HOW TO MAKE AN EFFECTIVE BUSINESS PLAN PRESENTATION

1.
Introduction

Business Plan presentations are made to audiences which may include bankers, venture capitalists, consultants or others from whom you may be looking to obtain some type of tangible support or your fellow students playing the role of similar individuals. You, the presenters, are usually one or more individuals looking for financing of some kind and they hope the members of the audience will be sufficiently interested to further explore the business proposition you are putting forward in your presentation.

These notes aim to provide some information about how to make effective business plan presentations, and have three parts.  Firstly, preparation of a presentation is covered.  Secondly, the structure of a presentation is discussed.  Thirdly, some techniques of making a presentation to an audience are provided.

A presentation needs to be defined.  A presentation is different from a lecture.  On the one hand, a lecture has:

· an expert imparting knowledge to learners; and

· an audience which wants knowledge to pass exams; and

· a duration suitable for the breadth of the subject’s material in the syllabus.

On the other hand, a presentation has:

· a peer or subordinate trying to change behaviours and/or attitudes of the audience;

· an audience which is often not yet convinced of its need even to give attention to the presenter, let alone be persuaded by him or her; and

· a limited duration determined by the organisation’s or the audience’s demands rather than by the demands of the subject material – usually not more than fifteen to twenty minutes.

As a result of these differences between a lecture and a presentation, you must:

· view yourselves as guides to expertise rather than as experts;

· be persuasive, appealing to emotions as well as to logic; and

· use every second of the presentation’s duration to achieve this primary purpose of persuasion.

2
Preparation

2.1
Purpose and structure

Three steps are involved in preparing a presentation:

· identifying its specific purpose,

· planning its structure, and

· rehearsing.

The first step in preparing a presentation is identifying its specific purpose.  For example, a purpose could be ‘to persuade one or more private angel investors to follow up with you subsequent to your presentation for further discussion of your investment opportunity’.  Identifying this specific purpose must include finding out the current positions of key audience members, what their interests are and what they need to know to be convinced of your proposal.  For instance, the audience will want to know ‘How will this opportunity specifically benefit me and how can I get out at some time in the future if the business is successful?’  Finding out current positions and interests of key audience members may involve some preliminary investigation or discussion with those key members and/or with their associates.  Your needs will not be met unless the audience’s needs are.

The second step in preparing a presentation is planning its structure (which will be outlined in section 3).  Whatever information is not absolutely necessary for the specific purpose of the presentation can be relegated to the handouts which may accompany the presentation, or must be deleted altogether. Notes should then be prepared from your own spoken words.  That is, the notes should not be written and then spoken from; instead they should be spoken, then written, and then spoken from.  This recommendation arises from the different structure of spoken and written English.  The alternative of using written English as the basis of a spoken presentation will diminish its directness and value.  For example, in written English:

· words are literary;

· sentences can be read more than once to catch their meaning; and

· different readers can progress at different speeds through intellectually demanding material.

On the other hand, in spoken English:

· words are short and colloquial;

· sentences are heard only once; and

· each listener must keep up with the spoken word.

As a result of these differences between written and spoken English, you must:

· use simple words and constructions (for example, ‘got a degree’ rather than ‘graduated’, and explain or avoid jargon such as ‘synergy’, ‘focus differentiation’ and ‘organisational design’;

· keep sentences short and provide reasons for a list of items before listing the items; for example, ‘These two cars are similar:  Accord and Camry’ rather than ‘The Accord and Camry are similar cars’ (incidentally, a visual aid might help the audience grasp the interrelatedness of a list of items); and

· use stories and allegories to illustrate abstract ideas, to root the presentation in the common experiences of the audience.

This second planning step of preparing notes should result in cards containing key points and phrases.  These cards are then tied together in order, so that they cannot be scattered or lost.  The cards must not contain a word-for-word typescript of the presentation, as there would then be a dangerous temptation to just read it; they should merely serve as a memory prompt.  To repeat, a presentation must not be read.  (However, to prevent nervousness and a possible lapse in your recall, the first minute or two of the presentation could be written out in full).

2.2
Rehearsal

The third planning step consists of at least three rehearsals, during which a non-presenter should provide an independent assessment.  In the rehearsals, timing should be established: a presentation that goes over its allotted time invariably does so because of insufficient rehearsal.  Tape recording or video recording a rehearsal can be a valuable exercise.  Rehearsals of the answers to possible questions should be included as well.

3.
Structure

The structure of a presentation was mentioned in section 2.  This section examines that structure in more detail. The usual six components of a presentation are:

· introduction,

· position,

· issues,

· possibilities,

· proposal, and

· postscript.

The three components of introduction, proposal and postscript are always present but the middle components are sometimes transformed into other elements. All of these components are incorporated in the following discussion.

3.1
Introduction

The audience’s attention is highest at the start of a presentation.  It then declines before rising again at the end.  So the introduction and conclusion are critical to a presentation’s success. You need “to grab them while they are hot”.

A presentation’s introduction should:

· start with opening courtesies, for example, ‘Good afternoon’;

· state the purpose of the presentation in an attention-grabbing way, with the objectives relating to a specific recommenced action or example:  ‘Our purpose today is to show you why you should invest in our new LifeLink business concept’;

· state why the presentation’s purpose is important; for example, ‘This project will provide you with an 8% cumulative dividend on your investment as well as an opportunity to realize a return on equity of 70% or more depending on the harvest strategy pursued by the company’;

· outline the agenda of the presentation:  ‘After outlining the concept behind LifeLink Ventures Inc. I will explain the details of this attractive investment opportunity’;

· announce that questions will be handled at the end of the presentation, and whether a handout will be available at either the start or the end of the question period;

· introduce the speakers by name and position and outline their role in the organization and the presentation; a brief comment which humanises the speaker and establishes his or her common links with the audience could be appropriate, for example, ‘Bram’s ten years of experience in the medical technology field is impressive for someone who looks so young; and

· ask for the audience’s agreement to the agenda – listeners will always nod their heads, but pausing at this stage establishes their co-operation in the presentation and signals that the introduction is complete.

3.2
Position

The current situation of the company should be briefly outlined to establish a common basis of understanding.  This section allows you to demonstrate your preparation and understanding of the situation from the audience’s point of view.  The section is akin to a stakeholder satisfaction analysis and SWOT analysis.  You can often demonstrate the commitment of some panellists or other audience members during this analysis of current position; for example, ‘John, we spoke about this at the trade show last night and you seemed to think it was a great concept’.

3.3
Issues

A brief review of the strategic issues involved in launching the business could then be presented.  Avoid defensive terms such as ‘problems’, instead, refer to ‘issues’ or ‘opportunities’ or ‘challenges’.

3.4
Possibilities

A brief indication of possible solutions to the issues raised could then be made, to show that the advantages and disadvantages of a number of possible options have been considered.  Because of time constraints, any detailed information regarding these possible solutions can be left to an accompanying handout (which should be distributed after the presentation so the audience isn’t distracted from your comments).  There is barely sufficient time to discuss the proposal you want to present, so precious speaking time should not be wasted on details of proposals you have discarded. If a listener has a question about your other considerations, he or she can ask it at the end of your presentation (so you should be prepared for this discussion).

3.5
Proposal

Next, present and justify your recommended plan.  A visual aid showing the detailed elements of your proposal may be helpful.  Emphasise its benefits from the audience’s point of view and do not dwell on its technical aspects.  Outline clearly the steps involved in bringing it to reality and demonstrate that they can be implemented.

3.6
Postscript

A brief summary of the presentation should precede a description of the precise decisions or steps that the key members of the audience are being asked to make or do; for example, ‘Invest up to $2,000,000 in 800,000 convertible preferred shares of LifeLink Ventures at $2.50 per share’.  The last words said should refer to the specific decision or action you want from the audience – your last words will be remembered, so do not waste this final opportunity on unimportant words.  This specific decision or action you want from the audience should relate to the purpose stated in the introduction.  Remember that people will more readily agree to a small step rather than a large one; for example, you might ask for a general commitment with a staged payment schedule according to certain performance targets rather than requesting all the investment funds up front.

Finally, thank the audience for this opportunity to speak and invite them to ask questions.  At the start of the question period, your team members should stand and walk towards the audience and stand away from any podium or lectern, without their arms crossed or clasped.  This procedure signals openness to the audience’s concerns.  Answering questions should not be left to just one team member, so allocate areas of expertise to individual team members beforehand.  To prevent confusion by team members answering questions, it is best to have the first or last speaker act as the chairperson during the question period.  The chairperson will first ensure that they understand what the questioner means, and then allocate the reply to one or another of the team members.  All questions should be processed in this way through the chairperson. 

At the end of the question period, close the presentation with acknowledgements of the audience’s involvement in a final ‘Thank you for this opportunity to speak with you today’ or similar words.

4.
Rapport

As noted above, a presentation must persuade people to commit their behaviours, attitudes and money to your vision.  Persuasion is rooted in building rapport.  The first step towards building this rapport occurs in the preparation stage before the presentation. This is when current beliefs of key audience members are unearthed and addressed in constructing the presentation.  Indeed, an ideal presentation is, in effect, a celebration of a previous agreement co-operatively engineered by presenters and the audience. McKinsey consultants call this ‘pre-wiring’ the presentation so that you know what the outcome will be because of previous meetings and discussions with key individuals in the audience.

Building rapport at the presentation itself begins with the initial establishment of empathy.  If possible, your team should mingle with key members of the audience before the start of the presentation, They should also be suitably dressed (that is, you should not be over-or under-dressed according to the standards of the audience).  If it is possible, any physical barriers between you and the audience such as a table, podium, or raised platform should be removed.

The introduction should then establish the common ground between you and the audience.  You should not project yourselves as experts, but rather as guides to expertise.  That is, you should not deliver your opinions as foregone conclusions but should justify your points of view by referring to facts, views of acknowledged experts, etc. Asking for the audience’s agreement to the agenda at the end of the introduction will accentuate the co-operative air of the presentation.  However, asking for agreement for the agenda is usually the only time that the audience should be asked to speak before the end of the presentation – time is short and you have a rehearsed, precisely designed ‘show’ that should not be derailed by audience intervention.  If you do ask a question during the presentation, you must be absolutely sure that the answer will be ‘yes’.

You should demonstrate by your own enthusiasm and concern for your material the acceptance and seriousness that the audience should develop towards the vision you are presenting. The audience makes the decisions, and so should be treated seriously.  Telling jokes will trivialise the significance of your presentation to the audience.

To assist in building rapport during the presentation, you might refer to key individuals in the audience by name and acknowledge their acceptance of your idea. For example, ‘John, you indicated last night that this is the kind of concept private investors are interested in today’ or ‘Del, we know you are concerned about the short-term financial viability of the business, so we have included detailed cash flow statements for the first couple of years of the project in the material that was handed out’.

In addition, maintain eye contact by not reading word-for-word from notes or using too many visual aids.  This eye contact is essential for building rapport.  

Handling questions should also build rapport.  Be sensitive to the real concerns of questioners, not only to the words of their question.  Questions about advertising costs may mask a questioner’s concern about other issues like the company’s brand image.  Thus you must try to show understanding of the emotions of the questioner before displaying your ability to answer the logic of the question.  For example, ‘Judith, I can see this aspect is a concern for you, and it was for us.  We considered these points …’, and ‘Bill, your mastery of the whole field of marketing is superior to ours; the point we made refers only to the specific area of …’, and ‘Mike, we recognise one of the major strengths of this firm will be our technology, and this has an important role in our plan’.

If unsure of what a questioner is asking, ask them to be more precise and explain their question in further detail; for example, ‘When you talk about our marketing strategy, are you specifically referring to our advertising plan, the development of our sales force or both?’  After answering a difficult question, ask courteously, ‘Does that answer your question?’

Incidentally, to help in preparing answers to questions, note that questions will probably cover issues of:

· business/industry risk; for example, ‘How will your major competitors react to your proposed strategy?’;

· financial risk involving interest payments on debt; ‘You propose to provide an 8% annual dividend on these preferred shares, but what happens to your cash flow if sales revenue is 20 per cent less than you forecast?’; and

· organizational issues; for example, ‘Who will be your marketing manager and what background and experience do they have in this industry?’ 

In brief, presenters must construct a bridge of mutual understanding to the audience.

Voice and style

While building this rapport, you should also have a professional style.  Stand upright when speaking. Leaning on a table or sitting on a chair sends non-verbal messages that you not really serious about the subject.  You should not fold arms either, as doing so sends non-verbal messages of defensiveness or superiority.

Speak clearly, and do not drop your voice at the end of sentences.  Sound interested, not bored.

Do not practise specific gestures; just let them come naturally.  However, distracting mannerisms such as continual clasping of hands must be consciously limited.

Finally, do not apologise for anything that goes wrong (such as a spelling error on a visual aid), because doing so detracts from the major purpose of the presentation, and many audience members may not have noticed.

4.3
Visual aids

Visual aids are powerful parts of a presentation, so they should be used sparingly to prevent overwhelming the audience.  A rule of thumb is that there should be no more than about one visual aid for each two to three minutes of the presentation.  Principles and techniques for developing a PowerPoint slide or overhead transparency include:

A slide or overhead transparency should:

· complement and not substitute for spoken words, that is, its purpose should be to show in pictures or graphs those aspects of the presentation that cannot be spoken about, or to list the major points of an idea in one showing;

· have a title a the top;

· have lower case letters, that is, letters should not be capitalized except for the title at the top, the first letter of a name etc;

· contain no more than seven lines of information or more than seven words per line;

· contain single words or phrases, and not contain complete sentences (to repeat:  a visual aid complements the spoken word; it does not copy the spoken word);

· have different sizes for headings;

· have a slide number;

· have different colours for different sets of ideas; and

· have a style that is consistent with the other slides or transparencies; for example, the same type of font and colour, and perhaps the logo or trademark of your company.

Using a projector requires skill.  For a start, look at the audience while projecting a slide; do not look at the screen and so lose eye contact.  The projector should be turned off as soon as the slide has served its purpose. Never have a slide on display that is not directly related to the words that are being spoken – the audience will be distracted from the spoken word.

When a graph is displayed, help the audience grasp its meaning by briefly explaining the axes; for example, ‘Sales are measured along the top axis and years along the bottom so that this point represents the sales level we expect to achieve in 2003’.

Figure 1:
Principles and Techniques of Visual Aids

Visual aids complement what you are saying

Principles

· complement speech

· words, phrases, figures

· must be relevant

Techniques

· title, headings and colours

· lower case letters

· 7 lines x 7 words

· point or unfold

· consistent style

You may use a laser pointer to refer to parts of a slide, but don’t wave it around like a light sabre from Star Wars.

Before the presentation, check that the projector is suitably placed and can be turned on and off.  Moreover, before the presentation, make certain that all the equipment works properly and that your slides are in order and the presentation is functioning as planned.

Incidentally, ensure that all blackboards, whiteboards or noticeboards that may be in the room are clear of irrelevant, distracting messages.

4.4
Touching or feeling

According to neurolinguistic programming researchers people receive information through the three channels of:

· sight;

· hearing; and

· touch or feeling.

A presenter is more likely to ‘get through’ to all the individuals in the audience if all three channels are used.  The sight and hearing channels have already been discussed.  Recognising that visual aids are entrances to a separate channel from that of the spoken word emphasises the points made above about the complementary nature of visual aids and about the use of pictures, graphs and symbols.

The third, touch/feeling channel can be accessed by:

· referring to the audience’s feelings and to the feelings of people in any stories told during the presentation; for example, ‘Customers have been very pleased about this feature of the product. In fact, one was absolutely ecstatic when talking to me about it just the other day!’;

· handing out relevant objects that the audience can touch; for example; a piece of cloth for a presentation by a textile company (alternatively, the objects could be left on the seats before the start of the presentation); and 

· demonstrating objects that might not be passed through the audience but that the audience can imagine touching while using the object; for example, demonstrating the opening of a drawer in a chest of drawers, wearing a new line of clothes, switching on a working prototype of electronic equipment, or bouncing a golf ball.

4.5
Signposting

At frequent intervals during your presentation, you should ‘signpost’, that is, summarise what has been said and describe what is coming up; for example, ‘In summary, those are the issues that we face; now I will briefly describe some of the actions we plan to take’.

This signposting is especially important whenever there is a change of speakers.  Before handing over to the next speaker, you should first summarise what you have said, then introduce the next speaker and the topic; for example, ‘I have reviewed the situation up to now, in particular the financial and technological issues.  John will cover how the issues I have raised will be addressed next’.  The second speaker will acknowledge the introduction before proceeding; for example, ‘Thank you, Hilary.  Based on the position you just presented, the issues we face are…’.

5
Conclusion
Presentations are an important part of raising money to launch or grow new business ventures.  These notes covered:

· the persuasive nature of presentations;

· methods of preparing a presentation;

· the structure of a presentation, including details of its introduction;

· building rapport with an audience;

· visual aid preparation and use;

· incorporating touching and feeling into a presentation; and

· signposting.

If you follow the principles of preparation, structure and technique outlined in these notes, the realization of your plans to raise funds from external investors will be successfully achieved.







�  I am indebted to Chad Perry of Southern Cross University in Australia for permission to adapt his material on Strategic Management Presentations for this purpose.








