Ten Time Management Tips for Presenters

by Laura Stack, MBA, CSP

You may not teach time management from platform as I do, but you must manage your time well when presenting, irrespective of your other habits. 

1. For new presentations, you will spend at least ten hours outlining, researching, thinking, and writing your presentation for every hour on the platform.  Thus an eight-hour seminar will take at least 80 hours to create.  So begin preparation at least one month before you give it.  Of course, your preparation time will be reduced for repeat presentations. 

2. Plan on a 4:1 ratio for phone interviews, reading, website research, email surveys, and other audience customization.  Don’t plan on arriving, chatting with a few people, and “winging it.”  Get to know the audience before you arrive.

3. Practice a new program at least ten times before presenting it.  When delivering “live,” write the actual time on each page of your handout, so you can make adjustments afterward.

4. Always have more material than you’ll need.  Some presenters speed through their presentations due to nervous energy and end too soon.  Check your breathing; if you are out of breath, you are speaking too fast.  Write the estimated time on each corner of your handout and practice your material enough that you can maintain the proper pace.  It’s rare, but you may be asked to extend your time to “pinch hit” for a no-show speaker before you.  I include extra content in italics at the end of my notes, just in case I need out. 

5. Something that you believe will take 10 minutes could take 20 when done live.  Plan on using 45-50 minutes of material for each 60 minutes on the platform.  Always plan on speaking for less time than you anticipate.  Leave room in your program for questions, spontaneous stories, local news, and unanticipated questions.  

6. What would you do if you’ve been allotted 60 minutes, and the speaker ahead of you goes over by thirty minutes?  Your client asks you, “Can you wrap it up in thirty minutes?”  You’d better be able to deliver.  Have a printout of your PowerPoint slides, so you can skip or hide slides you won’t get to.  You don’t want to find yourself rushing through your last ten slides.  If you provide material in a participant workbook but don’t cover it, participants feel slighted.  Better to give less information and provide extra content if you have time.  

7. Take a break every 60 minutes if the audience is seated theatre style; every 75 minutes for classroom style; and never go more than 90 minutes without a break.  “The mind can only absorb what the seat can endure.”  Adults’ attention spans wane as their bodies (and bladders) tire.

8. Start on time after breaks.  If you start speaking five minutes after you told the audience to return from a break in your training program, you are training them to return five minutes late.  Do not punish the people who honored you by returning on time.  Display a timer with the exact countdown, so there aren’t questions about the “actual” time.  Instead of telling people to return at a certain time, tell them the length of the break (all watches are set differently).  “Look at your watch and please return in exactly seventeen minutes” (an odd number is memorable).  When they return, get them started on a brainteaser, a discussion, or an activity.  I always raffle a prize at the end of the break, and the winner must be present to win.  Latecomers who win but aren’t in the room are teased incessantly by the group, and it makes other members return on time, every time.  Another fun technique is to tell the first half of a great joke or story before break, promising the punch line or ending after the break. When you first arrive, appoint the most outgoing person in the room as your timekeeper, who helps you round up the crowd toward the end of the break.

9. Stop on time.  Period.  No matter how late you started.  Ending late shows a lack of respect for your audience, and you are sure to annoy your meeting planner.  Know exactly how long your close will take, and practice jumping to it from different parts of your speech.  Prepare several different versions of varying length and be able to drop a story or exercise and substitute a pithy quote instead.  If you say, “In conclusion,” you have about 30 seconds to wrap up, so don’t launch into a seven-minute story.  Tell the story first, and then bring your comments to a snappy close, without dragging it out.

10. Your presentation begins before you speak and continues after you’re finished.  Mingle for a few minutes before you’re introduced and meet your audience.  When you present, you’ll key in on familiar faces, rather than complete strangers.  Don’t rush out immediately afterward.  Stick around to chat and answer questions people weren’t comfortable asking in the larger group.
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