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Presentation Skills for Scientists

A Practical Guide

Second edition

It is now widely recognised that professional presentation skills are an 

indispensable cornerstone of a successful scientific career. This updated 

second edition provides a concise and accessible guide to preparing and 

delivering scientific presentations. Its highly practical ‘how-to’ style 

focuses on the issues that are of immediate concern to the busy sci-

entist. The text covers all of the important aspects of scientific pres-

entations, including knowing your audience, producing visual material, 

controlling nerves and handling questions. It also includes advice on 

presenting in English for non-native speakers, helping them to improve 

the clarity and effectiveness of their presentations. Links are included 

throughout the text to the accompanying website, which contains anno-

tated video clips of speakers delivering a talk and demonstrates the com-

mon problems encountered, as well as exercises designed to overcome 

them. It also contains image files to demonstrate the design issues to 

consider when creating visual material.

Edward Zanders has spent a career in biomedical research in academia 

and industry and has many years of experience in delivering and attend-

ing scientific presentations in the UK and abroad. Along with Lindsay 

MacLeod, he provides courses in scientific presentation skills for clients 

of his company PharmaGuide Ltd, including the UK Medical Research 

Council, the John Innes Institute and biotechnology organisations based 

in Oxford and Cambridge.

Lindsay MacLeod taught English in secondary schools before becoming 

a London Blue Badge guide, the industry’s recognised symbol of pro-

fessionalism. She qualified as Guide of the Year. Lindsay has guided for 

many decades and been a specialist guide in The British Museum, The 

Houses of Parliament and Spencer House. She has been involved in both 

guide training and examining.
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Preface

If surveys are to be believed, for most people formal public speaking is 

worse than bereavement, literally a fate worse than death. Pity then the 

practising scientists who must plan and execute complex experiments, 

interpret the results, write them up for publication, and then talk about 

them and answer questions in front of their peers. There is no choice in 

the matter, so they must be able to plan a presentation, design their own 

visual material, speak clearly and confidently, and be in control. Some 

people enjoy this challenge and have an instinctive ability to commu-

nicate information to audiences. Others find this particularly daunting 

and let themselves down through nervousness, poor voice control or by 

producing confusing slides that fail to convey a clear message. Most sci-

entists know if they belong to the second group of people and most do 

want to improve their performance. This improvement can be achieved 

by every speaker, regardless of personality, but requires practice and 

attention to detail. The result will be a more confident speaker who can 

convey enthusiasm and authority without necessarily having an extro-

vert personality.

This book and associated online content is designed as a practical guide 

to scientific presentation that busy scientists can refer to without having 

to absorb copious amounts of theory and background to verbal commu-

nication. It is based on a course that we have delivered to technicians, 

PhD students, postdoctoral fellows and business development managers 

in Cambridge and elsewhere in the UK. Apart from receiving instruc-

tion in preparing and delivering scientific talks, each delegate is filmed 

delivering a short technical presentation and the recording is played 

back to them. Over the years, we have learnt a great deal about the spe-

cific problems with scientific presentation and how these problems can 

be addressed. We therefore decided to pass this knowledge on to others 

in the form of this book and the website, which contains realistic pres-

entation scenarios and helpful exercises.

The authors have used their different professional backgrounds in a 

complementary way. Lindsay MacLeod covers the ‘soft skills’ required 

for all public speaking, drawing on her many years of experience in 
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viii Preface

training Blue Badge guides in London, and over 25 years of regular 

presenting. Ed Zanders covers the skills required to process and deliver 

scientific data to an audience over a short period of time. He brings over 

30 years’ experience as a practising scientist and has studied many hun-

dreds of presentations from junior scientists up to Nobel Laureates; he 

has also delivered many of his own talks in the UK and abroad.

The book is presented in a compact format, enabling the speaker to carry 

it in a pocket or handbag, perhaps en route to a conference or seminar 

venue; the website can be accessed on the road or at the conference. We 

envisage this being particularly useful for last-minute practice of the 

exercises to control nerves and enhance vocal modulation.

The chapters are laid out as components of a flowchart to systematically 

cover the most important aspects of scientific presentation, ranging 

from audience awareness through to handling questions. Although the 

text can be referred to on its own, the material on the website provides 

detailed practical help in the form of slides and video clips and is a 

critical part of the publication. The web material includes a PowerPoint 

presentation on a biomedical topic to illustrate effective and poor deliv-

ery styles for native and non-native English speakers. It also includes 

demonstrations of exercises designed to assist in developing a clear 

modulated speaking style. Finally, we have included a checklist at the 

end of the book covering the key points that must be addressed before 

giving a presentation.

www.cambridge.org/9781108469425
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-46942-5 — Presentation Skills for Scientists
2nd Edition
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Introduction

Background to scientific presentation

A scientific presentation is normally a formal communication of infor-

mation to an audience at a conference, seminar or laboratory meeting. 

The majority of talks describe the background and design of exper-

iments to increase knowledge of a particular scientific phenomenon. 

Then the results of these experiments are delivered, as well as the con-

clusions that can be drawn from them. The conclusions drawn from 

these experiments and the data that support them are almost always the 

most important pieces of information that can be communicated to an 

audience of fellow scientists. Presentations are therefore a showcase for 

your work, or that of your institution. How well you deliver scientific 

information depends on several factors: these include control of nerves 

and voice, as well as creating visual media that convey information 

clearly in as short a time as possible.

As a scientist, you are often too busy to think about the deep-seated 

motivations that drive your work and the way that you present it to the 

outside world. Maybe you are too tied up with the exhilaration of mak-

ing new discoveries; alternatively (and more frequently for most scien-

tists), you suffer from the frustrations of failed experiments or having 

to deal with non-scientific issues such as raising money and dealing 

with laboratory politics. Success, when it comes, however, makes these 

frustrations irrelevant; the only feeling now is one of wanting to pub-

lish the results and present them at meetings. The main reward for 

this success is one of appreciation by one’s scientific peers, be they 

colleagues or competitors. This is one of the main motivators of the 

practising scientist and must not be underestimated. It is true that other 

motivations exist, for example to help humanity by discovering new 

medicines to cure disease, but these drivers often take second place to 

simple curiosity and interest in solving problems. A consequence of all 

this is that you as a scientist are primarily interested in hard data. If you 

read a published paper, you want to examine the results in fine detail. 

If you hear a talk on a subject that is relevant to your work, you want 

to see the data.
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x Introduction

Most scientists do not have the time or inclination to think about how 

the features that make a talk effective or irritating may be identified 

and used to advantage in their own presentations. It is, however, worth 

making the effort to identify your key behaviours that can be enhanced 

or reduced as appropriate. Such insight will lead to improvements in 

your own delivery and avoid you being lost in the crowd of speakers 

who deliver indifferent talks.

The main components of any verbal communication are delivery, speaker 

appearance and content. According to surveys, content makes by far the 

least impact on an audience. Can this really be the case for scientific 

presentations as well? After all, experimental data are the currency with 

which science operates. Perhaps it depends on the relationship between 

the speaker and audience. If a competitor is showing results from experi-

ments that you have done, or were planning to do, then poor delivery 

and speaker appearance might not be so important; this is because all 

that matters now is the data. This is a familiar situation, particularly for 

the younger scientist who is under pressure to publish original experi-

mental work. The adrenaline flows, not just in the speaker, but in the 

recipient who is anxious not to be scooped, or has been given exciting 

new ideas to explore. This is not, however, a recommendation to ignore 

delivery and presentation. A seminar describing a major new finding in 

immunology comes to mind; the data kept the audience engrossed, but 

also agitated, as the speaker was monotonous and boring. In fact, these 

last aspects remain in the memory for nearly three decades, long after 

the data were forgotten!

What makes a great talk?

This thought-provoking question appeared on a feedback form handed 

in after one of our courses. At first glance, the qualities that make a 

scientific talk ‘great’ are hard to pin down, similar to those relating to 

music or painting, or other human activities. Understanding the qualities 

of the great orators of history is one thing, but luckily most seminars or 

conferences do not involve stirring speeches, otherwise their delegates 

would rapidly be exhausted. However, a little reflection after hearing a 

very good (or even great) scientific presentation is, in our view, due to 

very specific qualities of the speaker.
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xiWhat makes a great talk?

The first is confidence, conveying to the audience that the speaker knows 

what they are talking about while hiding any signs of nervousness (even 

if they feel it inside). Secondly, their style is often conversational, the 

very opposite of speechifying. This means that, however big the audi-

ence, each member is made to feel that the speaker is communicating 

to them alone. This is very much like the ‘fireside chats’ of US President 

Franklin D. Roosevelt in the 1930s and ’40s in which he managed to 

achieve a personal touch despite addressing millions of radio listeners.

Some speakers deviate from their original material in a verbal ‘aside’ 

that almost comes over like a whispered confidence and can be very 

effective. Some examples of speakers that convey these qualities are 

available via the weblinks sheet available at www.cambridge.org/PSS.
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The presentation flowchart

The following flowchart covers the key elements of a scientific presenta-

tion, most of which are the subject of an individual chapter.

If you want to deliver a successful talk you need to thoroughly review each 

chapter (and the online material) so you can answer the following questions:

Is the material:

Tailored to the right audience?
Well-constructed with a clear theme and take-home message?
Supported with clear visual material?
Delivered clearly without nervous distractions?

Are the questions handled professionally?

A note on using the online material

The following chapters contain background material and basic guide-

lines for preparation and delivery of scientific talks. Video, text and 

images designed to illustrate specific topics and to provide exercises for 

controlling nerves and enhancing delivery, as well as weblinks to further 

resources are available at www.cambridge.org/PSS.

Audience

Planning the talk

Selection and assembly of visual material

Controlling nerves

Voice

Delivery

Practice and final preparation

Handling questions

How did it go?
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