charming, com-
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pelling and memorable speaker. Charisma in Greek directly trans-
lates as ‘gift of grace’, which makes it an appropriate attribute!

Light up the Room
Whenever you speak in front of a group of people, always aim to 
be absolutely in the moment and live what you speak. Let what 
you are saying come from the deepest part of you and be prepared 
to share, give and offer your emotions to gain a response from 
your audience.

Connect with others on a deeper level. Leave your ego behind 
and forget your feelings. It’s not about you; it’s about how your 
audience feels. As you walk on stage, be aware that YOU are a guest, 
invited into the lives of your audience. YOU are your message. 
YOU need to believe in and be connected to your message.

Authenticity
The best speakers are those that can stand up on stage and be 
themselves. Speak from the heart, as if you are sharing a message 
or a story as part of a one-on-one conversation. Public speaking is 
merely a conversation with many.

If you are obviously trying to perform, you will come across 
as a fake. Although this could be deemed as contrary to informa-
tion mentioned previously in this book, because we talk about 
matching movement to words and thinking about gestures and 
body positioning, the key message here is to practice until your 
delivery looks and feels natural and spontaneous.

Think about the best actors who star in your favourite movies. 
You know they’re acting, but they have prepared so well that they 
appear to be living the role. That’s what draws you to them. 
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It’s easy to say, “Just be yourself”. It’s far harder to put this 
into practice when you’re a new speaker. You have so much to 
think about: nerves, notes, words and movement. Do such worries 
ever cross your mind when you chat casually with friends or col-
leagues? No, because you’re conversing with people with whom 
you feel familiar and comfortable.

By contrast, when you’re up on stage, standing in front of a 
group of strangers, you can’t help feeling outside your comfort 
zone. Unless you practice repeatedly, you will look and sound un-
comfortable.

It also helps if you’re passionate about your topic. When you 
speak with enthusiasm, you look and sound authentic. Being 
half-hearted is a recipe for an unconvincing and unauthentic 
presentation.

I have seen many presentations that tick all the boxes 
for technical competence, but I either don’t feel convinced or 
persuaded by what they say, or I don’t feel much at all. Usually, my 
disengagement is due to the presenter lacking passion and enthu-
siasm. I’ve also watched a speaker bounce around the stage like a 
coiled-up spring, and that came across as false and fabricated.

To maintain the correct balance and truly connect with your 
audience, you need to be courageously you! For some that may 
be a challenge, which is why it’s often far easier to talk about the 
latest company figures or systems. Peeling back the layers of your 
unique self can be uncomfortable at first but, in the end, it’s worth 
the perseverance and the angst. 

Be Vulnerable When You Speak
What does being vulnerable mean when it comes to speaking in 
public? It’s not about sharing a story for the sake of sharing a 
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story. Being vulnerable is about being real, relevant and remark-
able in your rawness and uniqueness. It shows the best version 
of you, complete with all the flaws and imperfections. Because, 
guess what? Your audience is real too; they probably share and 
identify with the same imperfections you’re trying so hard to 
cover up.

Like it or not, there is a sense of vulnerability about sharing 
our ideas with others. They may not support what we say; we may 
feel rejected. We run that risk each time we get up to speak in front 
of others. Some people feel so uncomfortable about being rejected 
that they avoid putting themselves in that position.

You are not going to please everyone. There will be some 
people that you may not reach with your message, and that is OK.

Being vulnerable is not over sharing and baring all. Nor is it 
saying exactly what is on your mind or how you feel, as that may 
upset others. It’s about genuinely sharing from a place of trust and 
respect.

American scholar, author and prominent public speaker, Brené 
Brown’s quote sums it up beautifully.

Embracing our vulnerabilities is risky but not nearly as 
dangerous as giving up on love and belonging and joy—the 
experiences that make us the most vulnerable. Only when we 
are brave enough to explore the darkness will we discover the 
infinite power of our light.

In her TED talk The Power of Vulnerability, which attracted over 28 
million views, Brené Brown challenged us all to think about our 
shame and fears. She says, “Being vulnerable is about showing up 
and being heard and having the courage to know that you have 
something worth sharing.”
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You have a message worth sharing.

If you want to create an authentic connection with your 
audience, you must be willing to be vulnerable, to open up, to 
share what makes you unique and what others can benefit from 
hearing.

Share your message with your whole heart. Aim to be an 
all-in communicator. If you can, use the power of storytelling to 
take others on a journey where you share your unique story with 
the world. If you focus on only improving one element of your 
speaking this year, aim to make it the power of connecting whole-
heartedly.

You May Deliver a Less Than Perfect Presentation
There’s an inherent fear that exists in all of us that we won’t live 
up to the expectations we set for ourselves. We are our own worst 
critics, and we continually beat ourselves up for stuff that we 
would simply let slide in others.

Don’t be hard on yourself. If you dare to stand up and share 
your message, then there will be times when you’ll deliver a less 
than perfect presentation. You may forget your words, you may 
look awkward, but that’s OK. You are sharing your knowledge, 
your passion and your experience.

Give yourself permission to mess up once in a while.

Don’t waste time trying to conceal your flaws—it’s a waste of 
energy. Practice your speaking to be the best version of yourself. 
Have fun! It’s OK to be nervous. It shows you are human, and 
most of us feel nervous when we speak. We’ve talked about ways 
to manage nerves, so don’t fight them.

Speaking Savvy_FINAL.indd   142 31/10/2017   8:16:31 AM



143

LISA EVANS 

Give yourself a hug for having the courage to stand up and 
share. If others see that you are nervous, but you’re giving it a go, 
then that itself is inspiring.

What life lessons are you ready to share? Don’t aim for perfect, 
aim for progress and presence as a speaker. Think about your life 
experiences: the wins, the losses, the love and the hurt, the chal-
lenges and the celebrations. What have you learned along your 
life’s journey? What would you do differently if you had the op-
portunity? What lessons are you ready to share?

My line of work often involves me engaging with su-
per-achievers. I can see that, in their quest to be perfect, some may 
come across as rigid presenters, lacking depth and a sense of gen-
uineness. It’s uninspiring when too much emphasis is put on the 
content of a presentation and not enough on the meaning and the 
delivery of the words.

The first step in becoming an authentic communicator is 
learning to drop your guard (when appropriate) and to stop 
aiming for perfection. This allows you to engage on a deeper level, 
in a way that is natural and not seen as manipulative.

Do you want to be known as someone who is able to read 
alongside a slide deck? Instead, would you prefer to develop your 
unique style of public speaking and presenting? Ditch the robotic 
style of presentation in favour of a natural ability to speak and 
engage conversationally. Learn to seamlessly incorporate stories 
that ensure your message is not left in the room but imprinted on 
the minds of your audience.

I know which type of presenter I’d prefer to listen to. 
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Chapter 10 
Putting it All Together

“Winging it is no substitute for practice!”

Lisa Evans

There is no substitute for hard work, persistence and practice. 
Successful speakers make practice part of their routine. For 

many, it’s a tedious task and easy to put off.

The “I’ll just wing it” approach is one I have heard often. In 
my opinion, lack of practice shows in the content, delivery and 
effectiveness of a presentation left to chance.

Success as a public speaker very much depends on commit-
ment, determination and dedication.

Practice in the Space
If you are able to visit your performance space beforehand, take 
this golden opportunity for a run-through. 

On the day of your presentation, arrive early and take a 
walkthrough, ideally with the technical staff. Check that the 
sound works and you’re familiar with any equipment you’ll be 
using.
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At a recent overseas speaking engagement, I experienced a 
technical issue. Fortunately, I discovered the issue at an early run-
through with the audio-visual team. The room was large and the 
stage area expansive. The distance between the stage and audio-vi-
sual set-up was outside the range of the only available infrared 
presentation clicker.

As the venue did not have a long-range device, the only 
solution was for me to indicate to the sound technician when to 
manually change the slide. After a couple of run-throughs and a 
suitably subtle signal (in this case a nod of the head from me), I 
was comfortable that this option would work. As a stroke of luck, 
by the time my afternoon session commenced, the technicians 
had sourced a long-range clicker. The rehearsal run-through was 
well worth the time spent, and it was a bonus that a last-minute 
solution was found.

Layout of the Room
It’s a good idea to check that the size and layout of the event room is 
appropriate for the size of the audience you are expecting. You don’t 
want people to feel squashed in, but it’s equally off-putting when a 
small audience occupies a vast room. Audiences tend to automati-
cally huddle together, usually anywhere but down the front.

Check the number of guests that are expected to attend. 
Ideally, you don’t want too many empty chairs. If possible, 
arrange to have additional chairs removed so that the audience 
will fill the venue. 

Can everyone see and hear you clearly? Sit in a seat in every 
corner of the room to get the audience’s perspective. Are there any 
distractions? Are there any seats that block the view of you or the 
screen? Are there any parts of the room that are noisy, such as exits, 
or an area close to a refrigerator or air conditioner?
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Always be aware of the entry and exits points (including 
emergency exits). I prefer to know if there are likely to be ‘comings 
and goings’ while I speak (like waiters), and where that activity 
will be centred. If I’m forewarned, these movements won’t distract 
me while I’m speaking.

Where and how will you make your way to the stage? Are 
there steps or obstacles along the way? Is there a place to put your 
water or any other props or items you need on the stage?

Why You Should Always Practice Your Speech 
Out Loud
If you have only practiced your speech in your head, you have not 
adequately prepared for the audience’s and your own ears. Some 
words and groupings of words that sound fine when spoken in 
your head may sound quite different when you say them aloud.

Practising your speech is not about memorising the words in 
a robotic fashion. I’ve seen many speakers who have memorised 
their speech and tripped up on one word, then experienced total 
brain freeze. Practice until your brain switches to autopilot while 
you’re presenting. You’ll never experience those embarrassing 
brain freeze moments again.

Practice leads to confidence. When you’re confident and 
know your words and delivery style, you’re not stressing about 
forgetting the words. You’re relaxed and fully focused on your 
audience.

Take Apple’s late CEO, Steve Jobs, and think about how effort-
less and natural he made his presentations look. He would come 
out on stage full of enthusiasm and then, in his relaxed, conversa-
tional style, hold his audience spellbound as only master commu-
nicators can. He made it look as if public speaking came naturally 
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to him, as though he was simply speaking off the cuff. In reality, he 
had spent many days preparing and practising. 

Don’t practice until you get it right. Practice until you 
can’t get it wrong.

Anonymous.

Memory Palace: A Recall Technique 
This technique, according to Roman legend, was invented by 
Simonides of Ceos about 2,500 years ago.

The memory palace is an imaginary place in your mind where 
you can store images as reminders or prompts (called mnemonics), 
to help you remember the content and flow of your speech. A 
common form of memory palace involves a virtual journey through 
a place you know well, such as a familiar building.

When you imagine walking the path through that building, 
there are specific locations that you will visit in the same order. 
These are known as loci, which is Latin for locations. It’s a 
technique that requires practice, but once you’ve mastered it, 
you will never need to rely on notes again. Here’s the five-step 
process.

Step 1: Choose a place that you know well, such as your home.

Step 2:  Plan the route you will take through the building: front 
door, entry hall, bathroom, bedroom, kitchen, laundry, 
living room and so on. I find that undertaking the journey 
in a clockwise direction is helpful, but it’s not necessary. 

Step 3:  Think of a list of items. I often use a list of things I may buy 
at the grocery store: bread, milk, tea, pumpkins, apples, 
oranges, and so on. 
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Step 4:  Take one or two items at a time and place then mentally 
in each locus of your memory palace. Try to exagger-
ate the images of the items and have them interact with 
the location. For example, if the first item is bread and 
the first locus in your memory palace is your front door, 
picture some giant loaves of bread opening the door to 
let you in.

Step 5:  Make the mnemonic images come alive with your senses. 
Exaggeration of the images and use of humour can help. 
Once you become familiar with the technique, you will 
replace the list in Step 3 with meaningful words from your 
speech and place them around your ‘Palace’.

Practice Different Approaches
Practice is a way to try out different approaches. What you say is 
only one element. How you say it is just as important. Use your 
practice time to play around with intonation, volume, and pace. 
Consider your non-verbal movements. 

Don’t think only about what your audience will hear, but also 
what they will see. Speaking is largely a visual experience for your 
audience. Consider how you will stir the senses of your audience. 

An audience can experience so much more than seeing you and 
hearing your words. Help them smell, taste and touch—draw them 
into and involve them with your presentation. Through sensory en-
gagement, your performance becomes so much more than a speech. 
It becomes a memorable experience for your audience.

I try to ensure my audience has a ‘WOW ME’ experience 
every time I speak. I use this expression as an acronym to remind 
me of my responsibility to my audience: Walk Out Wanting More 
Every time.
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Practice With and Without an Audience
Once you are ready to try out your speech, gather an audience. 
Start with trusted friends and family, gauge their reaction and ask 
for targeted feedback. 

When you seek feedback, ask for specific comments: what 
works and what doesn’t? Ask them to jot down some notes after 
you have finished. Ask what they saw, heard, thought and felt 
when you spoke. Ask what they understood your Master Key 
Message to be. Was it clear? What was the main takeaway for 
them? Was that your intention?

If they are unsure of your message or cannot identify a 
takeaway, then you have more work to do!

Remember. Feedback from others is an opinion. Don’t take 
it personally.

Lisa Evans.

While practice is the least appealing part of the public speaking 
process, it’s there to bridge the gap between where you are now 
and where you want to go. It means working diligently until 
you have your material ‘down pat’, then finessing until it flows 
smoothly from beginning to end. There are no shortcuts.

Finessing Your Speech
Once you have written your speech, you want your words to leap 
off the page and be spoken, not read. You are writing for the ear, so 
speak conversationally and try not to convey it as a well-rehearsed 
passage of writing. As you repeat your speech aloud over and 
over, it gives you the chance to become completely at ease with the 
words, the sentences and how they flow naturally together.
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If there are words that don’t sound right, or you have trouble 
articulating, put those words on a separate sheet and repeat them 
over and over. If you are struggling with a word, consider sub-
stituting it for one that rolls off the tongue easily or feels more 
comfortable.

If you can’t rehearse in the actual venue, set aside a speaking 
area and imagine the audience sitting before you. When I practice 
at home, I visualise the audience sitting in front of me. I use objects 
as substitutes for my listeners, and practice making eye contact.

Mix it up
Practice starting your presentation at various points, not only from 
the beginning. Your opening may be more rehearsed that the rest 
of the speech, so mix up your practice points to avoid making 
errors. Try beginning with the ending, or start at the halfway point. 
This way, every part of your speech receives the same degree of 
attention. 

Varying your starting points also familiarises you with your 
speech. If you make a mistake or forget where you are, you’ll find 
it easier to pick up your thread at a point you remember, and get 
back on track. Don’t make any references to your error, as chances 
are your audience haven’t even picked up that you’ve made a 
mistake.

This form of practice also helps when you’re told at short notice 
to cut your speech by ten minutes, as the program has overrun. 
Have a standby ready. There’s nothing worse or more frustrating 
(and we’ve all seen it) than having an organiser give you the wind 
up signal, leaving you to stop and say, “Sorry, we’ve run out of 
time.”
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Stage Presence: Some Tips on What to Wear 
Your choice of appearance and clothing allows you to create the 
impression you want for your audience. Does your appearance fit 
with the message you are projecting for your personal brand or 
that of your company?

• Choose an outfit that is comfortable and you feel confident 
wearing.

• Avoid fabrics that rustle against lapel microphones, loose 
jewellery, stripes, and glitter or other material that take 
away attention from you.

• Take a spare set of clothes, in case of a mishap. 

• Avoid putting things in your pocket. Bulging pockets 
don’t look flattering.

• If you wear glasses and you speak often, consider investing 
in non-reflective lenses. It’s far nicer for your audience to 
see your eyes, not a reflection from the stage lighting.

I personally recommend having a stylist and a colour consulta-
tion. For years, I wore colours that did not complement my skin 
and hair tones, as well as clothes that did not flatter my body 
shape.
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Chapter 11
The Art of Storytelling

“When ordinary people share ordinary stories, 
something extraordinary happens.”

Lisa Evans

A good storyteller transforms an ordinary tale into an adventure 
and creates an experience for the audience to relish and enjoy. 

If you are not adding stories to your presentations, pitches or 
speeches, your audience is missing out.

If you are comfortable presenting with a fat slide deck or you 
tend to default to reading out loud, I encourage you to step into the 
magical world of storytelling. You will connect with your audience 
in a way that a PowerPoint cannot. You will inspire in a way that 
leaves bullet points running for cover, and you’ll become known 
for your authentic and engaging style.

Your ability to weave compelling stories into your presenta-
tions gives you an edge as a presenter. We have all the storytelling 
skills we need. By the time we’re three years old, we’re able to tell 
a story. At this age, much of the story is likely to be fabricated, 
but we develop the ability to tell stories far earlier than logic and 
reasoning skills. 
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Stories have been used as a means of recording history and 
passing on legacies and legends since man first walked the earth 
and discovered the ability to communicate. Unfortunately, as part 
of the distraction of modern life, we are gradually losing the art of 
storytelling.

I encourage you to reconnect with your inner storyteller and 
discover ways to tell effective stories that inspire and create change 
in your business and personal life. Storytelling should also awaken 
your imagination and help you understand the importance of incor-
porating stories into your speeches and presentations. Whether you 
are a speaker, trainer, coach, entrepreneur or executive, learning the 
art of storytelling will enhance your communication style.

Maya Angelou said, “People will forget what you said, people 
will forget what you did, but people will never forget how you 
made them feel.”

Only you can tell your stories in your own unique style. No 
one knows your stories the way you do, and you have all the skills 
you need to tell them.

A compelling storyteller can turn an ordinary tale into an 
adventure. We all love to find out how the hero triumphs in the 
end. Our greatest lessons come from our everyday experiences.

You do not need to have a rags to riches story to draw people 
in, but you do need to have a story with key elements. I believe the 
best stories are short, simple stories told exceptionally well. 

Tune in to Stories
To become a better storyteller, you have to become a better 
story listener.

Lisa Evans.
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Stories surround us every day. We need to tune in and listen. Get 
into a regular habit of reflecting on your day and thinking about 
it in stories. What did I learn today? Did I meet anyone who had a 
positive or negative impact on me? What was the most interesting 
and unusual thing that happened to me today? Is there a story in 
it? How can I share that story with others? 

We need to become story hunters and gatherers. One way to 
do this is to start your very own story bank in diary or journal 
form, or as a file on your computer. Sort and store your stories, or 
list story ideas by keywords, subjects, topics or themes.

A good way to start is by thinking back over your life, sifting 
through and uncovering gems of stories, extracting them, polishing 
them and then squirrelling them away to be resurrected and retold 
at the appropriate time. 

Start collecting your stories today. If you would like a set 
of simple guided questions, then you may like to get a copy of 
my Find a Story in Five™ journal (www.speakingsavvy.com.au). 
Alternatively, you may prefer to capture your stories in an app 
or notebook. Whichever tool you decide works best for you, the 
important thing is to get started on capturing your stories.

A good way to start is by thinking back over your life, sifting 
through and uncovering gems of stories, extracting them, polishing 
them and then squirrelling them away to be relived at the appro-
priate time.

Start Capturing Your Stories
The first step is to start a story journal in which you write and store 
random ‘Things of the Day’. I created my Find a Story in Five™ for 
this purpose.
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Set aside a few minutes at the end of every day to capture your 
stories, or you will lose them. If you capture the story straightaway 
and write about how you felt, you’ll be able to relive that story in 
more detail later.

Start with trying to recall a minimum of five things that 
happened to you over the course of the day, and aim to describe 
the event in five words if possible (like a newspaper headline). The 
key is that these five things or events don’t have to be spectacular.

Here are eight tips for better storytelling: 

1. The audience is the centre of your story

Your story is not about you. It’s your story, and only you can tell 
it, but it has to be about the audience. My measure of storytell-
ing success is not when someone approaches me and talks to me 
about my story, it’s when they want to share one of their own 
stories with me. I know I’ve done a good job if I’ve provoked a 
story in another person through a shared emotional experience.

2. A story is an experience for your audience

Instead of telling your story verbatim, create an experience for 
your audience. Use metaphors and rich sensory language, even 
a prop or a picture so that your audience can conjure up images, 
thoughts, and emotions. Your audience is eager to experience 
first hand what happens in your story. They want to feel part 
of it, to be moved by it. They want to imagine themselves right 
there alongside you; to feel the emotion that you felt, see what 
you saw, hear what you heard. Remember you need to take your 
audience on a journey and have them alongside you all the way. 

3. A story has a structure

On a fundamental level, a story has a beginning, middle and 
end. A whole lot more happens in between, but people may not 
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be interested in hearing the content if your beginning does not 
provoke curiosity. A story needs to get off to a flying start so that 
the audience is captivated early on. Just like any good movie, the 
beginning of your story must be concise and compelling—no need 
for elaborate detail. Aim to set the scene by quickly addressing the 
following: who, where, when and what. “It’s 4 a.m. I’m at a secret 
meeting at the airport, and I receive a text.” What happens next? 
That’s the question you want your audience to be asking.

4. A good story has a call to action

Great storytellers do so much more than simply tell a story. 
They provide the audience with something to take away. A 
transformation takes place, a shared energy, and empathy 
between the storyteller and the story listener. When you inspire 
your audience to take action, you include them in your story 
and leave them with a purpose—to go on a mission and create 
change. It’s a very different style compared with presenters 
who ‘give a talk.’ Storytellers create a memorable experience. 

5. Tell a story with your whole body

As the storyteller, you lay out each scene, and keep the audience 
on their toes by showcasing the various elements that make up 
the story. You can do this effectively by using different tech-
niques to enhance the experience for the audience. Consider 
timing and pacing, rhythm and the musicality in your voice, 
the use of your body to convey emotion and character, and 
using dialogue to represent different characters or story arche-
types. With practice, this can be seamless.

6. Tell your story with passion

Something simple sets apart regular presenters from those who 
have mastered the art of storytelling, and that is passion. The 
audience will resonate with the emotion that is at the heart of your 
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story, more than the message itself, if you deliver the message with 
passion. Keep the passion prevalent in your presentation, and your 
story will have more impact. If content is king, then delivery is 
queen. Work on both to be the best storyteller you can be.

7.  Anyone can tell a story. Sharing a spectacular story takes 
practice.

Humans have told stories since the beginning of time. There 
are stories everywhere, but not everyone tells a good story 
well. It takes practice. A story may cover all the basics and 
may teach you something you didn’t know. You may leave 
feeling informed, but will you feel inspired? If you want 
to tell stories that have an impact, go the extra distance. 
Take the time to craft a story that takes the audience on an 
emotional journey that lifts and motivates. Don’t leave the 
audience feeling low and sorry for the teller. Build charac-
ters, weave subplots and create suspense. Most importantly, 
a well-told story will leave the audience feeling wonderful.

8. A storyteller makes a connection with an audience. 

When you share a story, you are leading your listeners to an ex-
perience. You are creating a place where they can feel emotion. 
By creating an emotional connection, you establish a delicate 
balance between sharing your personal story and baring all 
to others, leaving them feeling sorry for you. This balance can 
cause you and your audience to miss the point of storytelling. 
Remember, it’s not about you.

Storytelling is Big Business
Great leaders all have one thing in common. They are great 
communicators.

Anonymous
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Corporate storytelling is a buzzword these days. Many businesses 
know they should be telling stories and many are doing so. Some 
big corporates invest substantial resources into building their 
brand and the stories that communicate their brand. Some organ-
isations even have a Chief Storytelling Officer. Yes, there really is 
such a job!

A good foundation in public speaking and presentation skills 
can go a long way in helping to create your skills as a storyteller. 
It’s not just about the content of your story. If you want to take 
your storytelling skills to a level where you can inspire and create 
change, then the ability to tell a story well is essential.

Storytelling is the secret ingredient of leadership. The ability to 
charm, persuade and move people through the power of storytell-
ing is a skill worth learning. Think of Richard Branson, founder of 
Virgin, or Howard Shultz, chairman of Starbucks. These big brand 
corporate storytellers are at the top of their game, though they 
doubtless employ a team of people to help write and create their 
material. Don’t be put off by that! There are plenty of opportuni-
ties for you to share stories with your team, your colleagues, your 
clients, your network and your audience. 

Storytelling is a powerful tool. Use it with caution. A powerful 
story can change lives, alter thinking and spur people to take 
action. As a storyteller, your intention is to help your listeners 
create meaning—never to manipulate or cajole, but always to 
engage and inspire them.

Personal vs. Business Storytelling
Business storytelling is simply a story told with a strategy. The in-
triguing question is, “What comes first, the story or the strategy?” 
To me, the story will always come first, but in the right hands, a 
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strong story based on a specific strategy can be a very powerful 
business tool.

The difference between personal and business storytelling is 
that the latter has a purpose. A good story has a plot, central char-
acters and a call to action.

Once you learn to capture and harness your stories, you’ll 
have a story suitable for every occasion. If you want to foster 
real change, be prepared to dig a little deeper. Just scratching the 
surface will rarely do the trick. Storytelling is not about perfec-
tion; not every story will have a happy ending. Be prepared to 
share the ‘warts ‘n all version’; it may be a little messy, but so is 
life and business. Aim to be vulnerable if need be, but most of all, 
be authentic.

In corporate storytelling, remember that you or your business 
is not the hero of the story. The customer is the hero of the story.

Logic makes us think, but it is the emotion that makes 
people act.

Alan Weiss

According to Steve Denning, author of The Leader’s Guide to Story-
telling, “The idea that storytelling is a rare skill possessed by rela-
tively few human beings is nonsense. We tell stories naturally in 
the informal setting; it is only when we get up and stand in front 
of an audience that we forget to be ourselves and enjoy sharing the 
ancient art of storytelling”.

Forget the rational and objective content that will take you 
only so far. Without emotion, there is no change. Data alone 
won’t convey your message in a way that’s easy to remember 
and recall.
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To be memorable in your message, aim to reach people by 
using the full array of senses. It is one thing to put the infor-
mation out there but different entirely to get through to your 
listeners. No one feels inspired or motivated to change by being 
talked at. We all prefer a two-way interaction, and that’s what a 
story can bring.

Storytelling: A Skill Worth Learning?
The person with the title of leader is not necessarily the one who 
naturally inspires others to follow. As leaders, we have to be able 
to demonstrate our values, our integrity, and our purpose. It is not 
enough to have a mission statement framed on the desk or a set of 
company values printed on the stationery.

Leaders who embrace storytelling as a strategic tool can share 
‘values in action’ stories, translate lessons learned to pass on to 
others, express the struggles fought and won, and tell stories of 
success. A real and relatable story will break down barriers and 
demonstrate the essence of your leadership style and intention.

People want genuine heartfelt leaders who are willing to share 
their core, what makes them tick, and the stories that provide 
meaning to their actions.

Leaders who are exceptional storytellers are entertaining, 
engaging and memorable. Their listeners can recall and repeat 
their stories long past the event. Why? Because they know how 
to create a story that sticks, and they’ve learned to craft a story 
plot and deliver their story while capturing the imagination of the 
audience.

According to Annette Simmons, author of The Story Factor, 
“The power of even a simple story to affirm someone’s connection 
to your organization’s people, values, and vision, can mean the 
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difference between mere competence and fully realized ownership. 
Simply put, your stories help your people feel alive.”

Where do People go Wrong When Storytelling?
 “I am going to start by telling you a story.” These words are a sure 
way to ruin the spontaneity and curiosity that surrounds any great 
story. So many people begin like this. There is a better way!

Telegraphing is a term commonly used in sports, particular-
ly in boxing. According to Wikipedia, “Telegraphing is to inten-
tionally alert an opponent to one’s immediate situation or inten-
tions.” The boxer may move his shoulder and body in a particular 
way before throwing a punch, and the movement is read by the 
opponent.

The skill lies in being able to hide telegraphing so that you do 
not give your intention away.

If you want to create a memorable and sticky story without 
telegraphing, follow these few golden rules to keep people curious 
right through to the very end.

Five Secrets of Memorable Business Storytelling

1. Avoid telegraphing your story

It’s not necessary to begin with “I’m going to tell you a story”. 
Another opening I often hear is “May I start by telling you a 
story?” Jump straight in and start your story. There’s no need 
to ask permission or telegraph what’s ahead.

You can launch into your story with a short preamble line 
that sets the context. For example, “I remember a time, 
growing up back in the seventies…” or “As the sun rose, 
I walked along the beach this morning.” A good story, 
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relevant to your topic, is best spontaneously woven into 
your material, providing a seamless transition between 
your content and your story.

2. Ensure every story has a plot

Every story needs a plot. Plenty of in-depth information and 
theories exist on the structure and shape of stories. The most 
well-known is The Hero’s Journey by Joseph Campbell, which 
has twelve steps. If you are interested in storytelling, The 
Hero with a Thousand Faces (also by Joseph Campbell) contains 
plenty of detail. For the average storyteller, or someone new to 
this form of narrative, Campbell’s approach is quite complex. 
Instead, I have created a simple framework to use when 
plotting your story. It’s called the 5C’s of Compelling Story-
telling™, and is available on my website www.speakingsavvy.
com.au. The five stages of the story plot are as follows: Context, 
Challenge, Choice, Change, Carryout. For the average story-
teller, or someone new to this form of narrative, The Hero’s 
Journey can be too complex.

3. Create characters to bring your story to life

Your story needs characters. Often, when people tell a story, 
they talk about other people in an impersonal way. “My 
husband, the boss, my dog.” Take your characters a step 
further and develop them. To help your audience feel drawn 
into your story, make them relate to your characters, either 
by visualising themselves as that character, or someone they 
know. Experiment by giving your characters the personality 
and traits that help others experience them more fully.

Name your characters. Tell your audience a few key things 
about them. For example, if my grandmother appears in my 
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story, I would say, “My Nana Doris is eighty-nine. Despite her 
bird-like arthritic frame, she still loves to play Cockney sing-
along tunes on the piano; she smells of mothballs, mixed with 
4711 Eau de Cologne.”

By describing some of my grandmother’s characteristics, I’m 
able to paint a picture of her in your mind.

4. Use dialogue in your storytelling

Rather than retelling or regurgitating your story, bring the 
words to life with dialogue. You could say, “There’s a lady who 
gets on the bus every day and tells people how many days there 
are until Christmas” (this is a true story!). If I were retelling 
this story and wanted to make this scene come to life, I might 
say, “Every morning, this larger-than-life, middle-aged woman 
would climb aboard the bus. With a great big smile, she’d buy 
her ticket, then announce to the whole bus in a rather loud voice, 
‘Today is Wednesday. There are 203 days until Christmas.’ Then 
she’d sit down and wouldn’t say another word.”

Instead of telling you what she said, I used dialogue to 
become that lady. Try out voices and accents to take on at-
tributes of your characters. This adds another dimension to 
your story.

5.  What life lessons does your business storytelling offer to 
others?

The most important part of your story is the lessons you’ve 
learned that you want to share with others. I believe that sto-
rytelling is a great way to pass on your life wisdom. It’s not 
about saying, “Hey, look at me and where I am now”. Any 
good story has its share of challenges and struggles.
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People don’t want to know how successful you are; they want 
to know what challenges you overcame along your journey to 
get where you are today.

Are you prepared to share your challenges, warts ‘n’ all? We have 
all made mistakes; times when we wish we’d done something dif-
ferently, or we messed up. This is what makes up the rich tapestry 
of life and becomes part of your story.

Leadership and Storytelling 
Stories are like fragile goods and should be handled with care. 
Why tell stories?

Because your story makes you human.

Be yourself, everyone else is taken.

Oscar Wilde

Stories help to build a relationship between you and the person 
with whom you’re conversing. Your story is as unique as your fin-
gerprint and only you can tell it the way you can. 

Think in Stories 
When we learn how to put objective thinking to one side and look 
at the stories and metaphors that help us explain an emotional 
response, we begin the process of digging deeper into the emotional 
language of the story. We learn to do this naturally, without giving 
it much thought.

Try to remember a time when you sat around with a group of 
friends and shared a story. The data and facts tend to be skipped 
over, as your friends want to hear and discuss how you felt at that 
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time and the impact the experience had on you. It’s the ability to be 
able to describe how you felt, in rich, sensory language, that brings 
your story to life.

My Why Story
When I first started my business as a public speaking coach, I 
focused on what I had to offer my potential clients. I assumed they 
were interested in the skills or qualifications I had that likely made 
me their coach of choice.

A question that was commonly asked of me was, “Why did 
you give up your twenty-year career as a midwife to become a 
speaker/trainer?” The two occupations are worlds apart and 
people found my choice confusing. They wanted to know why I 
made the career switch.

When people asked me how I started in public speaking, my 
standard response was that I joined a speaking group, found that 
I really enjoyed it, became more confident at speaking in front of 
others, went on to train with some of the best in the world, and 
then became a coach. 

Mildly interesting? Perhaps. Inspiring? Doubtful. I didn’t 
share that the real reason for my career shift was the result of a 
period of loss, struggle and having to think long and hard about 
my purpose.

When I decided to share the real story of why it all started, 
the reaction was overwhelming. People were better able to relate 
to me. “You mean you haven’t always been a confident speaker?” 
was a comment I heard often.

The reason I share my story is not to talk about myself, but 
so people can relate to my initial lack of confidence. Those who 
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don’t know my story see me as comfortable stepping up on stage. 
What they don’t know is that I wasn’t always capable of doing 
so, or that the change was brought about by massive upheaval in 
my life.

In all the time I have been coaching, only two people have 
asked about my qualifications. I have a Master of Business Ad-
ministration and two health degrees, but really nobody cares! The 
majority of my clients are far more interested in my purpose and 
my values.

The Right Story. The Right Time. 
The Right Audience.
There are three rights to consider if you plan to incorporate stories 
into your presentations. By filtering your story material through 
these three rights, you’ll be able to match your story to the setting 
(and possibly the strategy). But before we move on to these rights, 
let’s talk about some of the wrongs.

Have you ever been in the audience when a speaker has 
told a story that missed the mark or, worse still, caused offence? 
I have witnessed situations where speakers told stories that 
were inappropriate to the audience, or the intended joke 
misfired, or the tone and language used backfired with the 
audience because the speaker had not considered cultural and 
social relevance.

While a style and type of story may go down a treat in one 
setting for one particular group, it doesn’t mean you can drag 
it up, dust it off and present it ‘off the shelf’ to every group you 
address. Knowing your audience is vital when choosing the story 
to tell. 
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The Right Story 

To find the right story, you first need to know your purpose. When 
you’ve established clearly what you wish to achieve in delivering 
your message, you can select the right story to fit that message.

Assume that your audience will forget most of your presenta-
tion—the sad fact is they often do. What is the one thing that they 
absolutely must take away with them? Aim to articulate this in a 
short snappy sentence. Ten words or less works well.

By forcing yourself to be concise, you can be crystal clear on 
what content to choose to ensure the right story enhances that 
message.

What comes first, the story or the point? This is one reason 
why having a story bank database of ready-to-go stories can prove 
useful. Over time, you’ll be able to accumulate enough back pocket 
stories to pull out when you need to make a point.

The Right Time

Some stories are not ready to be told; the time just isn’t right. These 
may be stories that trigger a great deal of emotion for the teller, or 
when the sharing of that story could be painful for another person 
to endure.

While there is nothing wrong with baring part of your soul and 
showing your vulnerability, it may be that further healing needs to 
take place before that story is ready to be told to a wider audience. 

Stories of challenge, adversity, loss and sadness make up the 
rich tapestry of life and can be a great tool to inspire and teach 
others. The key factor to remember here is that the time must be 
right for the telling. 
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If you’re sharing a personal story that still feels emotionally 
raw, consider if that story is ready to be told. There will be a right 
time to tell your story and only you will know instinctively when 
the time is right. If you are standing in front of an audience feeling 
uncomfortable, then your audience will mirror your discomfort 
and the essence of your story will be lost.

I’d like to share a story from writer Barry Lopez, called Crow 
and Weasel. It’s the story of two young Native American boys, Crow 
and Weasel, who leave their village with the blessings of the elders 
to travel farther than their stories have ever gone, to discover what 
was so far away that they could never know.

Crow and Weasel travel to the Arctic through dark forests, 
often without food. They see wonderful sights they have never 
seen before, animals and people they didn’t know existed. 
Then they make their way back home, taking the many lessons 
learned on their journey to share: lessons about friendship, 
respect, the importance of gratitude, and the sacredness of re-
lationships.

As they journey home, Crow and Weasel are made welcome 
by Badger. When Crow and Weasel are ready to leave, they thank 
Badger for her wisdom.

“I would ask you to remember only this one thing,” said 
Badger. “The stories people tell have a way of taking care of them. 
If stories come to you, care for them. And learn to give them away 
where they are needed. Sometimes a person needs a story more 
than food to stay alive. That is why we put these stories in each 
other’s memory. This is how people care for themselves. Never 
forget these obligations.”

The Crow and Weasel story reminds me of how precious our 
stories are. We all have so many stories. Some of those stories are 
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ripe and ready to tell, while other stories are best left to rest until 
further healing and reflection is done.

When you have something so precious as the gift of your story, 
think about where it will land. Can you help someone else by 
sharing that story? Have you healed sufficiently to be able to pass 
on your story and the lessons learned in a positive way?

If you remain so caught up in the emotion of your story that 
you focus inward, your story may not help others. If you want to 
touch the hearts and minds of others with your stories, try to focus 
your energy outwards.

Sometimes, people have an urge to tell a story they are not 
quite ready to tell. They are still so affected by that story that they 
are unable to step out and offer the story as a piece of wisdom.

The Right Audience 

There’s no one-size-fits-all approach to storytelling. Make sure that 
the audience are the most important part of your story. Find out 
as much as you can about the audience in advance. Think about, 
research and rehearse the type of story that fits.

Consider cultural considerations that may be a barrier to 
effective storytelling. The best stories have a universal message, 
one that transcends age, race and culture.

Remember, the best stories are ordinary. You don’t need to 
have climbed Everest or taken a solo hot air balloon flight around 
the world to have a great story to tell. The best, most compelling 
stories come from ordinary people telling everyday tales around 
everyday events to which we, as an audience, can readily relate. 

Putting yourself on a pedestal and saying, “Look at me, 
aren’t I great? Isn’t what I achieved unbelievable?” doesn’t cut it. 
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Audiences don’t relate to that approach. Humbleness, humility 
and the ability to inspire passion, commitment and action are all 
assets that make a story successful.

Turn the mundane into a message. Pick stories that are real, 
relevant and relatable. Never underestimate the power of everyday 
occurrences for story material. Here is a simple exercise to get you 
started on finding some topics.

Let’s SIFT your life for:

• Stuff-ups

• Imperfections

• Firsts

• Transformation

Stuff-ups

Think of a time when you:

• Did something wrong. What was it? What were the conse-
quences? What did you learn from it?

• Made a choice, or behaved in a certain way that affected a 
relationship.

• Made a mistake in your life, or at work, and failed to take 
responsibility.

Imperfections

Think about imperfections.

• What character flaws do you have that are frustrating to 
others? What are you doing to change that? How do they 
impact on your relationships?
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• What habits of others drive you crazy and get under your 
skin?

• What things about yourself would you like to change, and 
why?

Firsts

Can you remember your:

• First love

• First car

• First job

• First overseas trip

• First child 

• First pet

Transformations

Think about a significant event in your life, such as:

• An aha moment

• A path you took that led to a different outcome, for better 
or worse

• An unplanned change and how it impacted your life or 
those around you.

• An illness you suffered that caused you to pause and 
reflect.

Humour
Humour is powerful because it creates a connection. Every excep-
tional storyteller I know uses humour in some form or other in their 
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stories. Generating laughter among a crowd not only raises their 
energy, it also makes them more attentive and receptive to you.

One of the best ways to engage an audience and break the ice 
is to tell a funny story about yourself. Share your mistakes. Be vul-
nerable. Not only does this help bring down your ego, it also lets 
your listeners connect with you.

When telling a story about yourself, make sure you point 
out the mistakes you made and what you learned from them. 
Your story will become much more interesting, and will leave 
a powerful impact on your audience when they know you’re 
vulnerable. 

Something amazing takes place between a storyteller and a 
story listener. If the story resonates with the listener, both 
brains become synchronized, so the listener experiences the 
same emotions as the storyteller. It’s powerful.

Lisa Evans.
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Speak at Every Opportunity

“Speak in such a way that others love to listen to you. 
Listen in such a way that others love to speak to you.”

Anonymous

The tips and tools that I have shared with you have worked 
well for me in my public speaking journey, but every speaker’s 

journey is different.

Once you have acquired the tools and developed the tech-
niques required to speak confidently, focus on creating your 
authentic style so that you can deliver a powerful message to your 
audience.

The Speaker’s Toolkit included for readers of this book has 
bonus material. In the member’s only section of www.speaking 
savvy.com.au, use the code ‘savvy’ to access the bonus 
resources.

If you would like to connect, you’ll find me on most social 
media platforms. Speaking is only one of the mediums available to 
you to get your message out to the world!
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If you have any questions about the contents of this book, or 
a story you would like to share with me, I’d be delighted to hear 
from you. I enjoy connecting and, of course, hearing and sharing 
stories. So please, feel free to reach out to me.

Some wise words that were given to me at the very 
beginning of my public speaking journey were, “Speak at 
every opportunity”. 

I have added to those early words of wisdom. Now my mantra 
is, “Speak at every opportunity, as every speech is an opportunity.” 
An opportunity to show the audience that you are knowledgeable 
in your field. An opportunity to be seen and heard, to showcase 
your communication skills and display confidence, poise and 
style while effortlessly delivering a message that’s powerful and 
memorable. That’s why you should treat every speech as an op-
portunity.

Every time you stand up to speak in front of an audience—
no matter the size or the occasion—you are doing something that 
people the world over see as their number one fear. 

I’d like to acknowledge you for having the courage to speak 
up and for taking the time to improve your public speaking skills. 
The more time you invest, the more you’ll improve. It takes effort 
and practice. Don’t settle for ordinary. Aim to take your presenta-
tion skills to a new level.

So, as you arrive at the venue for your speaking opportunity, 
whether you are being paid or not, always be, and do, your best. 
Remember to focus on the needs of the audience, as you are there 
to serve them. 

Celebrate your successes but always remain humble. Maintain 
perspective and never stop learning. Take the time to ask for, and 
receive, targeted feedback from trusted peers.
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Delivering an effective and engaging presentation will work 
wonders for your brand and your credibility. In the crowded mar-
ketplace that we live in, if you want to stand out and make a differ-
ence, speaking in public is the perfect way to get noticed.

Why be ordinary when you can be outstanding?

Lisa Evans.
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The Big Day

Finally, the big day arrives. You’ve prepared and practiced and 
have every reason to be excited. It’s a privilege being asked to 

speak, and you’re delighted to have the opportunity.

There is nothing more rewarding than looking out on a sea of 
eager faces. I have been fortunate enough to receive messages from far 
and wide, telling me how I was able to reach out and touch members 
of the audience; that what I had to say resonated with them. Being 
able to connect, human to human, makes it all worthwhile.

You can do this! You can make a difference when you speak. Public 
speaking is nothing more than learning to use your voice, structuring 
your message and delivering it in a way that makes a difference.

Take advantage of the most powerful tool we have all been 
given, the one instrument that everyone can play—the human voice. 
Words change lives. Your unique voice is the vehicle in which those 
words will travel to reach those who need to hear your message.

Believe me, with practice you will become the speaker you’ve 
always wanted to be.

Speech has power. Words do not fade. What starts out as a 
sound, ends in a deed. 

Abraham Joshua Heschel
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Praise for Lisa Evans

“I am constantly inspired by Lisa. Her willingness to 
speak, share her story and help others to share theirs 
makes her a role model not only to women, entrepre-
neurs and executives, but also to anyone who has a 
desire to live a better life and maximize their potential. 
She is someone I’m proud to know and call a friend.”

Kwesi Millington,  
Award-winning Speaker and  

Certified Speaking Coach, Canada

“Lisa is fiercely dedicated, not only to improving her 
own life, despite setbacks, but also to ensure she helps 
her clients achieve the same! She is able to connect 
with people and audiences from many walks of life 
because of her own life experience, conversational tone 
and quick-witted humour. I am glad to know her!”

Chelsea T. Avery,  
Author and Coach, USA
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“At Toastmasters, Lisa was often asked to evaluate 
speeches and she made the evaluation process seem 
easy. She would reel off a multitude of insights, all 
while maintaining a constant smile.

Encouragement is her key to success. Within a 
few months of meeting her, she convinced me I was an 
excellent speaker and should join an advanced club. A 
year later she offered to coach me in a competition. She 
has the ability to see potential in people before they 
see it in themselves.

Five years after I first met her, Lisa is fulfilling her 
own dream of being an international speaker.”

Martin O’Connor,  
Award-winning Speaker, Australia

“Working with Lisa helped me more than any other 
speaker training I’ve undertaken, because Lisa 
managed to get to the heart of the issues. 

I don’t think we ever reach a cap on our learning; 
we never reach a point where we can’t learn something 
from other people. Lisa connected with me in a way 
that other coaches had not been able to connect. When 
you find a coach who has that special skill, why 
wouldn’t you invest in them and invest in yourself by 
spending time learning from them?

I think all aspects of communication cross over for 
Lisa. She doesn’t separate “You’re a business contact 
and you’re a customer and you’re a friend.” I think 
that people that mean something to her, truly mean 
something to her. She embraces everyone equally.
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They say that if you want to progress in life, you 
need to surround yourself with people who inspire you 
and lift you up. Maybe inspiring and motivational 
people, like Lisa, cause you to want to better yourself.”

Michelle Sandford,  
Microsoft Technology Evangelist, Australia

“Lisa Evans is a true champion. She has overcome 
adversity, struggles and hardship, but stayed in 
pursuit of her dreams. Lisa is an endearing storyteller 
with the heart of a teacher. If you want to help yourself 
overcome, to become a champion, start here!”

Duane Martinz,  
Author of Becoming Your Own Champion, USA

“Lisa has attitude and a strong determination to 
succeed in her life journey, despite its many twists 
and turns and roadblocks. Lisa always finds a 
solution, growing from her experiences. She continual-
ly upgrades her knowledge and then, crucially, acts on 
this knowledge, unlike many.

Lisa engaged me as a business coach, and part of 
the coaching process is accountability and action. The 
acid test in any business is for a prospective client to 
choose your product or service over others—would I 
buy from Lisa? Yes! I know she’ll provide the expertise 
to solve my issues, the drive to motivate me more, 
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and the value the result will give me—the ‘trust in a 
brand’, as marketers call it.

On top of all the above, she has a great personality 
to go with it!”

Ciaran Moore, Business,  
Life and Speaking Coach, Ireland
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