
Audience-Centered 
Presentations
Bianca Wolf, PhD, MPH, Associate Professor & Chair
Department of Communication Studies



Average Comfort Level with 
Speaking

Thus, many people have varying levels of anxiety when 
communicating: 
•Face-to-Face = 35% 
•Phone = 40% 
•Meetings/Classrooms = 66%
•Presentations = 76%



Communication Anxiety

� Defined: A range of unpleasant sensations that one 
experiences prior to or during a presentation.

� Also known as Public Speaking Anxiety (PSA)

� Common variables that are related to PSA prior to 
presentations include:
⚪ Lack of experience

⚪ Past negative experience

⚪ Feeling different from the audience

⚪ Unease being the center of attention

� Variables related to PSA during presentations include:
⚪ Importance of topic/speech

⚪ Perfectionism

⚪ Audience misconceptions based on verbal/non-verbal feedback



Presentation Components

� Audience Analysis
� Speech Outline (not a manuscript ideally)

� Preparing Slides/Poster/Presentation Materials

� Oral Rehearsal (with Self-Evaluation)

� Presenting while Monitoring (both presenter & 
audience)
� Audience as listeners

� Presenters’ focus on audience (preparation and in situ 
adaption)

� Post-Presentation Self-Evaluation



Some Basics: 
Speech Genres/Formats

� The Informative Speech
� Educating and informing audience of a topic, text, event, 

issue, etc.

� The Persuasive Speech
� Move the audience toward attitude and/or behavioral 

change

� The Celebratory/Honorary/Ceremonial Speech
� Offer praise and reflection, typically to mark an event or 

person [to an interested/involved audience]

*In reality, ALL presentations are persuasive!



(Persuasive) Speeches
� Attempting to gain fair and favorable consideration for the 

speaker’s point of view via description, explanation, 
demonstration, or celebration.

� What we are really doing when we attempt to change an 
attitude or behavior is:
� Create:

� Hydroponically grown veggies    

Unfavorable Favorable

� Reinforce and/or Resist (Mass): 

� Church sermons  Unfavorable Favorable

� Modify (Valence): 

�   Global warming           Unfavorable Favorable



Audience Analysis

� The process of examining information about the 
expected listeners to a presentation

� 2 primary ways to assess the audience: 

1. Presenter/Independent Assessment of Audience
2. Audience Surveys



1 – Presenter’s Assessment of 
Audience: Option A
� Require presenters to complete a general audience 

assessment as part of their preparation for their 
presentations.

� Sample questions: 
� To whom am I speaking? 

� What does my audience expect from me?

� What topic (details of my work) is most suitable for my 
audience? What does my audience know of this topic?

� What is my objective?

� What kinds of information should I share with my audience?

� How should I present the information to them?

� How can I gain and hold their attention?

� What kinds of examples would work best?



1 – Presenter’s Assessment of 
Audience: Option B
� Presenters could also try to gage audience:

1. Demographics such as age, gender, cultural 
background, SES, literacy level, religious orientation, 
education, political orientation, and exposure 
to/experience with topic or issue, etc. 

2. Attitudes, Beliefs, and Behaviors of topic/issue
� That is, what does the audience like/dislike, determine to be 

true/false, deem as right/wrong & what do/don’t they do 
regarding issue?

� Audience attitudes are influenced by the presentation 
context as well: 

� Captive vs. Voluntary Audiences

3. Environment for Presentation
� The physical and psychological space  (see next slide)

� Furniture, Seating Arrangement, Microphone availability, Number 
of people present, Room lighting & decor



Assessing Audience 
Demographics, Attitudes & 
Experiences
� Translating for mixed literacy, low and/or mixed 

knowledge of topic, etc. 
� Reduce jargon, technical terms, etc.

� Use simple language; short terms; correct words

� Define terms/explain processes in vivid language

� Use everyday examples

*Recorded speech rehearsals are invaluable to help 
presenters learn how they come across!



Evaluating the Environment
� Questions to ask your students: 

1. How many people are expected to attend? 

2. To what extent do I know and/or have relationships with 
audience members?

� How does that influence my comfort level?

3. How close with I be to the audience?

4. Will I sit? Will I stand? Will I speak from lectern? 

5. Will I be expected to use a microphone?

6. Will I be on stage or a raised platform?

7. What is the room lighting like? Will the audience seating area 
be darkened beyond a lighted stage?

8. Will I have adequate equipment for my visual aids? Do I 
know how to use the equipment? Do I have a back-up 
planned for technology problems?

9. Will there be noise or distractions inside or outside of the 
room?



2 – Audience Surveys

� Provide students with templates or have students 
create audience surveys to estimate their positions on 
the various presentations/topical domains.

� Demographic surveys (see next)

� Attitudinal surveys (see next)

*These could also be combined into 1 survey



2- Audience Demographic 
Survey
� Basic Demographics may include: 

1. Name

2. Age

3. Sex

4. Cultural/ethnic background

5. Education level; Major/Minor in school

6. Occupation

7. Religious orientation/affiliation

8. Political orientation/affiliation

9. Martial or Relational Status

10. Income

11. Hometown and state

12. Membership in professional or fraternal organizations





2- Audience Attitudinal 
and/or Experiential Survey
� Students adapt the following questions to their 

topic/domain: 
� Open-ended questions: 

� What are your feelings about ________?

� What are your reactions to the current rates of ________?

� What would you do if ________?

� What are your past experiences with ________?

� Closed-ended questions (YES/NO, Agree ---Disagree, 
Check one, Rank order, etc.): 

� Are you in favor of ________?   YES or NO

� [Provide statement] Circle the statement that best describes 
your feelings. STRONGLY AGREE …. STRONGLY DISAGREE

� Check the statement that most closely reflects your feelings 
about ________. 

� Rank the following statements about ________.



2 – Audience Attitudinal 
and/or Behavioral Survey
� Additional Advice for Student Assignments: 

� Have presenters complete their own surveys and/or 
conduct a self-assessment of their own position.

� WHAT ELSE?



A Multi-Task Process:
Presenting While Monitoring
� Presenters are ultimately speaking with their audience 

while simultaneously listening to their audience.

� When teaching audience-focused presentation work 
consider a conversational lens of communication. 
� That is, explain that presenters are still functionally having 

a conversation with their audience; albeit, the audience 
typically isn’t responding verbally during the speech BUT 
they are responding non-verbally. 

� Here, I emphasize how both presenters and audience 
members must sharpen their listening skills.



That Darn Audience
Audience nonverbal behaviors that can stress out 
speakers:
•Inattentiveness = lack of eye contact, checking the clock, look at 
papers, etc.

• Restless movements = fidgeting, leg wiggling, pencil wagging, 
feet shuffling

•Side conversations/comments
•Hostile or purposefully ignoring nonverbal responses 

• “I’ve heard this all before” attitude

•Poor listening or a focus on the speaker, not the speech 
• Defensive listening:
• Seeking points in speech that you can refute or disagree with

As Opposed To

• Critical listening:
• How facts relate to purpose and thesis of speech



Assessments of Listening



Steps & Strategies for Active 
Listening (from Duck & McMahan)

� Receiving
� Can your audience hear you?

� Are you watching your audience for their response(s)?

� Attending
� Face the audience/presenter

� Make eye contact

� Do not ignore the audience/presenter

� Interpreting
� Are the words being spoken understood by all?

� What nonverbal messages are conveyed by the audience?

� Responding
� Is the audience (or presenter) responsive?  Verbally or Non-Verbally



Barriers to Active & Effective 
Listening  (adapted from Adler et al.)

� Time

� Effort

� Message overload

� Raid thought

� Psychological noise

� Physical noise

� Hearing problems

� Faulty assumptions

� Emphasis on talk

� Cultural differences



Adapting to Audience 
Nonverbal Cues
� Some ways to effectively respond to an inattentive/bored audience 

include: (adapted from Beebe & Beebe)

� Eliminate some abstract facts, statistics, dry material

� Ask the audience a question or example or for a direct response via hand raising

� Ask the audience to participate through question asking, polling, etc.

� Pick up the pace of your delivery (appropriately)

� Pause for dramatic effect

� Tell a story/use an example to which the audience can relate

� If audience appears confused: 
� Be more redundant

� Try paraphrasing or offer a different example

� Slow down your rate of speaking

� Repeat/clarify the major overarching point of your presentation/research

� Ask the audience for feedback

� If the audience seems to be disagreeing with your message:
� Provide data and evidence to support your point

� Remind listeners of your credibility, expertise, or experience with topic

� Less anecdotes, stories



Some Fundamentals to 
Audience Attentiveness
� Research on listening during speech events has 

demonstrated that individuals do not retain a bulk of 
the body of presentation material.

� Presenters should always follow the general advice to 
put the “important stuff” in the beginning of their 
presentations and then again at the end: 

1. Tell them what you’re going to tell them

2. Tell them  (*Audiences will lose attention here or 
forget it!)

3. Tell them what you told them



After the Presentation

⚫ Preparing for Audience Questions:
⚪ Anticipate & Practice answering tough questions before an 

audience of friends.

⚪ Repeat or paraphrase the question you are asked.

⚪ Maintain eye contact with the audience as a whole as you 
answer.

⚪ Defuse hostile questions by rewording them in unemotional 
language.

⚪ Don’t be afraid to say, “I don’t know.”

⚪ Keep answers short and to the point.

⚪ Handle non-questions politely.

⚪ Bring the question-and-answer session to a close by 
emphasizing your message.








