
A simple structure for any presentation

The structure of the presentation or talk is really important. The fact that you have all the right “bits”
doesn’t mean you have a compelling presentation! If you don’t present them in the appropriate
order, your talk can be at best confusing and at worst rejected or ignored. By presenting information
in an easy-to-understand structure you’ll see much more success. Not only will you be sharing the
information in an easily digestible manner - you’ll also be able to see if there are any missing pieces
of information from the jigsaw puzzle. I’ll share with you a 4-step structure for any piece of
communication, so although you’ll be using it for presenting here, you can use it in the future for any
kind of communication – websites, leaflets, emails, letters etc.

Since being introduced to 4MAT® by Bernice McCarthy (world renowned educational theorist) at The
Performance Partnership’s “Train the Trainers” course, I’ve always used it as an excellent structure
for most of my communications. I encourage my delegates to do so too because of its amazing
simplicity and flexibility (like anything - only once you’ve learnt it!).

Using this structure, people with all sorts of different styles will get what they need from your talk.
You may naturally find some bits less easy than others, so it might not be your preferred style. All
the more reason to practise it then, because your audience will likely contain people who suit every
kind of style!

This structure is great for last minute preparation too. I went as a guest to a business event once
where the speaker still hadn’t turned up five minutes before the talk was due to begin because of
the snowy conditions. I grabbed the opportunity to speak in his place and used this structure to
scribble out my plans on the back of an old receipt I had in my purse. I prepared my “off the cuff” 20-
minute presentation within just a few minutes.

There are 4 and a bit steps to the 4MAT® system.



The little introduction

Firstly you need to set the scene with a short and snappy introduction. Of course we want to hear
who you are and what you’re speaking about but please, we don’t need to know where you went to
university or what you had for breakfast! Just a short introduction will suffice – a few minutes
perhaps. The aim of this introduction is twofold:

To build rapport with the audience and make them feel welcome

To ensure the audience knows the context of the talk or presentation as they may not have read any
pre-material or their minds might be elsewhere. This is just a brief introduction to ensure all of the
audience is on the same page

Fatal mistake number one: most presentations start off with a 10-minute
section on the speaker personally or their company and why they’re so amazing.
Boring! Personally, I come from the “I’ll think you’re amazing when you tell me
something I’m interested in!” school of thought!

1) Why do I need to listen?

This section answers the question WHY. It gives at least three answers to the audience’s
question, “Why would I want to listen to this talk?” The audience then knows why they want to
engage fully and listen to your talk (Hint: if you can’t think of any, change the talk!).

It’s your role to give the audience reasons to listen and clearly demonstrate what they’ll gain by
listening. If the audience have been told to come to the talk it’s even more important to cover
this bit well. They may have been “encouraged” to turn up, but no one but you can encourage
them to listen and be persuaded.

Including both work and personal reasons is sometimes even better. For example I might say
that “this presentation will help you to get your nerves and fears under control and, for those of
you with children, nieces and nephews, once you’ve learnt to tame your monkeys you’ll be
passing on that empowering message to the younger generation too”. Hopefully this will mean
that even if they aren’t motivated enough to do it for themselves they might well want to do it
for the sake of their children or others.

Some people are very good at understanding and empathizing with what others want, and some
people find it less easy. If you find it less easy then use these questions to help you get a general
picture of who the audience are and why they might want to listen to you.

Imagine you’re an audience member; really put yourself in their shoes –
to do this you’ll need to know who you’re presenting to. Imagine
yourself as an audience member and consider:



• Current knowledge and position along the “journey” e.g. Is this the first time I’ve
heard this idea?

• What external factors might impact on the audience that the speaker will need to
empathise with e.g. journey stress, time zones, personal challenges, financial results
etc.

• What do I want from this talk? How will it add value to my life?  Here are some of
the more common motivations people use in this section to help you to get in touch
with your three audience motivators

• Save time

• Save money

• Build your confidence

• Save effort and hassle – make life easier

• Keep you informed and up to date

• Give you new information to share with your clients/customers

2) What do I need to know?

This is the audience’s next question. The answer often forms the main element of the content,
covering the facts and information. It’s the answer to the audience’s question, “What’s this all about
and what information do I need to know?” This is where all the information goes, the data, facts and
perhaps a little of the history etc. I won’t spend long on this section – even though this may well be
the main part of your presentation, this is easily understood by many because most presentations
only consist of the “What” element. They only tell people what they need to know (not why they
need to know it or how to use it). You’ll need to consider what the audience already knows and the
range of knowledge or experience in the room. Consider how you’ll pitch information that’s new to
some people and well known by others.

It’s a little harder for me to comment on content unless we’re working together personally, but you
need to know that you’re truly the expert in this area. If you’re starting out then you’re still more of
expert in a specific area than others so just make sure you find your area (e.g. a fresh eyes
perspective on the agrochemical industry!). Keep your expert status in mind as you decide what to
include in your talk.

3) How does it work or how can I use this information now?

This section covers the answer to, “How will the audience use this information - either immediately
or in their day-to-day life?” This is all about usability and relevance; it’s about demonstrating the
talk’s relevance to the audience in the here and now.



Here are a few examples of how the audience can see how it works or use this information in a
practical way:

• Demonstrate the product or the results (before and after)

• Do an exercise or role play that enables the audience to experience the key points

• Give the audience guidance or appropriately positioned “instructions” on how to use this
thing, for example:

• Use it...in weekly reports

• Apply these learnings...next time you sign in

• Pass on information...to the customer

• Do it differently....use a new process

If you really want to encourage action, you could take the first step with them. This reduces the fear
factor and gets them on their way through an exercise, practice, case study or group task

4) What if I want to use it for this or that?

This section is all about answering the audience’s need for future relevance. The previous “Why”
section was about more immediate short-term use, whereas this tends to address the longer term or
bigger picture. This is where the questions fit in because this is often an open section where the
audience might ask, “What if I do X - will it still work?”. Ideally, if you’ve followed this structure well,
you’ll have answered the other three types of questions, so you should be left with mostly “What
if?” questions at the end of a talk. You can’t possibly allow for the wide range of those “What if?”
questions, but there are always some more obvious ones you should prepare for.

To summarise in this section, I often finish with a short answer to the audience's question, “What
are the future benefits of doing what you’re saying?”

• Negative consequences if they don’t

• Positive results when they do

• Q & A – application to the real world

By addressing each of these sections in that order in all your communications, you’ll satisfy
everyone’s preferred style. You’ll always have a structure you can follow to put together a talk or
presentation – even if you only have a few minutes, you can scribble this structure out on the back
of a receipt!



Ideally, create a new mind map following the 4MAT®. Even if the what and the how take up most of
the mind map, remember the why and what if sections are still important.

For information on taking this structure from the notes stage into practice see the next chapter.

Bringing your talk to life

Now you have something interesting to say, you want to consider how you’re going to communicate
it in an interesting way. Here are some ideas I use and I'm sure you can add to the list:

Theme – Any talk can benefit from a theme, especially traditionally dull topics! You know the ones I
mean, right? Thread your theme throughout your presentation and then at the end you can decide
on the title for your talk. Make sure the theme adds to the talk rather than detracts, though!

Emotions – The use of emotion draws the audience into your talk.  Remember to keep it positive -
it’s rare that a very negative story is appropriate. If you’re talking about a challenge you overcame,
or perhaps promoting charity work, go gently on the negatives – you probably don’t want the
audience to leave in tears!

Memory aids – If you have points you want the audience to remember, consider developing
mnemonics for the key learning points. Mnemonics are often verbal, such as a very short poem or a
special word used to help a person remember something. Don't worry, this needn't take up all your
preparation time – there are plenty of free tools to help you. Just Google “mnemonics generator” or
“anagram generator” and let the web do the work for you.

Visual impact – many people absorb information more easily by seeing it rather than just hearing it
so it’s important to help your audience to picture things – either by providing a strong visual yourself
or by helping to paint a picture in their heads by describing the idea very powerfully.


