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public speaking. This is one public 
speaking program that nearly all of 
us have or will have an opportunity 
to participate in. This will usually 
be industry-sponsored and you will 
use the slide deck provided to you 
by the pharmaceutical company or 
the medical manufacturer whose 
product you are discussing. There 
are three areas that are important 
to discuss and they are 1) before 
the program, 2) the actual dinner 
program, and finally 3) after the 
program is over.

Before the Program
 You need to know and review 
your slide material thoroughly. It is 
important that you understand every 
slide in the slide deck and that you 
are comfortable with the material on 
the slide. The best speakers are so 
comfortable with the slides that they 
can discuss the slide without having 
to look at it. You want to avoid read-
ing from the slides. Reading from the 
slides results in breeding boredom 
and loss of interest on the part of the 
audience. If you are looking at the 
slides, you are not looking at the au-
dience and you will lose your ability 
to connect with the audience. The 

 Note: This is part one of a two-
part article.

I t is true that most doctors do 
not enjoy public speaking. 
Most physicians are comfort-
able with one-to-one conver-
sations with patients; howev-

er, physicians are out of their com-
fort zone when it comes to speak-
ing in front of other physicians, 
colleagues, and even lay men and 
women. This article will discuss the 
preparation, the presentation, and 
what you need to do after the pro-
gram is over to become an effective 
public speaker.
 Most doctors and healthcare 
professionals pride themselves as 
good communicators. After all, that 
is how we take a history and then 
discuss our findings with our pa-
tients and then provide them with 
advice for restoring or maintaining 
their health. Except, however, for 
bedside presentations to faculty or 
a presentation at grand rounds, we 
have received little training on pub-
lic speaking. Except for those doc-
tors who have had formal media 
training, few of us are naturally 
comfortable or proficient in front of 
the T.V. camera. For the most part, 
though, public speaking is a learned 
skill and with just a little practice 
and preparation, all of us can be-
come good or even excellent public 
speakers. As a result, we can learn 
how to make a presentation in front 
of peers, before lay audiences, and 
not panic when we are in front of 
the T.V. camera. This article is in-
tended to provide you with tips and 

techniques to enhance your public 
speaking skills.

Speaking Before Your Peers
 Many of you will have attended 
a speaker training program spon-
sored by a pharmaceutical company 
or a medical manufacturing compa-
ny. Pharmaceutical companies will 
make available a slide deck of Pow-
erPoint slides and review with you 
the salient points that they would 
like for you to cover during your 
presentation to a group of your 

peers. Because of Pharma guide-
lines, you will be asked not to de-
viate from the slides you were pro-
vided. This usually means that you 
will not be allowed to delete slides 
and not be able to add your own 
slides if you are speaking at a pro-
gram that is sponsored or support-
ed by the pharmaceutical company. 
But these restrictions need not limit 
your creativity and ability to make 
a compelling presentation that will 
educate your peers and make you a 
requested speaker on behalf of your 
sponsoring company.
 The evening or dinner program 
with 10-15 of your peers is one 
of the most common examples of 
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possible, they should avoid walking 
in front of the projector. Ideally, you 
should end before the dessert arrives 
and can use this time to conduct the 
question and answer session. You 
should also ask the pharmaceutical 
representative about the company’s 
goals and objectives for the program 
and make certain that you can deliv-
er on them.
 Preparing a handout for the pro-
gram is an excellent idea. Don’t dis-
tribute the handout before the pro-
gram as you want your audience to 

focus on you, the speaker, and your 
slides and not on the handout. Tell 
the audience that you will be provid-
ing a handout of your presentation at 
the end of the program so that they 
need not waste time taking notes 
during your presentation.

Prepare an Introduction
 You need to prepare an intro-
duction. We suggest you write your 
own introduction and send a copy 
by e-mail to the person who will be 
introducing you. Tell the introduc-
er that you are providing the intro-
duction as a “suggestion” and that 
they are welcome to modify it if they 
wish. We have found that the majori-
ty of introducers or meeting planners 
are delighted to have the introduction 
prepared for them and will use it just 
as you have written it. You should 
bring a hard copy as you can be sure 
that many of the introducers will not 
have downloaded a copy and will not 
have remembered to bring it with 
them.

Show Time—Getting Ready
 Public speakers, like athletes, 
have to get ready and prepare for the 
program.
 a) If you’re a woman wearing 
high heels, take them off. Now, stand 
on one leg and shake the other. 
When you put your foot back on the 

best speakers who want to connect 
with their audiences practice and re-
hearse their presentations. The ex-
perts never “wing” it. Your audience 
will be able to tell immediately if you 
took the slide deck directly from the 
CD, loaded it into a computer, and 
are giving the talk for the first time.
 Rehearse your talk several times 
out loud with all the props and au-
diovisual equipment you plan to use. 
This kind of pre-program practice 
will help to control the filler words 
such as “a” and “um”. It is help-
ful to practice your slide transitions, 
your pauses, and even your breath-
ing. You also need to know how long 
the program is to last, and how long 
you are to speak. The experts never 
go beyond their allotted time. Prac-
tice with a timer and be certain that 
you do not exceed the allocated time. 
Most dinner meetings don’t start on 
time as doctors are often delayed at 
arriving during the week because of 
unexpected events that occur in the 
practice. As a result, you may have 
to shorten your program so you need 
to allow time for the unexpected.
 If you are speaking at a restau-
rant, then you want to ask the meet-
ing planner to request a private 
room. There are so many distractions 
if you speak in a restaurant with 
other diners near your program. The 
topics discussed at a venue that al-
lows non-physicians to watch the 
slides and hear the program will not 
endear you to the other guests and 
the owner of the restaurant.

Audiovisual Requirements
 Before the program, communi-
cate with the pharmaceutical rep-
resentative or the meeting planner. 
Find out if they will provide the com-
puter, the projector, and the screen. 
If not, let them know what you will 
bring and what kind of a computer 
you have and make sure it is compat-
ible with the projector. If you have a 
MAC, you will need an Apple adapt-
er which is different than the stan-
dard PC adapter. One of us (NHB) 
found this out when a MAC com-
puter didn’t have a cable to connect 
to the LCD projector that was PC 
compatible. Also, you will probably 

not require a microphone for a small 
group, but if you are speaking in a 
loud restaurant, a microphone may 
be helpful.
 It is highly recommended that 
you are the first to arrive at the pro-
gram. This way you can be sure that 
the computers, LCD project, screen 
placement, and seating are all in 
order before the program. Nothing 
can sidetrack a speaker, even the 
best seasoned speaker, more than 
finding that there is a problem with 
the computer or the equipment and 

that your flash drive with a USB port 
does not load into the pharmaceu-
tical representative’s computer, or 
that your program created on a MAC 
computer does not “translate” on the 
representative’s PC.
 When you are one of the first 
to arrive, you can greet some of the 
physician audience members as they 
arrive. It is far easier to speak to a 
group of friends than to strangers. 
Also, if you can remember their 
names, you can call on them and 
ask their opinion or how they might 
manage a patient in their practice 
with the condition you are discuss-
ing. You might suggest that the meet-
ing planner have name tags and ask 
the group to place the name tag on 
their clothing when they enter the 
venue. An interactive presentation is 
the most enjoyable for the audience 
and the speaker.
 It is a good idea to find out the 
agenda from the pharmaceutical rep-
resentative before the program. We 
believe that the least favorable time 
to speak is before the meal, as you 
are practically holding the doctors 
hostage to hear the program. It’s 
best to speak after the appetizer is 
served and the orders have been 
taken by the wait staff. This way, 
the doctors have some food as well 
as some alcohol and are not starv-
ing. You can tell the waiters that 
they won’t be disturbing you but, if 

Public speakers, 
like athletes, have to get ready and prepare 

for the program.
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moment you have to motivate your 
audience to take action on your ma-
terial and your program. Summarize 
the key elements to your presenta-
tion: e.g., overview of common medi-
cal problems, prevention, treatments, 
etc. If you’re going to take questions, 
say, “Before my closing remarks, are 

there any questions?” Finish with 
something inspirational that ties into 
your theme.
 The Genentech scientist told of 
the frustrations of being a scien-
tist and he closed by saying, “Peo-
ple often ask, ‘why should anyone 
want to be a scientist?’” His closing 
story told of a particularly infor-
mation-intensive medical confer-
ence he attended. The final speaker 
of the day opened with, “I am a 
32-year-old wife and mother of two. 
I have AIDS. Please work fast,” 
she said to the scientists. He got 
a standing ovation for the speech. 
(From “Public Speaking for Podia-
trists,” Podiatry Management, Patri-
cia Fripp)

Summary
 Public speaking is one of the 
best ways to market and promote 
your skills as a physician. It is an 
ethical way of communicating with 
your peers and an opportunity to 
showcase your speaking skills and 
your areas of interest or expertise. 
It all begins with conscientious 
preparation. PM

ground, it’s going to feel lighter than 
the other one. Now, switch legs and 
shake. You want your energy to go 
through the floor and out of your 
head. This sounds quite cosmic; it 
isn’t. It’s a practical technique used 
by actors.
 b) Shake your hands...fast. Hold 
them above your head, bending at 
the wrist and elbow and then bring 
your hands back down. This will 
make your hand movements more 
natural.
 c) Warm up your face muscles by 
chewing in a highly exaggerated way. 
Do shoulder and neck rolls. Imagine 
that you are at eye level with a clock. 
As you look at 12, pull as much of 
your face up to 12 as you can; now 
move it to 3, then down to 6 and fi-
nally over to 9.
 All of these exercises serve to 
warm you up and relax you. Those 
exaggerated movements make it eas-
ier for your movements to flow more 
naturally once you start your pro-
gram. Preparation is a key element to 

making a solid presentation. Here are 
a few tips that will help you make an 
effective presentation.

The Opening
 Psychologists have proven that 
the first and last 30 seconds of any 
speech have the most impact, so give 
the open and close of your talk a 
little extra thought, time, and effort. 
Do not open with “Ladies and Gen-
tlemen, it is a pleasure to be here 
tonight.” It’s wasting too much of 
those precious 30 seconds.
 Opening a speech with a joke 
or funny story is the conventional 
wisdom. Before you do, ask yourself 
these questions:
	 •	 Is	 it	 appropriate	 to	 the	 occa-
sion, or for this audience?

	 •	Is	it	in	good	taste?
	 •	 Does	 it	 relate	 to	 me	 (my	 ser-
vice), the event, or the group? Does 
it support your topic or its key 
points?

 A humorous story or an inspira-
tional vignette relating to your topic 

or audience is a sure way to get an 
audience’s attention. However, it 
may take more presentation skill 
than you possess in the beginning 
of your speaking career. It’s safer 
and more effective to give the au-
dience what you know and what 
makes you the person to present 
the material.
 A good way to open your speech 
is by giving the audience the infor-
mation they most want to hear. By 

now, you know the questions you 
hear most at a cocktail reception or 
professional society meeting. Put the 
answers to those questions in your 
speech.
 A scientist with Genentech was 
preparing a speech for a woman’s 
group. Since most of the audience 
didn’t know what scientists are like 
or what they do, he told them what 
it was like to be a scientist. “Being a 
scientist is like doing a jigsaw puzzle 
in a snowstorm at night...you don’t 
have all the pieces...and you don’t 
have the picture to work from.” You 
really can say more with less.

The Closing
 The close should be one of the 
highlights of your speech. This is the 

Psychologists have proven that the first 
and last 30 seconds of any speech have the most impact, 

so give the open and close of your talk a little 
extra thought, time, and effort.
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Public speaking is one of the best ways 
to market and promote your skills 

as a physician.


