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The Internal Comms Podcast – Season 11 
Episode 101 – From complex to clear: Elevate your presentations 
 
 
Katie  00:04 
Hello and welcome to The Internal Comms Podcast with me, Katie Macaulay. This is a show 
devoted to improving the way organisations communicate with their primary audience: 
their people. How do we inform, inspire and energise our employees, and crucially, in the 
context of the conversation you're about to hear, help colleagues share their knowledge and 
insight with each other?  
 
Katie  00:32 
My guest today is Melissa Marshall. Now I reached out to Melissa, having watched her 
brilliant TED Talk, entitled, Talk Nerdy to Me, which has been viewed nearly 3 million times. 
As you'll hear Melissa say in this conversation, she is on a mission to improve the way 
scientists, engineers and technical professionals convey their work because the work 
matters.  
 
Katie  01:02 
Melissa is the founder of Present Your Science, a consulting firm that works with scientists 
and engineers, from the halls of academia to the Fortune 100, to help them transform their 
presentation skills, and present their work in ways that inspire people to take action. Before 
that, Melissa spent a decade in academia as a faculty member at Penn State University in 
the US.  
 
Katie  01:32 
Listeners if you have ever felt your heart sink, after enduring yet another presentation that 
you know without doubt, has failed to activate, convince, or even slightly connect with the 
audience, then this episode is for you. Melissa explains why having a lot of information is not 
the same as having a message. She explains how being a presenter is like being a Braille 
guide leading people up a mountain. It's a brilliant analogy. She sets out a research-based 
approach to slide design to avoid cognitive overload. She tells us about the hidden AI 
rehearsal functionality that's built into PowerPoint these days. She explains the very first 
question you should ask yourself or a leader before starting to write a presentation, and 
much, much more. This conversation is gold dust if you're preparing to present, or you're 
helping others to present. Melissa mentioned some very useful resources throughout this 
conversation, all the links you need are in our show notes as ever, listeners, as well as a 
downloadable transcript too. So without further ado, it is my great pleasure to bring you 
Melissa Marshall. Melissa, welcome to The Internal Comms Podcast. 
 
Melissa  03:06 
Thank you for having me, Katie, I'm delighted to be here.  
 
Katie  03:09 
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I wondered where to start. And I thought a good place might be the inspiration that led you 
to establishing your business Present Your Science.  
 
Katie  03:18 
Sure, I spent the first 10 years of my career as a professor at Penn State University. While I 
was there, I designed and taught presentation skills courses. Early on, I had the absolute 
good fortune, but it was a bit a bit random as well. The College of Engineering needed 
someone to teach a specialised version of a presentation skills course, because they were 
trying to improve the communication skills of their engineering students. Their feedback 
they were getting is that the students were excellent when it came to the technical parts. 
But employers were also saying, hey, we'd love to see young engineering professionals be a 
bit more successful at talking about their projects. And so with that impetus in mind, the 
College of Engineering came over to communications and said, hey, we'd love to create a 
targeted course, that would help our engineering students to communicate about their 
work a bit more effectively. And because I was, I would say, somewhat known in the 
department as being someone who was relentlessly practical meaning, meaning that I want 
to teach folks something that they can use immediately. So my name was very luckily the 
one that kind of bubbled up to say, hey, we think this professor might be the one to work on 
this project. And so I worked to put together this course and I kid you not Katie, it was the 
first class I was actually quite nervous because it was a whole different group of students 
and different material. When I stepped in front of that class and started to get to know 
those students and was hearing about all the cool projects that they were working on, and 
realising that this is a group, engineers technical profession. annals researchers, this is a 
group with unbelievably important ideas. And the only thing sometimes standing in the way 
is the ability to convey those ideas to someone else. For me as a communications professor, I 
was like, this is it. I've never looked back from that first class, I said, this is what I'm going to 
do, I am going to work with scientists, engineers, and researchers. And I'm going to try to be 
that person in the middle with my communications background to say, hey, here are the 
practical things that you can do to make sure the awesome ideas that you're already 
working on that those are able to get out there and be understood and appreciated by 
others. So my students were my first inspiration. And I will tell you, I haven't looked back 
since 
 
Katie  05:47 
What kinds of clients are you working with today? 
 
Melissa  05:51 
So research oriented fields, medical research, pharmaceutical research, that's one big area, 
because as you can, I'm sure, imagine there are a lot of breakthroughs that happen as we 
just look at our world, look at all of the amazing things. So when you think about the 
medicines, and the treatments, and the vaccines, and all of the wonderful work that 
community has brought to us. But if you look back at the earliest stages of much of that 
research, there is someone in a lab or a team in a lab that has an important breakthrough, 
that has to be communicated to folks that are in regulatory positions, in leadership 
positions in the company, I also do quite a lot of work with government institutions, we have 
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a lot of government funded research that's tremendously important to our society. So those 
folks that are using public funds, and making sure that the public is able to understand the 
importance of the work as well as our policymakers. That's also a place where a translation 
of science is really important. And then lastly, even though I have now worked with my 
company, Present Your Science, I still do a lot of work in academia, I get invited to speak at 
universities, I love the opportunity to work with students, I particularly love working with 
graduate students, because they're so early in their career. They're the ones that I'm going 
to be working with in their company in a few years. But it's really nice to have that chance to 
get them early, because then they don't have to spend the next 10 years of their career until 
I get invited to their company, they get to use the skills right away. And so I love meeting 
early career professionals because these are skills that they can use immediately that really 
actually amplify their success in the first few years of their career. 
 
Katie  07:31 
I can imagine having worked with lots of engineers and technical communities over the 
years, I can imagine various obstacles or barriers you have to overcome in that endeavour 
of translating it for everyone to understand. One of the push backs, I'm sure you've heard 
many, many times is this fear that if we remove the technical terms and the acronyms, we're 
going to dumb it down. I'm sure you must have heard that many times. What's your reaction 
to that fear? 
 
Melissa  08:03 
Yeah, I have to say that is one of my least favourite phrases. I know that it's just a phrase 
people use. I know, it doesn't come actually from a bad place. But I hear that many places 
that I go. And it's something I push back on pretty hard, because even though I know we're 
just using it offhand, I think that words matter. And if you actually look at that set of words, 
the implication there is that someone is dumb that doesn't have the same background. And 
again, I know that's never how people intend it but that is an it's an insidious thing that can 
get in our head. And I think we've got to really push back on that. What I really love to equip 
folks I work with, with the idea that it's not about dumbing it down. Right? That's not the 
right phrase, what we want to think about is making it accessible. Yes, because just because 
someone doesn't have your same background or your same knowledge certainly does not 
make them dumb. And I don't think that researchers actually think that, but I think we have 
to continue to challenge ourselves. The goal is that we are successful as communicators, by 
making our audiences successful. If our audience doesn't understand something that's not 
on them, that's on us as the communicator. We have to do everything that we possibly can 
to make our ideas audience focused, that we are adapting to the needs of our audience, 
whatever their understandings are, but it is about making the science or making the ideas 
accessible, but I think that it's a false choice. Actually, this trade off between understanding 
and accuracy, we can have both. 
 
Katie  09:45 
And also, isn't it true that the smartest people make the most complex things sound simple, 
because they've thought long and hard about how to boil this down to its most crucial, 
simplest idea?  
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Melissa  10:00 
Yes, absolutely. We have some pretty good precedents for this in that Einstein said that if 
you can't explain it simply, you do not understand it well enough. And I think that's is a 
sobering statement to think about, because occasionally, I certainly will run into a 
researcher who says, it's not possible for someone without a background in physics to 
understand this. And I will say, nope, that is not the case. All that means it might be 
challenging, that means you've got to sit with it a little bit longer, because the more deeply 
you understand it, the more simply you'll be able to explain it. And so when you run into that 
challenge of I'm not sure how to explain this, that's okay. That doesn't mean that there's 
something wrong, there's not something wrong with you, there's not something wrong with 
the work, there's not something wrong with your audience. But you do have to sit and think 
more deeply about it. We want to explain everything as simply as possible, but no simpler. 
 
Katie  11:06 
I love that so much. Just a quick supplementary question that's nagging away at me. 
Having met lots of particularly engineers over the years, they're not always the most 
gregarious types. And I'm wondering how much that also is a bit of a barrier, that they're 
not particularly the first to want to stand up at a podium and address the crowd.  
 
Melissa  11:31 
That can be the case and broad themes, maybe looking at that group, but it's certainly 
something that we often might associate is the sort of the more introverted researcher, if 
you will. But I have to tell you that, for me, that is one of the most common misconceptions. 
That we're either naturally imbued with the ability to communicate or we're not. Yes, 
certainly, Katie, there are some folks that are naturally more comfortable ending in front of 
others. But I work so often with people that might be less inclined naturally to stand in front 
of others, less inclined, naturally, to feel comfort in that situation. The one thing I have 
learned is that this is a set of skills that can be practised, that can be learned. As a teacher 
at heart, that's why this is so rewarding the field that I work in, because I believe there are 
tools that anyone, regardless of natural comfort with the situation, can use to be successful 
when conveying their ideas. So I think that people think that that's a much bigger barrier 
than it actually is, that makes me concerned actually, because everywhere in every corner of 
the world, we have such brilliant people working on important things. And I never want that 
brilliant person working on something important that solves a critical problem of our world, I 
never want that person to not get out there and talk about it to a stakeholder because they 
think they can't, they think that's not a skill set they're good at, they think that's something 
that they're not comfortable with. And so they avoid it. Because from where I sit, there is a 
box of tools that we can hand to somebody and say, here's how you can do this with a level 
of success. That is significant. Now, I'm not saying that they'll always be the most 
comfortable doing it. But I don't think that's our goal. Our goal is to be effective. And every 
single person, I believe, can learn to be effective at communicating their work, regardless of 
their natural comfort. 
 
Katie  13:49 
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Just to double down on that, I have a sneaky suspicion that those that are slightly hesitant, 
tend to be better in the end, because they've often thought about it, they've often 
rehearsed, prepared, whereas those that can be overly confident, can end up shooting from 
the hip saying something without it being properly thought through and actually shooting 
themselves in the foot to mix many metaphors. Sorry about that. But so a little bit of 
hesitancy and carefulness is no bad thing is it? 
 
Melissa  14:26 
The number one commonality that all effective presenters have is their willingness and 
ability to work hard and prepare. That is the defining factor. It has so much less to do with 
that natural charisma, if you will, even though we all love that we can see it when we see 
someone on a stage or someone who has that wonderful essence or quality. We can all see 
that and say, oh, I want to be that, but I have to tell you if there's one thing that I have 
learned in working with 1000s of presenters, is that the ones that seem the most, let's just 
say, off the cuff and natural and conversational, and successful, those are the ones that 
have worked the hardest at it. It is absolutely the commonality that every single successful 
presenter has is that they practice, they prepare, and they work at it, they get experience 
doing it, that is a thing that I absolutely know to the core of my being to be true. And so to 
translate that, why I think that is such good news, actually, for a reticent presenter is that 
anybody that has chosen a career in science, engineering, research, a technical profession, 
those are folks that know how to work hard, they already have the skill set that you need to 
be successful as a presenter. And so I would 10 times out of 10 rather work with a more shy, 
less comfortable, hard worker than the most gregarious charismatic person who doesn't 
want to put in the time. 
 
Katie  16:14 
I totally agree. There's a few things I want to get into in terms of the tactics, your toolbox, 
and also how you pair. But before we start there, you just use an absolutely brilliant analogy 
to describe how we should craft a presentation when we first met in preparation for this 
conversation. You said we needed to be a trail guide, would you mind bringing that analogy 
to life for us? 
 
Melissa  16:40 
Sure. One of the major challenges that I am often addressing with the groups that I work 
with, one of the biggest challenges when presenting science is how do you filter and focus 
your details? Every single project has so many details. And a presentation is by nature, a 
constrained situation, you never get infinite amount of time to present, you get a slot on an 
agenda at a meeting or at a conference. And typically that slot is 15 minutes, 20 minutes, 
30 minutes, but doesn't matter how long it is, it's never enough. So you have a limited period 
of time to talk about work that perhaps has taken months or years. There are so many 
details. And so a picture that I like to have in my mind that I think is helpful to help us to 
figure out the most critical details is I think of a speaker, like a trail guide. And you as a 
speaker, you're a trail guide that is responsible for helping your audience get to the top of 
the mountain of your work, right, and I choose the mountain on purpose. This is not a 
leisurely walk through a meadow. There is some challenge involved when communicating a 
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complex project. But there's nothing wrong with that. Because why would any of us go 
through the challenge of hiking a mountain, we want to hike a mountain because there's a 
cool view. And I think it's exactly the same thing, a good presenter walks the audience up the 
mountain to get to the view of the work that they want them to have. That is a really nice 
picture to have in our minds. What does that tell us as communicators? First of all, a good 
trail guide knows that you cannot look at every rock and tree on the mountain, right? If you 
look at every rock and tree on the mountain, your group will be exhausted, and they won't 
have made forward progress. So we have to choose the right things along the path to focus 
on. And then importantly, a good trail guide knows that if you started with 10 people, at the 
end, you want to have 10 people standing there with you looking at the nice view. So our 
goal is to get everybody to the top, it hasn't been successful if two people are standing 
there, and the other eight people are lost along the trail, right? And so we want to be 
standing there with everyone looking at that view. And so with that in mind, when we are 
trying to think about our work, when you're trying to prepare and figure out the most critical 
details, I think the best thing that every presenter can start with is what is that top of the 
mountain view? We should all be able to articulate at the end of this meeting at the end of 
this presentation, this is the single most critical thing I want my audience to know. And if we 
know that's where we want to end up, we should use that as the guideline of everything else 
that we choose to talk about.  
 
Melissa  19:27 
So I like to recommend that folks work backwards from their top of the mountain. So once 
you understand your top of the mountain view, ask yourself, what would my audience need 
to know in order to get there? And that can really help you to start to look at your 
information to look at your details, and anytime you have something where you say to 
yourself, I think I might want to throw this in there all the time. When I'm coaching people, I 
say okay, let's look back at our top of the mountain. When I'm coaching we write that down 
and we keep it front and centre it is on the computer screen when we are working, and I say, 
Okay, you want to include this piece of information, how does that get us closer to the top 
of the mountain? Because we want to avoid running all over the place stuff that looks 
interesting as a side trail, that is often not useful when we're talking about a presentation, 
we want to be relentlessly focused on getting to the view. 
 
Katie  20:20 
How much is that view about the so what question? Because I'm wondering whether a lot of 
the problem is that the technical person stays in the technology in the science and doesn't 
do enough of explaining that. So what question the impact the implication. 
 
Melissa  20:40 
So I think that the importance of the 'so what' is actually happens when you're trying to get 
the group motivated to go on the trip with you. And so the view that they might need to 
have is not always the same as the so what. So to me, if we were getting ready to go on a 
challenging trip, let's say, Katie, you and I meet and it's, Hey, we're gonna go on something, 
Katie, I'm gonna get you prepared by saying, Hey, this is going to be the the journey that 
we're going on today. But I gotta tell you, when we get there, here's how amazing this is. 
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Here's why this is so important here is why it's significant. So to me, the so what happens 
earlier on the path, if you will, because it's a piece of motivating the audience of why when 
we get to the technical findings, when we get to those crucial scientific details, which by the 
way, we need to, I'm not saying that we don't talk about scientific detail, but what I am 
saying is we have to ground that scientific detail in relevance, or why the audience should 
care about it. And so if we can build that early on, here's why this is important. Here's why 
this is significant. And then when we can connect our findings back to that significance. Now 
we are really keeping that group motivated through what might be the steeper parts of the 
trail, if you will, to stay with the mountain analogy.  
 
Katie  22:03 
Yeah, no, that's that makes perfect sense.  
 
Katie  22:09 
This episode is brought to you by my IC Masterclass. This is an on-demand, self paced 
learning journey for internal comms professionals looking to turbocharge their career. It 
draws on my 30 years of experience, and includes many insights from the wonderful guests 
that I've had on this show. The IC masterclass launches later this summer, but you can sign 
up today to get updates on the launch and exclusive early bird discounts. Simply visit 
ICmasterclass.com. This is a comprehensive programme, eight workstreams, more than six 
hours of content, all designed to give you competence, capability and inspiration. Register 
your interest today. That website again: ICmasterclass.com.  
 
Katie  23:06 
How much to people overestimate how much the average audience, even a brilliant 
technical audience, can actually take on board? Is there a rule around less being more, 
often? 
 
Melissa  23:25 
We consistently and significantly overestimate what our audience knows, understands or 
has current capacity for. And by the way, even if someone has the capacity or the 
background or the knowledge to understand it, remember, we're talking about the 
uniqueness of a presentation. And there's a couple of things that happen in a presentation 
scenario that don't happen in other communication scenarios. As a contrast, let's talk about 
a paper. If you write a paper, or a memo or an email, when someone gets that form of 
communication, one of the biggest things that can happen there is that if I didn't 
understand something I read, I just go back and read it again. And so now let's think about a 
presentation. The speaker says something. And if I didn't quite get it, which by the way, I 
could not quite get it because maybe I don't have the background but also in a presentation 
scenario, maybe I'm tired that day. Maybe I am balancing some distraction at home and 
there was a message that came in on my phone that I needed to check, or any other myriad 
of things that any audience member brings into the room. And so the big thing is that when 
the speaker says it, there is not a second opportunity to go back and study it. The speaker 
says it and then they're on to the next thing. And so for that reason alone, even if it's a 
knowledgeable, educated audience, I think we have to be reasonable about what is realistic 
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to achieve in a short period of time and in a presentation scenario that is often laden with 
distractions.  
 
Melissa  25:16 
One way we can think about this to set our minds at ease, when I'm working with technical 
professionals, there is trepidation. They also don't want to condescend to their audience, 
absolutely understandable. And that's a really good thing to be thinking about. They'll say, I 
don't want to say something that's obvious. And I will often say that someone who is 
knowledgeable, does not mind something accurate being stated well. And so one thing that 
I am constantly encouraging people to do is I want people when you share a scientific 
finding, a technical detail, a complex element of your programme or your recommendation, 
when you share that information that is at let's say, the more expert level, I think that every 
single expert level detail should be accompanied by a so what. I think that every expert level 
detail should be followed by this is important because... and just as you're going along, 
throughout the presentation, share your detailed finding, but share the relevance of that 
finding as well. Because for me, that is a risk free situation, there is only upside. Because 
someone that already is an expert, they might understand the finding perfectly well when 
you just share, here's what the data showed they're already on board. And if you follow that 
by saying this is important, because... all that does for the expert is they say, huh, that was a 
good way to say that that's correct. It just an internally nod. However, here's what I want us 
to focus on. Instead let's think about the person in the room that is either someone with less 
background, or is someone who has a lot of distractions happening that day, or has a lot on 
their plate. And by the way, someone with less technical background, a lot of distractions, a 
lot of responsibilities. Those are often our key decision makers. Let's not make it hard for 
them. To figure out the importance, make it clear say this is important because the reason 
this matters is the following. I think that we have to consistently interpret our information 
for the audience. What we are normally doing instead is we are often simply using the 
presentation as a report, we are saying, here's what I found. That's what we do when we 
present. Here's what I found. That's contributing to our lack of success. What is a much 
better communication approach is to say, here's what I found. And here's why it matters. 
Yes, that is the winning pair right there. When we do that consistently, throughout our 
presentation, what we are doing is we are moving from being a reporter of the information 
or the project to becoming an interpreter of the information or the project. Interpreters are 
rare, and they are highly valued. That is the sacred space that all technical professionals 
should want to move to with their communication skills. And 'so what' statements are how 
we get there.  
 
Katie  28:33 
That's the value. Otherwise, you could just give someone a paper, you don't need the 
presentation at all. The value is in that interpretation of it. Let's talk about the dreaded 
PowerPoint. It's not my favourite thing - there's various observations I've had over the years. 
So people are thinking about a presentation and they immediately open PowerPoint. As if 
for some reason that is going to be an obvious place to start rather than the audience, the 
story you want to tell them, what you want to convey. But then they go and put lots of bullet 
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points on a PowerPoint mainly for them as props not necessarily for the audience. So yes, I'd 
love your thoughts on PowerPoint and the use of slides. 
 
Melissa  29:16 
Oh, boy, by thought that's a that's a big question. You know, = this is where I think it's like, 
oh, it's time for you know, everyone hold on to your hats. You know, when it comes to my 
thoughts on on PowerPoint, is this Katie's this when we break it to the audience that now 
we're gonna have to have it, you know, many hours long conversation. Okay, I'll get myself 
together.  
 
Melissa  29:41 
So you are absolutely correct in that PowerPoint is a tool that actually for me, I love this 
tool. Alright, I think that it is like anything else, iIt is a tool that can be used for good or can 
be used for evil. And so the challenge is a lot of us have been brainwashed into how we think 
a presentation slide should be designed. The reason I say brainwashed is that it's 
brainwashed on the very large scale. It's how we've grown up with it. We have all seen so 
many slides and think about when you go through your educational process, right up 
through university, how do you see your professors present? Usually with text heavy bulleted 
slides, you join a company? How do you see the best people in your field present with text 
heavy bulleted slides? You also get on week one, here's the company template. Yes, this is 
how we present. And what I'm trying to point out is that I think a lot of our challenges that 
we all, by the way readily recognise that PowerPoint can be a problem, we all have had the 
experience of having text heavy bullets in presentations, where essentially the speaker is just 
reading something to us that we can read faster, right, we have all had that experience. But 
I want I want to point out first to the listeners is that there's a very explainable reason for 
that. And that's just because the whole cycle has created that expectation from how we see 
people do it to what our templates tell us to do. And here's what's missing, no one from the 
group has popped their head up and said, Hey, I know we're all doing it this way. But does 
that actually make any sense? That is where I think we have a big opportunity.  
 
Melissa  31:35 
One of the most critical elements that I think every communicator needs to be more 
successful is to become audience centric with their approach. And when I say audience 
centric, what I mean is that at the heart of all of the decisions that we make, as speakers, we 
have to ask ourselves, what makes sense for my audience? Now, if we go back to this idea of 
being audience centric, and we apply it to our presentation slides, let's ask ourselves, what 
makes sense for my audience? And here's what's interesting is that, very quickly, we come to 
the realisation that we have been designing slides for our entire careers, mostly because 
they work for us as speakers. As a speaker, it is easy for us to read from a bulleted list, but 
the problem is that it is not successful for our audience. And so I like to teach a research 
based approach to slide design. And that research based approach is rooted in the 
principles of cognitive psychology. So cognitive psychology, as folks might be aware, is the 
field of how the human brain functions. And I believe that for us as communicators, it is of 
critical importance that we design our slides to work with the way the human brain 
functions. I think that's actually a very common sense idea. But it's not something that's 
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actually happening that much in real practice out there. And so when we look to cognitive 
psychology, and we look to create a slide design strategy that is rooted in how the human 
brain functions, very quickly, we come to a realisation that, we have to reduce the number 
of words on our slides, and we have to be more visual, because there is a limit to how much 
words based information our audience can process at one time. That's called cognitive 
overload. When we consider what our audience's brain is having a process during a 
presentation, we're speaking as a presenter, right? So we actually already have a lot of the 
words channel covered. And so the problem is that we are often speaking and then we have 
a slide that's also full of words. And the way I like to think of it, it's like a traffic jam on the 
brain of the audience, right? So cognitive overload is a traffic jam on the verbal part of the 
audience's brain. Instead of putting everything on the verbal part of the brain, what if we 
looked at the other available part of the human brain and that is the visual aspect? We 
process visual information and a completely separate part of the brain. And so what I want 
us to think about as communicators is our voice. The words we are saying during the 
presentation, primarily captures the verbal part of the audience's attention. And so we need 
to use our slides to do something for us that our words cannot. 
 
Katie  34:56 
Perfect.  
 
Melissa  34:57 
That leads us to slides that are much more visual in nature, we should have our slides have 
things on them that we as speakers can talk about, while it's showing. Have a graph, have a 
diagram, have an image, have a picture, a video, a flowchart, a chemical structure, timeline, 
a map a calendar, there are so many things that count as visual representations that can 
bring so much value to the presentation. And so when it comes to slides, the most critical 
tests, we should be applying is to say, does this slide do something for me that my words 
cannot?  
 
Melissa  35:45 
I love that test.  
 
Melissa  35:47 
And so I advocate for a strategy that is known as the assertion evidence slide design. So the 
assertion evidence slide design is actually rooted in the research of how people learn. It has 
been studied at Penn State University, the lead researcher in this area was my colleague, 
Professor Michael Ali, who has done excellent work in this area. And what the assertion 
evidence strategy recommends to presenters, and I love teaching it because it's a simple 
two step formula that you can apply to every single slide. And what it asks you to do is to 
have each slide have a takeaway message. So write that across the top of your slide, what is 
my most critical message that I want my audience to understand, and write the takeaway 
message across the top of the slide, and then support that takeaway message with visual 
evidence. That's the evidence piece of the assertion evidence with visual evidence. Once 
they start to do that, the image that you can start to picture in your mind of the slides is 
each slide across the top tells the audience, here's the most important thing that you know. 
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So it is a concise take away message, that is the majority of the words in the slide right there 
at the top. And then the rest of the slide, the vast majority of the real estate on the slide is 
devoted to primarily visual information. That's going to be your charts, your graphs, your 
pictures, your diagrams, all those those wonderful pieces of visual information that we all 
likely already have maybe in some capacity on our computers. Or maybe we've relegated it 
to some bottom little corner of the slide, right. But instead, that should become the real 
feature of the slide. And we should be then using our content of the presentation, the things 
that we're saying, should go to describing and providing the additional details.  
 
Melissa  37:45 
I have worked a lot with Microsoft because Microsoft was very interested in the work that I 
was doing with really trying to transform how the scientific community uses PowerPoint. 
And so I had the opportunity to collaborate with them. And I said, hey, I think we can create 
a template that folks can use within PowerPoint that is more rooted in what would help 
speakers to be successful based on how the audience's brain functions. So listeners can go 
into PowerPoint, and you can either if you go to New and then search online templates, if 
you just search assertion evidence, you will get my template that I have collaborated with 
the Microsoft PowerPoint team on, and that template is free to download, edit, you can 
add your own branding your own company information onto it and it just helps you to 
immediately start a presentation from a place that is much more likely to be successful with 
your audience. So I encourage listeners to check that out as a good starting point for using 
some of these strategies when it comes to slide design. 
 
Katie  38:51 
Fantastic. Melissa, is there a quick link that I can put in the show notes to that PowerPoint 
template?  
 
Melissa  38:59 
Yes, absolutely. I'll share with with listeners the link that you can do. It's on the 
create.microsoft.com website. And so I'll share the direct link to that assertion evidence 
template. If you are not able to find it within your own PowerPoint programme, you 
probably can, but there's lots of easy ways to get there. And also another great resource 
available to all of the listeners is I have a course on LinkedIn learning. And that course is 
entitled How to create and deliver standout technical presentations. If you are intrigued by 
any of the things that we've talked about here in this conversation, please head on over to 
LinkedIn learning, search my name, and you will find my course. Maybe you're only 
interested in the slide design stuff, which is great. There is a whole section of that course 
where you can take a deeper dive into some of the ideas that I've just talked about here 
today when it comes to slide design. So lots of available easy to access resources for anyone 
that would like to level up the quality of the slides that they are designing.  
 
Katie  40:01 
That's very helpful. Thank you. I'm also thinking that the way you've described how you 
should design slides makes it all much more accessible for the different kinds of people in the 
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audience who may be a more visual learners, auditory learners, we've learned so much more 
about accessibility needs. So it strikes me that also helps with that problem as well.  
 
Melissa  40:26 
There is almost no downside to making your slides more visual. And I think that is helpful for 
audience members for lots of different reasons. Some might be the different learning styles, 
as you've mentioned. Also, having more visual elements on your slides, also is very helpful if 
you are presenting to audience members of different native languages. Yes, an interesting 
thing. And it might actually be a little counterintuitive, because sometimes folks will say to 
me, Hey, English, is my second language, or I'm presenting to someone where this is not their 
native language, wouldn't it be better to have those words on the slide because then people 
can look at them if they're not understanding what they're hearing. And interestingly, I 
would ask people to look at that from a slightly different perspective, which is, a picture 
does not require – and by picture, I want to be clear, I'm not just saying photo, an image. So 
that could be a graph, by the way, could be, could be a diagram of flowchart. But an image 
does not require words or language, actually, to understand in the same way. And so I think 
that visual evidence can be very helpful for audience members that might have some of 
those other challenges in understanding the information because the visual evidence 
conveys the important information in a way that's not words based. 
 
Katie  42:01 
Presumably, this is all incredibly relevant if I am an internal communications manager, 
adviser, who has to guide my leader through presenting her/his business strategy to an 
audience. It could be technical, it could be complex, it could be full of all sorts of acronyms 
and terminology. But all of this works perfectly well for business strategy, as well as science, 
I assume. 
 
Melissa  42:28 
Absolutely. I think the way to think about it is that if you have complex domain specific 
information that needs to be conveyed, these things that we are talking about, are helpful 
in that scenario. Someone who works in internal comms, I think can benefit greatly from the 
things that we've talked about here. But also, if you want to continue to build this skill set, or 
to learn just some new strategies, because I do think I give folks a slightly different way of 
looking at some things, check out that LinkedIn learning course of mine, because you're 
going to get there some things of how you can work with your leader, your stakeholder that 
you are trying to design presentations for, you're going to get some ideas on how to choose 
the right story for them to tell. You're going to get some ideas on how to guide them 
through the planning process of an upcoming presentation. And something that I think is 
really helpful for those that are creating presentations for someone else to give: we've been 
talking a lot about slides. And that's a huge piece of designing a presentation, right? We 
need to be looking at the notes pages of PowerPoint much more effectively. One of the 
things that will happen is that someone and I can absolutely imagine your listeners who are 
working in internal comms, they might say, hey, yeah, I'd love to be able to do more visual 
aspects on the slides. But when I'm creating these for my leader or collaborating with my 
leader to deliver this information, they need more text on the slides in order to remind them 
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what to say. Right? And so I think that's a choice. We don't have to make, it's not a trade off. 
We don't have to decide between good visual slides and our speaker, knowing what to say 
that's why the Notes pages exist. So anything that we typically might have put on the slide, 
because we want our speaker to remember what to say, or because we want the slide to 
serve as a handout afterwards, as documentation for the project, any of that information, 
we should just put into the notes pages. And then when we need to provide a handout or a 
reference for what was covered in the presentation, we should be providing a PDF of notes 
pages. And I show examples of that. And I talk about that in my course on LinkedIn learning 
because I think that is something that is so important to start to figure out how we can both 
have a successful live presentation slide. And then also we can have successful speaker 
notes and successful documentation. We can do both of those things. And the Notes Pages 
area of PowerPoint is how we do it. 
 
Katie  45:12 
You said something that it's worth pausing to reflect on: you said, stepping back for a 
moment and thinking about the story we want to tell. And I was thinking to myself, oh, that's 
the things sometimes we don't spend enough time on. So we talked about, when does that 
presentation has to be ready? When's the conference? When the when's the event? Who's 
going to be in the room? How long do you have? These the points we need to cover? What's 
the order of those points? And who's creating the slides? When we should be probably 
spending more time on, what's the point of this presentation? Why am I on the stage in the 
first place? Is is it a good question to say if there's one thing that people walk away with, let's 
get clear on that? Is there a smart question that as an advisor in that space, I could be 
asking my leader in order to start thinking about the actual content? 
 
Melissa  46:07 
Yes, first of all, the first question that I would be asking is, why is your audience in the room? 
So why have they showed up that day? I think that's one important guide rail, for what we've 
talked about, why are they there? That is a helpful question. And once we're thinking about 
that, okay, so why are they in the room? Maybe they're in a room to make a decision? Or 
maybe they're in the room to be informed and whatever it might be, but why are they in the 
room? That's the first place to have a conversation with your leader as you're planning that 
story. And then something that I, when I'm coaching others, this is actually a way that when 
I'm getting people to try to figure out like, what is the most critical message because I think 
that's the starting point for every presentation, we've got to get very clear on the one most 
critical thing we want the audience to walk away with. And so what I like to do is to ask the 
person that I'm coaching, and that I'm working with, is I say to them, if you had the Sci Fi 
capability to download a message into the brain of the audience, but you only get one, or 
you get one single sentence. That's it. But you can be guaranteed that audience member 
will walk out of the room with that single message, or that single sentence, what would that 
be? Wow. So that's a way that I think can help us to get very clear that we get to use the 
magical sci fi capability on one sentence. And what is that one sentence that we would like 
to download into the brain of our audience? That should be the starting point of the 
thinking, or planning the messaging of the presentation.  
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Katie  47:50 
And that's what's so hard, isn't it? Because it's so easy not to prioritise. But actually, the 
making the choice is a big decision making that choice on behalf of the audience. But you're 
doing them such a favour by saying, this is the thing. You're making me think of that quote 
that sometimes attributed to Churchill, I'm very sorry, I'm writing you a long letter. I didn't 
have time to write your short one today. 
 
Melissa  48:16 
I think that's exactly right. It is so much easier to just try to say as much as you can, in the 
time that you have. And that is why we end up with presentations that lack clarity, that lack 
coherence, because the speaker hasn't done the hard thinking. Yeah, yeah. And I will say 
that if you don't know, as a speaker, as the expert, if you don't know the most important 
message, how on earth can you expect your audience to know that message. And so that is 
actually a big reason why I advocate when it comes to slide design, this idea of the 
takeaway message on each slide, because when you write a takeaway message, and I want 
you to think about a takeaway message in the form of a concise, full sentence, something 
that says, this is the most important message that I want my audience to understand on 
each slide. The reason that's actually so important in the preparation phase, is that it 
changes the focus with which the presenter thinks about their ideas. Yeah, for example, we 
often will write at the top of a slide we write something like results or progress, or next risk 
awareness, right? And so the problem with that is that is by nature that it would be much 
better and this is what I encourage folks to do. What do you want people to know about the 
risk? What should we know about the progress? What is the most important and results, 
because when we as speakers have to sit down and first wrestle with that information 
ourselves, what it does is it changes the depth at which we are thinking about the 
information in the earliest possible phase. And that's the preparation. Instead, what 
normally happens is we just put everything that comes to mind in fragments and phrases on 
the slide. And then when we get to the actual presentation, we're standing in front of the 
audience. And that is when we are trying to figure out what am I actually trying to say here? 
I have a lot of information, which is not the same as having a message. And so you, as a 
speaker, have to get much more clear in the preparation phase. What am I actually trying 
to say? What is my single most critical message? And then we have that as our starting 
point. And then when each slide is showing, what is the message, what is the storyline, I want 
my audience to know from this, we as speakers, we have to do that work early. So that when 
we get to the presentation, we've already done that thinking, and that is going to help us as 
speakers, or it's going to help those of us that are supporting speakers if we can encourage 
our speakers to think about those takeaway messages. When they are doing that in the 
preparation phase, it leads to a presentation that is much more clear, and much more 
convincing. 
 
Melissa  51:29 
I love that, such good advice. 
 
Katie  51:32 
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One of the things I'm thinking about is preparation. The only way I can combat my nerves 
before presenting is to do a lot of rehearsing. Practising something out loud imagining I've 
got an audience in front of me, which sometimes it might just be the dog or the cat looking 
very confused. But I find that what's best, how should I be preparing?  
 
Melissa  51:54 
Certainly, there is no substitution for practice and preparation. So I want at first I just want 
to really put an exclamation point on what you just said, which is that we have to practice 
we have to prepare, we have to rehearse, it makes such a difference when you actually get 
up there to give the presentation. Now I'm going to give maybe some surprising advice to 
viewers. But I love sharing this. It's such a cool tool. You know, we are now in the age of 
artificial intelligence. Surprisingly, there actually is an AI tool that is amazing for rehearsal. 
And every single user of PowerPoint already has this tool, they just don't know that they 
haven't. So within the PowerPoint programme, so just if you are those of you if you happen 
to be near a computer, if you open up PowerPoint, there's a tab across the top that says 
slideshow. If you click on that tab, you are going to go to that menu and you're going to see 
things across the top of your screen. What I want listeners to look for is the button that says 
presenter coach. And so presenter coach is an artificial intelligence tool that has been 
created by the team at Microsoft PowerPoint to help presenters rehearse, and it is an 
absolutely awesome tool that a lot of people I find don't yet know about it. I hope that this is 
something that your listeners will find to be just a great addition to their rehearsal. Certainly 
there are many ways that you should rehearse but this one I think is a new way that we can 
rehearse. And so what happens is you'll, it's very self very easy to use, self explanatory, click 
on presenter coach, there will be or you'll click on it'll say rehearse with coach, you'll click on 
that. And then a button is going to pop up to say start rehearsing, you click on that, it's 
going to put your presentation into slideshow view. And then you go ahead and you sit in 
the privacy of your office at your computer, and you talk through the presentation. At the 
end, when you complete the presentation and you end the slideshow, what's going to 
happen is it's going to pop up for you a report card on the presentation rehearsal. So you'll 
get an entire rehearsal report and it will give you feedback from the computer. And so of 
course, there's limitations to that and use it in the context that it was intended for. But you 
will get really useful feedback on things like rate of speaking, you will get direct feedback on 
how often you use filler words. You will get feedback on the energy and emphasis in your 
voice. Where are you monotone and at what points were you monotone, you will get 
feedback on inclusive language did you use anything that might be potentially troublesome 
that you should pay attention to. So to me, it's just such a wonderful structured way to 
rehearse that gives us private feedback. And I think that it's a really nice way to do your 
early rehearsals. And then once you do your early rehearsals, it is also nice to get the human 
perspective and that would love to bring in a trusted colleague, a friend, a partner that you 
can practice in front of the actual human being, how does this come across to a human, 
because we are in the end presenting to people. Like I think that PowerPoint presenter 
coach rehearsal tool is a wonderful bridge from those early rehearsals to give you some 
meaningful feedback in a private context that gives you confidence to then go and do a 
rehearsal in front of others. 
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Katie  55:19 
That's brilliant, proving once again, that these platforms and tools have so much 
functionality that we just don't even know is there half the time. So really helpful. I have to 
mention your amazing TED Talk, Talk Nerdy to Me, it's absolutely brilliant. It's been viewed 
by nearly 3 million people. That must be quite a weird feeling just there I'm imagining. Out of 
curiosity, how did you prepare for that talk? 
 
Melissa  55:47 
Oh, my gosh, I practised that talk. So many times. I don't know if there's anything more 
nerve wracking, quite frankly, than a TED talk. And in particular, as someone who teaches 
public speaking, I think that there's few situations that could be more pressurised than a 
public speaking teacher giving a TED talk. And I remember actually being on the plane, on 
the way to give that talk. And I was, I made a list of alternative careers in case it didn't go 
well, because I think as a public speaking teacher, if flunked your TED talk, I think you're out 
of the job. There were certainly were very high stakes involved. And so I practised that talk. 
So many times just like an athlete that does repetitions, right, because you want to have 
muscle memory. That's why an athlete practices in rehearsals, and it's the same thing for a 
really high stakes presentation.  
 
Melissa  56:47 
I knew I would be nervous, because nobody steps out into that spotlight on that large red 
dot in front of 1500 people live and potentially millions more in the actual video, and isn't 
nervous, right, of course, you're gonna be nervous. So I knew to plan to be nervous. And 
what I wanted. And this, I think, is what I encourage every presenter who is nervous or going 
into a high stakes presentation, is that in that moment, when you get nervous, you want 
muscle memory to take over, meaning that I had practised enough times. And I had 
practised in many different ways that when I had that moment of, oh, my gosh, here I am in 
this under these hot lights. And here I am in this high pressure situation that the practice 
took over, I knew the words that came next, because I had said them out loud. So many 
times, I believed and still believe so strongly in that message, the importance of 
communicating science that was at the heart of that talk. And I always think that's 
something that all of us can fall back on. Even when we get nervous, I knew that I would not 
forget about caring about that message. And so that was also very helpful for me. So when 
preparing that talk, I said it out loud, many times, I'm sure, somewhere in the 
neighbourhood of 50 to 100 rehearsals, that's how many, because there was, in my view, no 
margin for error, or very little, right, I needed to make sure that I was going to be able to 
deliver that presentation. And so that was how I trained my brain to be able to do it. And 
then secondarily, I also did not lose sight of why I was giving that talk, I was giving that talk 
because I cared about the message. And so I really try to think about that. Actually, 
anytime I'm in front of an audience, I'm in front of audiences, I'm very lucky, I get to speak in 
front of a lot of different types of audiences. I often will do keynotes at conferences and 
those sorts of things. And the last thing I think about before I step onto a stage that might 
cause if I'm feeling like I could be nervous, or some sort of a big situation, I always think 
about the fact that this actually isn't about me at all, right? What this is about is that I am 
the carrier for a message that I think will help others. Yeah. And so I really always try to reset 
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my focus to say that I believe in this message. I think it will help people who are doing really 
important work. And I don't want my selfish anxiety to get in the way. And so whenever I 
change that focus, and I go out onto a stage with a mentality of it's about my audience, 
that actually helps a lot because it's no longer about how do I look in Oh, did I trip over my 
words? I always come back to I have a message that I think will help help other people. And 
that actually really gives me confidence and comfort when I present. So I would encourage 
others, there's anything maybe to be learned from that is I would encourage others to 
believe in the importance of your work, which you already do. Alright, I don't think I have to 
convince you of that, right. That's why you do the work. believe in the importance of your 
work and keep that as your focus. When you have the chance to step in front of other 
people and talk about that work. 
 
Katie  1:00:27 
I love that because you're going to come across as so much more engaging, people are 
going to hear and feel and sense your commitment, your energy, your excitement. You love 
it so much.  
 
Katie  1:00:41 
This episode of The Internal Comms Podcast is brought to you by my very own Friday 
update. Would you like a short email from me never more than five, but it points long, giving 
you my take on the week's news from across the world of communications? This might be the 
latest reports, books, podcasts, conferences, campaigns that have caught my eye during 
the week. I always limit myself to just five nuggets of news, so you can read it in record time, 
but still feel a little bit more informed, hopefully a little uplifted as you end your week. Now, 
this is subscriber only content, which was initially intended just for AB colleagues and clients, 
I don't post this content anywhere else. So you do need to sign up. But that is super easy. 
Simply go to abcomm.co.uk/Friday, we just need your email address. And it's equally easy 
to unsubscribe at any time. So give it a go that sign up page again, abcomm.co.uk/Friday. 
And if you do choose to be a subscriber, I very much look forward to being in touch.  
 
Katie  1:02:17 
In the last few minutes, Melissa, Have you got time for those quick fire questions? 
 
Melissa  1:02:21 
Sounds fun, hit me with it.  
 
Katie  1:02:24 
What personality trait or characteristic has most led to your career success, do you think? 
 
Melissa  1:02:31 
Passion and belief in the work. I am on a mission. And that is to improve how scientists, 
engineers and technical professionals convey their work because the work matters. These 
are critically important projects, and I believe that very deeply in my soul. And so I think that 
passion comes through to the people I teach comes through to the people that I have 
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worked with. And I hope that's the reason that my clients continue to hire me over and over 
again, is because they know that I really care about helping them be successful.  
 
Katie  1:03:09 
And you're also making me imagine an organisation where everyone has learned these skills. 
So it doesn't matter if I'm a finance specialist, an r&d person or strategist, I can convey the 
importance of my work and the so what and the why behind my work to every other 
colleague in any other functional division. That's an incredible organisation right there. So 
yeah, you've got me very passionate excited about the possibility of this I have to say. Is 
there a book you'd like to recommend to our listeners? 
 
Melissa  1:03:42 
One of my favourite books, of course, there are so many that we could think about, but one I 
think is so interesting to help somebody to think about the role that they play in an 
organisation and the importance of the magic that you can bring to a group and an 
organisation is the book Linchpin by Seth Godin. Yes, that book is all about the art of being 
indispensable. And I have to say that book has been around for a while now. But that was so 
influential to me very early in my career. That book really got me to thinking about how to 
be somebody that comes into a group or into an organisation and offer something of value 
and something that is not easily replaced. And that's what a linchpin is, right. Somebody is 
not easily replaced. And so I think that is more than anything, a book that has really just 
influenced the way that I show up to to groups and organisations that I have the privilege of 
working with. 
 
Katie  1:04:40 
Brilliant, I'm a massive fan of Seth Godin. So yeah, great book. Is there a piece of bad advice 
or unhelpful thinking that might have consistently dogged the communications field do you 
think? 
 
Melissa  1:04:57 
When we think that we are just never going to be able to be good at public speaking, when 
we just think it's not for us. I think there are a lot of people that have had a bad experience 
for a variety of reasons. Maybe they were really nervous, maybe they didn't quite practice in 
the right way. And it didn't go well. And then what happens is the lie that we tell ourselves is 
that we aren't good at that. And so then what occurs is we now consistently avoid giving 
presentations, because we are no longer confident, or we never have had the confidence to 
do so. I think that is a very sad thing. Because ultimately, in many cases, our ability to 
advance, to make career progress, has to do with who is out there talking about and 
representing their ideas. Yes, and there are so many people who seen that power to 
someone else. And unnecessarily so. Everybody can learn to be effective when presenting in 
front of others. And I never want someone to think to themselves, this just isn't for me, 
because they had a bad experience early on, or somebody told them that they weren't 
successful at it. And they think that it's a skill set that either you have or you don't I think 
that's the biggest lie that exists when it comes to public speaking. This is a skill set that can 
be learned it is not something that you are naturally born with or not. 
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Katie  1:06:32 
And finally, this is borrowed from the Tim Ferriss show, we give you a billboard for millions to 
see, and you can put on that billboard, anything you like, any message, any image, what 
would you like to put on your billboard? 
 
Melissa  1:06:45 
Science not communicated is science not done. 
 
Katie  1:06:49 
Oh, Melissa, I have loved every single thing about this conversation. Thank you so much for 
your wisdom and your insight. It's been amazing. 
 
Melissa  1:07:00 
Thank you so much for having me, Katie, this has been great to be here. I hope that your 
listeners find something here that will help them to be more successful the next time they 
are presenting or supporting the presentation of someone else. Thanks for having me. 
 
Katie  1:07:14 
Thank you. So that is a wrap for this episode of The Internal Comms Podcast. For the show 
notes and the full transcript head over to AB's website. That's abcomm.co.uk/podcast. If 
you did enjoy this episode, I have a small favour to ask you. Please could you like, rate or 
comment on the show on your favourite podcast platform? That just helps other internal 
comms folk around the world find our show. Coming up in this season, we have senior in 
house internal comms practitioners at some very successful well known organisations, 
including the head of internal comms at Reddit, and until recently, the Global Head of 
internal comms at Spotify, so you may want to hit that subscribe button today. My thanks 
to Melissa, our producer John Phillips, sound engineer Stuart Rolls, Madi, our content 
manager, Rob our designer, and the rest of the fabulous team at AB who keep the show on 
the road. And finally, of course, my heartfelt thanks to you for choosing the internal comms 
podcast. Until we meet again, lovely listeners do stay safe and well. And remember what's 
inside that counts. 
 


