Actuarial Presentations
1 Overview

You have agreed to speak at an actuarial meeting.  Your next thought is, “What have I gotten myself into?”  There are two parts to what you will bring to the meeting: the content and the presentation.  You can be confident about the content.  You would not have been invited to speak if you were not recognized as an expert on the content.  You know things that will be valuable for other actuaries to learn.
The presentation is another matter.  Our actuarial training didn’t cover this at all.  I have heard hundreds of actuarial presentations in my career, and I don’t recall one that had bad content.  There have been a lot of times when the good content was presented ineffectively.  The good news is that there are a small number of things that are easy to apply which can make a big difference in your effectiveness.

The purpose of this document is to give speakers at meetings and in webcasts some tips to help them have an impact on the audience with their content.  The CIA encourages all speakers to read through this document and to bear these presentation tips in mind in preparing and delivering their talks.

2 The Speaker

You are the star of the show!  While you are presenting, all ears and eyes (if not a webcast) will be on you.  Everything needs to support your message and its reception by the audience.
We will deal with the PowerPoint file later, but first and foremost note that it is not the presentation.  It is only a presentation aid.  You are the presenter.  The focus needs to be on you and your message.

2.1 Voice

It is absolutely vital that your voice show that you are involved with your topic.  Show enthusiasm!  Get excited!  Raise your voice!  Leave no doubt in the mind of anyone in the audience that you believe this topic is important to them.
Now you may well say, “But that isn’t me.”  True enough.  Few actuaries are known as being highly emotional, few speak dramatically.
However, even if the behaviour is “not you”, you are not being hypocritical.  Remember, you are passionate about your topic, although perhaps in a quiet way.  You believe that you have insights that are worth passing on to the audience and that they will derive value from learning.  Part of communication is letting your audience know how you value the matter being discussed.  When you speak in a manner that communicates your interest in the topic, you are being genuine because they are inferring what is true.  It may be outside your comfort zone to show enthusiasm, but it will not be false.
So let yourself go!  As the audience senses your enthusiasm for the topic, they will come to share your enthusiasm, and they will pay closer attention.  They will learn more.  And that is exactly what you wanted to achieve.

2.2 Gestures

Don’t be afraid to use gestures.  Throw your arms around.  Point with your finger to emphasize a point in your talk.  This may be outside your comfort zone too, but it will help the audience to get your message.

What about webcasts?  No one can see your gestures then.  I think there is an even greater need for gestures in webcasts.  The audience must be able to connect with a disembodied voice.  Even though they cannot see your gestures, your voice will become more animated as you gesture.
2.3 Place

It is usually best to stand while you speak.  Your voice will have more power, and the audience will be able to see you better.
If you are using slides, if possible, stand beside the screen on the audience’s left.  The reason is that our eyes are accustomed to reading from left to right.  When you put a line of text up on the screen, everyone’s eyes will immediately leave you.  They will follow the text from left to right until the end of the line, and then their eyes will shift back to the left ready for the next line.  And there their eyes will find you.  Remember, you are the star of the show.  You need to make it easy for the audience to keep its attention on you.
I recently was at a seminar in which the screens took up the left half of the front of the room, and the lectern was on the far right.  It was not possible to see both the speaker and the slides at the same time.  My eyes kept being pulled away from the speaker.  Try to avoid situations like this.

What if the setup is all wrong?  You have to make the best of it.  Often you can get a wireless mike, and then stand where you want.
3 The Slides

The set of slides, usually a PowerPoint file, is not the presentation.  It is only a presentation aid.  Everything you show on the slide must emphasize your message and help the audience to stay with you.
Too often the presentation aid becomes the presentation foe; the slides compete with the speaker for attention.  You absolutely must avoid this.  Thankfully, it isn’t that hard to make PowerPoint to work for you rather than against you.

3.1 12 Words

Make it your goal to have not more than 12 words on a slide.  Twelve!  Your impact grows as the number of words shrinks.  Never use more than 20 words.  (Well, almost never.  I present an exception below.)
When you put a slide up, people will read the slide.  While they are reading, they cannot pay attention to you, the speaker.  There is little point in saying anything until the audience has had time to read the slide.  The more words you put up, the less time they will give you.  Wordy slides compete with you.
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I have seen cases in which there were more words on the slides than the speaker spoke.  Often he would just say the same words, sometimes he would abbreviate.  What value did he add?  I felt like saying, “Just send me the slides.  I’ll get back to you if I have any questions.”

To improve readability, but also to make you use few words, I strongly recommend that you use a 40 point font for the title, and 32 point for the main text.  If you have a second level of bullet points, use 28 point for that.  Never use less than 24 point.  Most people in the room will not be able to read smaller characters.  The slide at right shows about the right relative size.
A good way to check the size is to put your laptop 2m away from you.  If you can read what is on the screen without straining, chances are most of the audience will be able to as well.

3.2 Animation

Animation sounds like a very complex thing, but it is actually a simple device that can be a big help in keeping the audience’s attention.  Or not.
I said at most 12 words on a slide.  Actually that is still too many because they will run over several lines and they take too long to read.  The solution is to use animation so that one line at a time is revealed.  With each mouse click you reveal one more line.

PowerPoint was a wonderful array of animations.  You can make text fly in from the side.  You can make it type (with the sound of a typewriter, whatever that is) one letter at a time.  You make it gradually appear like there was a chemical reaction changing the letters from invisible to visible.

But don’t use any of these!  They all attract attention to themselves, and they compete with you.  The audience is left staring at the screen for several seconds to see what nugget of wisdom the computer has for them.
I use almost exclusively the animation scheme called “appear”.  (“Appear and dim” is also a good one to consider.)  With this animation, when I click, the next line appears immediately in place with no movement or fading.  The audience can read it quickly because it is only 1-4 words long, and then I can start talking about it.

Our webcast system does not allow for animations.  The whole slide appears at once whether we like it or not.  There is a simple accommodation.  For example, if the slide has a title and then 3 lines of text, make the slide and add 3 copies.  The last slide is ok as is.  On the first slide, delete the 3 lines of text.  On the second slide, delete the last two lines of text, and on the third, the last line.  The result is 4 slides that function exactly like one slide with “appear” animation.
This may seem like a lot to say about a very simple matter, but the impact is not minor.  It is absolutely vital that you keep the audience with you and that the slides support your message.  If you display a whole slide, and then talk about the first point, you will have a lot of the audience reading ahead and thinking about later parts of the slide, blithely ignoring all that you are saying.  By showing a line at a time, the audience will always know exactly where you are, and they will stay with you.  By using only one line of text, often only one word, you fix in the audience’s mind the topic or subtopic that you are commenting on.  They can follow your flow of thought better when they know what you will be speaking about.  The audience’s attention will be stronger, the learning quicker, and the retention longer when you use this simple device.  It is powerful.
When should you not use “appear” animation?  I almost always do.  One frequent exception is when I display the outline of my talk.  I usually begin by telling the audience what I will cover.  I use “appear” animation as I do.  When I finish the first section and begin the second, I show the agenda slide again.  This time I don’t use animation, but I make the second item bold so that it stands out.  Then the audience knows it is time to switch gears mentally, and they know where they are in the whole talk.

By the way, don’t hesitate to have a slide in your deck more than once.  If you come to a point in your talk where you will refer to a prior slide, it is simpler to copy the slide and insert it where you want it rather than to find it and get back to where you left off.

3.3 Charts
Charts can be extremely effective in communicating about your topic to the audience.  They often contain a huge amount of information and allow people to gain real insights.  Because they are so good, they can become an enemy of you, the presenter.  Unless you work hard at keeping charts under control, just as a lion-tamer in the circus controls his cats, they will eat you!
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One of the big lessons I learned about using slides is the need to “clear the visual”.  That is, you need to explain the visual to the audience so that they understand what they are seeing.  When you put any slide up, the audience will look at until they understand it.  They will miss whatever you say until they come to an understanding of the slide.  You take charge of the presentation (and of the slide) by explaining it to them.
With the slide at the right, for example, I might clear the visual by saying, “This slide shows the life expectancy at age 65 for males in blue and females in pink (of course) for 1900 to 2005.  Each value is the average of life expectancies for 16 industrialized countries in that year.  Notice…”  And then you point out the things of note on the slide because the audience is ready to listen to you again.
There is another approach, using animation, which can work well, but it requires some effort.  These are the steps.
1. Copy and paste the chart as an Excel object (the default for paste if you are getting it from Excel).

2. Select the chart.

3. Click on Slide show / Custom Animation.

4. Click on the drop down arrow for “Add Effect”, and choose Entrance / Appear.

5. Right click on the drop down arrow for the object just created in the animation box.
6. Select “Effect Options”.

7. Go to the chart animation tab

8. In my example, I chose “Group chart” “by series”, and I cleared the box for “animate grid and legend”.

When you open the slide, you will then see all but the lines on the chart.  With each click another line is added.  I would clear the visual by saying, “This chart will show the life expectancy at age 65 on the vertical axis plotted against time on the horizontal axis for years 1900 to 2005.  The values are the average of life expectancies for 16 industrialized countries. [Click] The first line is for males.  Notice that it goes upward ever so slightly until about 1970, and then it takes off. [Click] The pink line is for females.  The shape is similar, but it started its rapid rise around 1940.  This is significant because …”
When you have a chart that has a lot of information, and when you need to point out a lot of insights as you go along, it will be worth the effort to use custom animation.
Another option is to use the same chart on several successive slides, and put a drawing arrow on each one pointing to the item of interest.  Then as you clear the visual, it looks as if the arrow moves to the part you are talking about.

3.4 Graphics

At times you need a graphic display for getting your ideas across.  This is especially common for ERM which focuses on understanding the interactions of many parts and developing a holistic view.  The problem is that the graphic can be so complex that it overwhelms the audience.  Here is an example at a recent actuarial meeting.
There are a number of problems with this slide, not the least of which is that the font is too small to read if you aren’t sitting very close to the front of the room.  However, let’s focus on using a graphic like this to present your idea.
Here is one approach that will help to keep the audience with you.

My first slide (shown at right) is the title, but in graphic form.  To introduce the topic, I might say, “To integrate risk and performance into management of the enterprise, we need to consider 8 dimensions of management action.  I will comment on each in turn.” 
Then I bring up the next slide.  (It can be another slide or animation in the same slide.)  The second slide (at left) shows the title and the first dimension of strategy.  I might say, “The first dimension is strategy.  A strategy often considers only performance, but it needs to be set broadly enough to encompass risk as well.  For example, …”

The next slide adds another dimension.  My comments might be, “A second dimension is risk appetite and risk tolerance.  Although they focus on risk, if we want to integrate risk and performance, both of these need to be aligned well with the business decisions that are being made.”  

I would continue with successive slides, each adding another concept.

Note that the audience’s attention is drawn to each element in turn.  The slide uses few words so that the audience can quickly grasp the dimension to be discussed and then return their attention to me to hear how that point is relevant to the topic.  I use a graphic because I want to show that the interaction is important.  Therefore, as I work my way through the points, I will need to comment on how they connect with each other.
You will probably want fancier graphics that I have used here.  (I used Word’s drawing tools, which are a little limited.)  However, each element in the graphic should support the message.  If it is just there to look pretty and be admired, it may distract rather than support.  For example, do the ovals really add anything in the above slides?  Would the idea of integration be presented better without them?  Would it help to add arrows or connecting lines to indicate that the elements should be taken together?  

Be sure to follow the main principles of showing only what you are going to speak to at that time, making it clearly visible, and using few words.  That will keep the audience with you.
What if have to work with a graphic that already has the parts together and you can’t show them one at a time?  Normally it will be worthwhile to have your resident PowerPoint expert make up a slide from the graphic.  If you can’t do that, use several copies of the slide and add some highlighting elements (like arrows or ovals) to focus attention on the part you are talking about.  However, that is a poor second choice because you will have words and pictures showing that you aren’t ready to talk about, and many in the audience will be puzzling about them rather than listening to you.
3.5 Tables

Actuaries often use tabular displays of numbers.  They can communicate a lot of information clearly and quickly.  There will be times when you want to show a table of numbers to your audience.  Be warned.  This is dangerous territory.
Most tables that I have seen displayed in a presentation have contained numbers and headings so small that no one can read them, not even in the front row.  Sometimes the speaker will say, “You probably can’t read this, but...”  Why show people something they can’t read?
If you can’t limit the amount of data you must show sufficiently that you can display it with at least 24 point characters, then you are best to find another way to communicate the information.

If it is really vital to use a big table, you might hand out a legible copy to each person and show the illegible version on the screen.  Then “clear the visual”.  You need to tell people what they are seeing.  What do the rows and columns mean?  Use highlighting on the screen to point to parts of the table and describe each in turn.  Then comment on the significant observations, and highlight on the screen each time so that the audience knows where to look on their copies.  This is not a good alternative, but you can fall back on it if all other creative ideas fail.
4 Handouts

It is common to give each person in the audience a copy of the slides at the start of the meeting, or to make them available online.  I have appreciated them myself when the speaker uses a font so small that I can’t read the words on the screen, but I can read them on my laptop.
However, there is a serious problem with this practice.  You are likely to have a lot of the audience giving their attention to the handout rather than to you.  Some people will go ahead reading the slides at their own pace.  I once worked with a fellow who would frequently ask the speaker, with a note of surprise in his voice, about a statement on the slide.  But his question was about slide 15, and the speaker was on slide 8!  He was good natured about it, and would apologize for moving ahead, but the damage was done.  And who was to blame?  The one who gave him the copy to read.
I expect many to disagree with me on this point.  I recommend that you do not make your slides available in advance.  Remember that for the best learning experience, the focus needs to be on you, the presenter.  Anything that distracts, whether slides or handouts, will hamper, rather than help, learning.  Handouts will almost never be a help if you are constructing good slides.
However, making supporting information available after the meeting is very positive and will support learning.  Note, “supporting information”, is not just the slides.  The slides have few words on them to minimize distractions and to help the audience follow your train of thought.  Those few words will not always be enough to recall the key ideas later, and they will be useless to those who haven’t heard your talk.  If you put so many words on the slides that they can stand on their own, then who needs you?
There are two effective ways of distributing good supporting information.  You are read one of them.  This document grew out of a talk that I gave on “Effective Technical Presentations”.  I used a lot a of slides with the talk, but the slides themselves are not necessary because they just drew attention to the main points that are embedded in this text.  It is a little more work to make up a second document, but if your goal is to encourage good learning, it will be worth the effort.  Making up the document might also help you to structure your speech.
The second way is to use PowerPoint directly.  Add in the notes section of each slide an elaboration of the points that are displayed on the slide.  You may end up with something that approximates a transcript of your talk.  This is a little less work than my first suggestion, but the information may not be quite as accessible.  There are two ways to distribute the information.  One is simply to make the PowerPoint file available.  The other is to use File / Save as Web page, and make sure the type is “single file web page”.
Whichever way you choose to distribute supporting information, I suggest that you say at the start of your talk, “I have not distributed my slides in advance, but you can find a document on my website that covers my remarks today and more.  You might want to write down the URL.”  Then display the URL (or other address) on the screen.

Now for a dose of reality.  The CIA will ask you to provide copies of your slides in advance.  Until the meetings people can be convinced that it is not helpful, please do as requested.  I still recommend that you prepare supporting material and that you tell the audience where they can find it after your talk.  Provide nothing more than the slides in advance.  Those who have printed the slides will likely soon learn that the slides warrant no more than a quick glance, and they will give their attention to you.
5 Tips

Here are a few miscellaneous thoughts that you might find helpful.
5.1 Colour

I recommend using light letters on a dark background, not necessarily black.  If you have a light background, the light from the screen may make it more difficult for the audience to see you.  Remember, you are the presenter; PowerPoint is only a presentation aid.
Make sure you use colours and tints that give a good contrast on the slide.  I still get teased about a graph that had a yellow line on a white background.  You could see it clearly on a computer monitor, but the line was almost invisible when displayed to the audience.  Excel uses default colours for graphs, but you can always go in and change the colours.

5.2 Font

I have been told that the eye can read text in a serif font (like this one) more readily than in a sans-serif font.  However, when you display the text on a dark background, the opposite is true.  (I haven’t seen the research, but I respect the source.  Besides it isn’t worth arguing about.)  Consequently I usually use a serif font for the title of the slide, to distinguish it from the body, which is in a sans-serif font.
I mentioned the size earlier, but it bears repeating because it is very important.  I recommend 40 points for the title and 32 points for the body.

There are lots of good fonts to use, but I recommend you avoid any that are extreme.  The point of text on a slide is to communicate meaningful information.  If you use a font that is hard to read, or even unfamiliar, you hamper the communication.  Personally, I stick with Times New Roman for serif and Arial for sans-serif (Times and Helvetica on some systems).
5.3 Icons

I have heard the suggestion of using some icon, such as a small cartoon, on most slides.  The icon would be something that encapsulates the main idea being presented.  I once did a presentation on the pricing process, and I used a road sign or a cautionary sign on each slide.  It probably helped theme the slides and indicate to the audience when we were moving to a new section.  However, I probably spent as much time finding the icons as I did in putting together the content of the slides.  I am not sure the added value was big enough.
My suggestion to you is to use icons sparingly where they make sense.  Be wary of ones that you have to explain; they will detract from the presentation.
5.4 Practice
It is always a good idea to practice your presentation before you deliver it to your audience.  I close the door to my office or find a time when I am home alone, and then I deliver the speech with vocal emphasis and gestures, just like it was the real thing.  I am still surprised how often I am sure that I know what to say, but when I practice it in “real time”, I find the words don’t fit together well.  It is better to learn that on my own rather than in front of an audience.
It is helpful to have someone else hear what you will be presenting.  Use a committee member if you are presenting the work of a committee.  Use someone from your company if you are sharing your experiences.
Here is a scary thought.  Why not ask your boss to peer review your speech?  That could achieve a number of purposes.

9. It shows that you know your stuff and that you are growing professionally.

10. It demonstrates skill in presenting, which your company will value.

11. It is an opportunity to check that you are not letting out any proprietary information.

12. You might get an invitation to present to your work colleagues as well.

13. You may get some suggestions to make the speech even better.

5.5 Exceptions
These are not the Rules of Professional Conduct.  Feel free to express your creativity.  But don’t depart just for the sake of creativity; be assured that the exception will communicate better to the audience.
And speaking of the Rules, I have done a presentation on the Rules.  I quoted an entire Rule or Annotation on the slide, at 28 points.  I even read the words to the audience.  Then as I discussed the Rule, I highlighted sections on the text on successive slides to draw attention to those words.  If the quoted section was too long, then I would show only excerpts of the Rule as I discussed it.  That wasn’t standard, but it seemed to work.

6 Keep Learning and Sharing

Skill in presenting is valuable to your career, and when you present, you are helping others to learn things that you have learned.  Watch out for opportunities both to improve your skill and to use your skill.

Personally I have benefited a lot from three sources.

1. Communispond.  I took a course from them in the 1980’s and learned a tremendous amount.  I am sure that many of the techniques are different now, but the principles are the same.
2. MediaNet Inc.  I attended a training session and had some individual coaching from Tom Mucciolo.  It was very practical and helpful.  The company has a lot of useful tips at www.medianet-ny.com.

3. Toastmasters.  There is no better way to get comfortable with public speaking and to gain a lot of practical advice.  There are almost certainly several clubs close to you.
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