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About this eBook

Have you always wanted to give a conference speech…but been put off by the 

complexity of it all? This eBook outlines the simple questions you need to ask to 

get your speech off the ground.

© 2013 Time to Market Ltd. The copyright holder licenses this eBook under the 

Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 2.0 UK: England & Wales (CC BY-NC-SA 

2.0 UK).

.

There’s an explanation here: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.0/uk/.

You can share this free eBook with your friends and colleagues, post it on your 

blog, email it, print it, and copy it.

If you like this eBook, you’ll love the Telling it Straight newsletter. A regular 

stream of presentation and public speaking tips in your email. 

http://www.timetomarket.co.uk/presentation-skills-tips.htm

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.0/uk/
http://www.timetomarket.co.uk/presentation-skills-tips.htm
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Your next conference speech

Who wants you to speak?

What are their contact details?

What is the planned event?

When and where is the event?

How many speakers are there?

What is the theme of the event

What sort of presentation is needed?

Why am I being asked to speak?

What visual elements will be supported?

How long do I have?

Getting ready for your next conference speech or presentation can be daunting. 

So to get you on track, here are ten simple questions to ask before you commit 

to your next public speaking opportunity.
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Who wants you to speak?

You want to ask yourself, who wants you to speak and what 

organisation do they represent?

There is every chance that the person asking you to present 

is known to you. But equally they might have contacted you 

through a third party or via a contact in your LinkedIn network 

for example.

In that case it makes sense to put the contact into context and 

establish who they work for, whether they are independent or 

who they represent.

The context of a speech at a conference is vital. Whether the 

conference will be attended by competitors, suppliers or 

distributors might have some simple connotations.
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What are their contact details?

Even if you know the person who invites you to 

make a presentation it's a good idea to confirm the 

best contact details. Check whether their mobile 

phone number has changed or whether email is a 

preferred contact method.

And if the presentation organiser is not known to 

you then it is absolutely essential that you 

establish contact arrangements – which are, of 

course, reciprocal.

It's also a good point to establish a good time to 

speak when you want a further discussion.
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What is the planned event?

You need to establish what event is being planned. Is it a sales conference or an 

annual meeting of an Association? Is it a meeting of technical partners or a 

product launch? Knowing some simple details of the event allows you to 

prepare.

For example, if you are asked to speak at an Association's annual meeting you 

should establish the Association by name and its primary function. It could be a 

Trade Association or a charity. 

Knowing these details allows you to picture your potential audience and your 

likely participation. Remember the earlier point made about context!

You need to know who will be in the audience. Your audience helps you to 

determine your content, the points you need to make and the theme for your 

presentation. In-built relevance is an essential starting point for a 

presentation's success. And without it your hard work and preparation might be 

wasted.
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When and where is the planned 

event?

Knowing when and where the event is due to occur must be identified right away. If 

the event is local that might make it easier to participate. Alternatively if the event 

involves significant travel it might be possible to combine your participation with 

some other activity, keeping control of any costs incurred. Note that if you do 

anticipate travel or hotel costs then you must flag that with the conference organiser 

immediately. 

Most organisers expect to pay realistic travel and hotel costs or will even organise 

these items for you.

Some knowledge of when the event is planned for will also provide some clues. If 

the event is next week then you can be assured that more than one speaker has 

dropped out and you are being asked out of necessity. It does happen, 

unfortunately. Typically presentation planners work to timescales of several months 

when planning key events.
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How many speakers will be 

involved?

It's rare for any speaker to be the sole speaker on the 

podium. In most cases you will share the platform with 

several speakers with a budgeted time allowance of some 

45 minutes. Perhaps longer. Knowing how many speakers 

are involved gives you an indication of the event's 

importance, its profile within its industry and its potential 

attendance.

As a tip, once you have established how many speakers are 

involved you have the means to explore their details in more 

detail at a later time.

Knowing the other speakers involved should also help you with the context of the event. 

If you recognise names, that's great. If you can see senior titles, that might suggest the 

event’s important. And if you see competitors on the list, then you might choose to have 

your speech previewed and overseen by others in your organisation!



Conference Speaking: 10 Things to Find Out Before You Give Your Conference Speech 9

What is the theme of the event?

It's not unusual for event planners to use a 

theme with which to identify their event. 

Using a theme such as, “Being best”, allows 

a range of speakers to explore all the 

essential attributes of customer care, quality 

management, production quality or people 

management.

A theme provides a framework for each speaker and importantly, allows each 

speaker to interact subconsciously with the rest of the platform. Knowing the 

theme at this stage is essential for your preparation. And if there is no clear 

theme you should aim to get this on the presentation planner's agenda later.
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What sort of presentation is 

expected?

This might be a purely mechanical question, but it 

has to be asked. For instance there might be an 

expectation that you will make a presentation and 

then answer questions later. Or, you might be 

expected to sit on a speaker panel, make a 

presentation in turn and then have questions 

asked collectively of the panel later. Different 

formats require different preparation and you 

should understand the event requirements early 

on.

You should be clear about why you need to present. Depending on whether you 

need to motivate or inform an audience your choice of content or presenting 

style could be very different. Your presenting objective will influence the main 

points that you make to your audience.
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Why am I being asked to 

speak?

You should take care with this question. If the event is planned for next week 

you might already suspect the answer! But there is a serious point to be made. 

If you are being asked to present because you are a respected expert in your 

field and you are well-known, then it's very likely that your presentation subject 

is going to be crafted along the same lines.

Alternatively, if you are asked to speak 

because of your work in a particular 

organisation then it's natural to consider 

citing relevant organisation case studies and 

references when you move on with your 

presentation planning.
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What visual elements will be 

supported?

You need to know what visual elements can be 

supported and whether the event will be broadcast?

You might take it for granted that every event has 

multimedia content. But speaking before or after lunch, 

the visual dimension of your talk will be very different 

to a standard podium presentation.

It's not unusual for the media to be involved with larger 

scale events. Knowledge about media involvement at 

this stage is important since a late surprise might prove 

a problem.

If the media is to be involved then you should ensure that your marketing or PR 

team is aware of their involvement.



Conference Speaking: 10 Things to Find Out Before You Give Your Conference Speech 13

How long do I have?

No, not a symptom of “Death by PowerPoint.” 

Really this question might be better phrased, 

“How long do I have to speak?“

Your conference organiser will brief you on the 

time slots needed. Make sure that you check 

on the time allocated for questions as well. Is 

it included in the budget?

A good target is 20 or 25 minutes with some 

five or 10 minutes of questions.

An alert audience might give you more attention for perhaps 35 to 40 

minutes–but beyond that you are on borrowed time. In all cases you should 

respect the endurance of your audience.
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Can I call you back to confirm?

And finally, the bonus question.

This is not as hard as it sounds. You will need to check 

your schedule. Or you might need to check with your 

partner.

You might want to see whether you can change your 

schedule to accommodate this event.

With the answers that you have already received this 

invitation might be a case of..."drop everything and 

attend”, or an instance of..."try to squeeze it in if 

possible”. 

Once you have agreed a time to call back the planner you must do so. You will 

need their active support and involvement later.
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11 Questions worth asking

So you have ten easy questions and one bonus question to ask before you 

agree to give your next conference speech. In essence they are the first 

steps needed for your speech.

By asking them you acquire much of the useful information that will guide 

your speech planning process. And by planning effectively you ensure that 

you speak effectively. Without the collateral fear of public speaking!

Now, to accept that invitation or not?


