EFFECTIVE PRESENTATIONS – THE PLRB WAY
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There are many ways to deliver effective presentations.  In many ways, delivery of an effective presentation depends on the personal style of the presenter as well as the nature and expectations of the audience.  Over the years it has been found that there is a general style that is most effective for those attending the PLRB conferences.  This style can be referred to as “The PLRB Way”.  There is nothing particularly unique or unusual about The PLRB Way.  Many presenters apply this style without identifying it with the PLRB, including presenters who have never been involved with the PLRB.  It is also true that other styles can be very effective.  Yet, for those who want to excel in their PLRB presentations, they should at least consider The PLRB Way as they develop their presentations.
The PLRB is all about professional claims handling.  Whether it is the adjuster, attorney or experts involved in the claims process, the goal of the PLRB is to improve the professionalism of those who serve in the claims industry.  So, the topics covered all relate to some aspect of claims handling.
One of the key aspects of The PLRB Way is that presentations are designed to engage the audience.  Professionals from all aspects of the claims industry have experience and knowledge that can add to the learning experience.  Effective presenters at PLRB conferences plan for opportunities to involve the audience in a dialog and draw out different experiences and perspectives.  It is has been found that presentations which are straight lectures are the least effective for the PLRB audience.  The objective should be to make the presentation more of a discussion than a lecture. 
Engaging the audience can take many forms.  Certainly the presenters individually and as a group need to determine what strategies they are comfortable with.  In an effective session, multiple engagement strategies are used.  Some examples include:
· Pose a question to the audience and elicit a response.
· Pose a question to the audience and ask for a show of hands (particularly for larger audiences).
· Ask who in the audience has been in a certain type of claim or claim situation and ask a respondent to explain their experience and what happened.
· Present a claim situation and have participants work in groups to develop a solution or identify the key issues. 
· At the beginning of the presentation, encourage the participants to ask questions and offer their perspective on issues raised. 
Each of these strategies, and others not listed, can be effective.  No matter which strategy or strategies are applied, a critical element of involving participants is that the presenter must create a positive and supportive atmosphere.  No matter what response is provided by a member of the audience, the presenter must respond in a positive manner.  Even if the answer is incorrect, the presenter must find a way to avoid embarrassing the respondent.  Nothing chills the atmosphere in a presentation more than participants seeing another person humiliated.  One way to handle an incorrect answer may be to say “Thank you, that is one way to address this issue; how about another idea?”
Most PLRB workshops have between 30 and 45 attendees.  With this number of participants it is very reasonable to involve many, if not most, attendees in the conversation.  Certainly those participants who want to participate can have an opportunity to do so.  Some PLRB workshops include as many as 100 participants.  Involving the audience in large sessions is a different challenge.  In these large sessions the presenters can still involve the audience, however, realistically only a portion of the audience can actively participate directly in the dialog.  Engagement strategies for larger audiences will often include asking for a show of hands.  Presenters may also call on selected people in the audience who, based on the knowledge of the individual by the presenter, will likely have a productive response.  Certainly, regardless of the size of the audience, time should be allowed during or after the workshop for questions from participants. 
The claims professionals who attend PLRB workshops are always eager to learn new ways to address claims issues.  Where possible, provide tools, templates and strategies that can be readily and immediately applied.  Provide sufficient information to the participants so that they can take these tools and strategies back to their company and share them with others.  This adds value to the entire organization for their investment in having claims professionals attend PLRB conferences.  
No two workshop audiences are the same and no two groups of presenters are the same.  The dynamic between the presenters and participants creates the learning atmosphere.  The presenters must adapt their style and pacing to meet the expectations and needs of each particular audience.  This is not to say that there is not structure to the presentation.  The objective is always to provide the desired information and there must be a plan to deliver that information.  It is the delivery that must adapt to the audience.  For example, some audiences are filled with people who want to actively participate and, in these situations, the feedback and thoughts of the participants may form a large proportion of the information delivery.  In other situations, the audience many contain few people who want to actively participate and the information is then delivered predominately by the panelists with little input from the attendees.  In these situations, the presenters may have to work harder to achieve engagement with the audience.  However, the attempt to engage should not be dropped.
Most PLRB sessions are 90 minutes long.  It has been found that PLRB audiences tend to prefer sessions of this length rather than longer sessions.  In a 90-minute session the presenters can include interaction with the audience and often one or more group case study or other projects.  There are always a few PLRB sessions which are the longer 3-hour length.  In these sessions, engagement is, if anything, more important.  No one wants to sit through a 3-hour lecture.  Also, the presenters should plan on group activities in these sessions to break up the pace and allow the participants to share ideas and get to know each other.  One successful strategy in the 3-hour sessions is to have one or more case studies on which the participants work in groups and then provide their solutions to the entire audience. 

Analyzing the audience’s needs and wants is a critical element to provide an effective presentation.  The Disney Corporation has a legendary service reputation which is supported through their commitment to look at events from the customer’s vantage point.  They train their employees to deliver on these four service expectations:
· Make me feel special
· Treat me as an individual
· Respect me
· Be knowledgeable
The complete story of the Disney magic is described in Creating Magic by Lee Cockerell (Doubleday 2008).  One tip is to consider your audience’s expectations for your presentation and strive to exceed them.  What would it look like to make your audience feel like a guest?  How would you demonstrate your respect for their time and attention?
Another resource to assist with planning your presentation is Inspire Any Audience by Tony Jeary (River Oak Publishing 1997).  He provides an audience worksheet that asks these questions to focus your thoughts:
· What knowledge does the audience have?
· Will they be with me or against me?  Why?
· Who do they admire in the industry and outside?  Why?
· What has worked for similar audiences?  What has not?
· Why was I selected to present?
· What does success look and feel like?
Since audience engagement is a key element of The PLRB Way, these are some strategies that can be applied:
A. Create a Learning Community
a. Connect with the participants before the session begins.  Roam the room greeting participants as they arrive.  Some presenters use the time prior to the beginning to chat with their co-presenters and perhaps one or two people who they knew beforehand.  This may be comfortable for the presenters, but does not add to a connection with the audience.  Making a connection, however small, with people you do not know will pay large dividends for the presenters and ultimately the entire audience.
b. Start the session as close to the scheduled start time as possible.  Delaying the start to wait for stragglers implies that there was no benefit for those who intentionally arrived on time. 
c. As part of the opening remarks to the participants, invite them to share their expectations for the session.  Why are they here?  What do they want to take away from the session?  Fulfilling the expectations of the participants is a key element of a successful presentation. 
d. Recognize that there will almost always be one or more people in the audience who know as much, and some time more, than the presenters.  Acknowledge this up front as part of the opening statements and encourage those with substantial experience to participate.  This accomplishes two objectives.  First, it can add additional perspectives to the topics being discussed.  Second, it can turn a person who potentially may be an outspoken critic during the session into an asset for the presenters.
B. Do or Die - In the First Three Minutes
a. Many participants decide within the first three minutes whether their decision to attend a session was a good decision or a bad decision.  It is critical to create a positive atmosphere immediately to avoid the risk of losing some portion of the audience.
i. Inform the audience who the presenters are.  Explain their backgrounds and experience, specifically with regard to the topic being presented. 
ii. Tell the audience why you wanted to present this topic and why it is relevant to them.  Give the audience a reason to listen and participate. 
iii. Tell the participants if you are going to ask the audience to work in small groups to provide input or solutions.  This is a way of letting the participants know what to expect.
C. Involving the Audience
a. Where possible, get the audience involved in making the session a success.  One strategy is to ask participants to distribute the handouts.  Another is to have participants introduce themselves to one person near them who they did not previously know.
b. Create opportunities for small group activities.  These opportunities do not have to be extensive or time consuming.  Present an issue and ask for a suggestion or solution.  Allow a few minutes for the participants to discuss the issue with the people at their table or near them and then ask for the suggestions or solutions. 
i. In the 90-minute sessions, the key is to present the issues sufficiently narrow to be discussed and answered within a short (3-5 minutes) time.  The time required for discussing a more involved issue can use up a comparatively large amount of the available time.
1. Unless of course the strategy for the session is to present the information in the form of a more involved case study in which case the group activities may comprise a relatively large portion of the session.
c. Demonstrate that the session is safe at all times.  This goes back to the critical element of making sure every person in the audience feels that their response will always be accepted and acknowledged in a positive way. 
D. PowerPoint
PowerPoint is a widely-used effective tool when used properly.  However, there are some specific do’s and don’ts that should be considered in developing the PowerPoint presentation.
a. Limit the amount of information presented on each slide.  There should be no more than approximately 3-4 lines of information per slide. 
b. Use pictures, charts or graphs whenever possible to provide and enhance the information provided.  People will often remember a picture much longer than written words.
c. Invite the audience to discuss the pictures, charts or graphs on the screen.  This is another way to reinforce the retention of information.
d. Limit the number of slides to a manageable number for the presentation topic.  The participants should not have the “MTV” feeling in which they are bombarded with rapid and constantly changing visuals.  Think in terms of the time spent discussing the information on each slide including time to engage with the participants.  Since the objective is to create a discussion with the participants, allow time to create the atmosphere of a discussion. 
E. Presenter Qualities that Audiences Love
The personality (or lack thereof) of the presenters either adds to, or detracts from, the experience of the audience.  These are some of the attributes of presenters which audiences find favorable.
a. Conversational.  The presentation should be made in a manner which exhibits that the presenter and participants are equals who are sharing a dialog on the subject matter. 
b. Enthusiastic.  The presenter must demonstrate that they are enthusiastic to be there and are interested in the topic being presented.  A stilted demeanor could be interpreted as indicating the presenter is only there because they were told to or that they are really not comfortable with the subject matter. 
c. Entertaining.  This is not a forum to try out your standup comedian act.  However, a bit of entertainment goes a long way.  Laughter is a great tool to energize and engage the audience.  Remember that the best liked presentations include an element of entertainment.  If the audience is entertained, they are paying attention. 
d. Respectful.  Never forget that each person in the audience is important. As a presenter for the PLRB, you represent them.  Be respectful of the trust that has been shown by the PLRB in selecting you as a presenter.
e. Energetic.  The presenters can project energy into the session.  Standing behind a podium or (ouch!) sitting behind a table for the full presentation provides no energy to the participants.  Likewise, talking in a monotone can put people to sleep.
F. Tips to Manage Anxiety
Every presenter gets anxious prior to beginning the presentation.  For many presenters, this anxiety goes away once the presentation has started.  For some, the entire presentation is filled with anxiety.  One very accomplished presenter said that the day he can begin a presentation without feeling any anxiety, he should stop presenting.  Anxiety is a normal and, when managed, positive reaction.  It means that the presenter cares about the presentation and the audience.  The key is to handle the anxiety in a positive manner.
a. Rehearse the presentation to develop a feel for the flow of the information.  This will reinforce timing of the delivery and where different examples best fit into the presentation.
b. Know your topic.  There is no substitute for preparation and knowledge of the subject matter.  No presenter should try to bluff the audience.  Make sure you are knowledgeable about the topic long before the presentation begins.  As previously mentioned, there may be people in the audience who know as much or more about the subject than the presenter.  This is particularly true with PLRB audiences.  Encourage these people to participate and readily acknowledge that you are not the only expert in this topical area.
c. Be prepared to expand on and explain the subjects presented.  Anticipate questions and be prepared to provide examples to clarify issues.
d. Plan the opening statements.  Since you have, at most, about three minutes to win or lose the audience, plan your opening so that the audience starts with a positive attitude about you and the information to be discussed.
e. When there are more than one presenter, plan who will lead each section of the discussion and how the other presenter(s) will interact.  When possible, keep all presenters involved regardless of who is leading the specific topical discussion.  This enhances the perception that this is a team effort as opposed to individuals.
f. Understand presentation styles of the presenters.  Discuss how the differing styles will be coordinated.  Understanding the different styles often will dictate which presenter leads on each topic. 
g. Be open and candid with co-presenters.  Recognize that there are differing levels of experience between presenters even when each is an expert on the subject matter.  Play to the strengths of each presenter and be prepared to support each other throughout the presentation.  You will succeed as a team.
h. Get there early.  Get to the presentation room sufficiently early to make sure the technical equipment works properly and to greet the participants as they enter.  Arriving at the last minute risks starting late and appearing disorganized.  And, if the technical equipment does not work properly, it can delay the start and make the presenters appear unprepared.
i. The 15-minute setup.  With the PLRB, when the sessions are back-to-back, there is a 15-minute gap between the end of one and the beginning of another.  This makes it even more important to plan ahead to be in the presentation room shortly after the prior session ends. 
G. During the Presentation
a. Breathe.  Think about your breathing.  Take some deep breaths occasionally, which will slow your heart rate and allow you to maintain a measured pace.
b. Keep your hands free.  It is best not to hold anything in your hands during the presentation.  This allows you to use expressive hand gestures and avoids what you are holding in your hands being a distraction.
c. Paperclip.  Some people just want to have something in their hand during the presentation.  If you feel that need, this is OK.  One accomplished presenter has found that holding a paperclip in his hand allows him to transfer nervous energy without the audience being aware.  Some presenters hold pens or other items which are large enough to be seen by the audience.  A presenter who is constantly moving a visible object appears to be nervous and perhaps not confident in their delivery of the material.  It is fine to be nervous, it is best to channel that nervousness into positive actions and actions which cannot be seen by the audience.
d. The audience is your friend.  Understand that the vast majority of people in the audience have chosen to be there.  They really want to have a positive experience and to walk away with useful information.  Look at the audience as friends and it will show in your actions.
e. Be a facilitator, not an expert.  Since the PLRB audiences include people who will know as much or even more on a topic than the presenters, present yourself as a facilitator, not the only expert in the room.  This will encourage the sharing of information and the engagement between the presenters and the audience. 
f. Count to 10.  Since your objective is to engage the participants, allow time for someone in the audience to respond.  When a question is posed to the audience, allow time for someone to assimilate the information and respond.  Counting to 10 can allow a reasonable time. 
g. Movement.  Movement by the presenters can inject energy into the presentation.  Certainly movement is preferable to standing behind a podium or sitting behind a table.  Avoid rushed movement or repetitive movements.  Look to both sides of the audience as well as to those in front and those in the rear. 
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