YOUR SPEECH INTRODUCTION IS YOUR RESPONSIBILITY
By Robert A. Richert, DTM


Imagine that you are the keynote speaker at a prestigious event and it is important that you create a good impression on the audience.  Excitement and anticipation fill your mind just as you are about to be called up to speak.  Next, the person introducing you mispronounces your name and makes incorrect statements about your background.  Finally, he announces that your speeches are always full of laughs.  However, this time your speech subject is quite serious.  Yikes!  Instead of going directly to your prepared opening, you find yourself scrambling to tactfully correct the host's mistakes and end up re-introducing yourself.  An improper introduction can cause you unnecessary embarrassment and easily throw a speaker off track.  Even worse, you risk appearing unprofessional from the outset.  A bad start may undermine the credibility of your image and message, and once that audience develops a negative mind set about a speaker, it’s difficult to recover!  


The lesson to be learned from the above not uncommon example is; never assume that your speech introduction is incidental or someone else's job!  It is your responsibility to provide sufficient, relevant information about your presentation to your introducer.  Speech introductions are important because they:

· Build a bridge between program segments.
· Mark the significance of the speaker's transition from being part of the group to stepping forth to lead it.
· Set the mood, tone, and mind-set of the speech for the audience.
· Establish the speaker's special experience or authority on the subject.

After you have prepared your speech, immediately take some time to prepare the introduction.  There is no such thing as a ‘one size fits all’ introduction because in the Toastmaster environment your subject matter and purpose will vary from speech to speech.  Thus, provide your introducer with complete and relevant information pertaining to that particular speech.  The average speech introduction should be about minute in length.  As you begin to prepare, attempt to answer the following questions:
What is my purpose?  The example at the beginning of this article demonstrates why it is important that your introducer establish the correct mind-set for the audience.  For example, is the primary purpose of your talk to entertain, persuade, inform, motivate, or inspire?  If the audience is provided direction before you speak, they are unlikely to be caught off guard during your talk.  Note that many Toastmaster manual projects establish the speech purpose.   
Why this subject?  Is the subject of your speech of keen interest not just to you, but also the audience?  Mention why this is so.  If your subject is not of keen interest to most in the audience, the introducer should say something like, “Tonight, our speaker will inform us about a subject in need of our attention.”  Often two or three sentences about the speech subject will suffice.
Why this time?  Related to the above, is the subject timely, perhaps right out of the headlines?  If so, say so.  If it is not timely, emphasize that it is nonetheless important.  State that the subject is such that it will benefit them now or in the future.  This statement can be one simple sentence.
Why me?  What is your relationship to the topic of your speech?  How long have you been interested or involved?  Is your interest or expertise derived from your education, profession, a long time hobby, or personal experience?  List only those qualifications or qualities relevant to the subject of your speech.  For example, if your profession is accounting, but the subject of your talk is your passion for tennis, information about your profession is unnecessary.  However, exceptions exist.  For example, the audience should be informed about aspects of your background unrelated to the subject of your speech in the following situations:

· You are a recognized figure or well known in a particular area; earned awards, etc.  Announcing this information will enhance your stature with the audience.
· Although not the subject of your talk, you are speaking to a group of people who share your profession, interest, or hobby.

· You have an unusual profession, interest, or hobby.  This may set you apart as unique or interesting.  
Will the audience play a role?  Sometimes you may choose to involve the audience in some way in your speech.  In most situations, your introducer should provide the audience instruction.  Following are some situations that require specific attention in your speech introduction:

Question and Answer - The introducer should inform the audience if there is a question and answer period and whether they are invited to ask questions during or after your talk, or both.  He should announce the time allocated for the Q and A.  In order to help them formulate good questions, ask your host to encourage the audience to take notes during your speech.

Role Play - Your talk may require the audience to assume a role.  For example, the host may ask them to assume the role of members in a specific organization or company, professionals in a specialized field, students, or any number of possibilities.   Perhaps, you may choose to have one or more audience members make a statement or act out a scene.  Unless intended as a surprise, the introducer should announce that some member or members of the audience are to be assuming a role or will be actively involved in your speech.  Otherwise they may misinterpret the situation; for example, assume an audience member is rudely interrupting your talk.
Group Discussion - Round robin, buzz sessions, and panel groups often require complex organization.  The audience is less likely to be confused if they know the correct procedure.  For example, is the host going to introduce the panel members in advance or are you going to introduce each member just before his and her turn to speak?  What is the order of speakers?  Will the audience be involved; for example, allowed to ask questions?  If so, how and/or when?  What is the timing procedure? 
Is my subject matter controversial?  If so, it is imperative that your speech introduction sets the stage for the audience!  The audience is more likely to listen favorably if they are not caught off guard.  Ask your host to plainly state that the speech subject matter is controversial and might raise some hackles.  She must announce that you were invited to speak at this event and that everyone can benefit by hearing a viewpoint that might be different from our own.
Am I using props or visual aids that require preparation?  How many times have you sat patiently in an audience twiddling your thumbs waiting while a speaker awkwardly fumbles about setting up visual aids after he is introduced?  This places the audience in a negative state of mind and undermines a speaker's credibility.  Always set up visual aids before you are introduced!  This requires a coordinated effort between speaker and host.  Ask your host to call a brief recess just before your introduction so that you can set up.  I suggest that if the introducer forgets to call a recess and begins to introduce you, raise your hand and politely interrupt him and ask for time.  If you are one of a series of speakers, ask to speak first.  If you are to speak first, set up your props before the event begins or during a recess. 
Will I be using a microphone?  Surely your ears have suffered the annoying squeals and squawks created by an active microphone as the speaker bends and twists it in order to accommodate his height.  Surely you have heard a speaker begin by stating or repeating, “Can everyone hear me?”  This is unprofessional behavior.  You and your introducer should ensure that microphones and other technical aids are adjusted and functioning properly before you come forward to speak.  If you are forced to adjust the microphone as you step up to speak, turn it off, quickly make the adjustment, and turn it back on.  Arrive early to your scheduled speaking event to familiarize yourself with the mike and other speaker aids.
Preparing the Introduction:  Your prepared introduction must be legible; don’t write it out by hand, use the computer.  Select large, readable fonts.  Various usages of color, spacing, case changes, italics, and bold type in key places can make your written introduction easier for the host to follow.  If you do not know the person introducing you or are uncertain about his skills as a host, ask that your prepared introduction be read verbatim.  On the other hand, experienced hosts and Toastmasters should be able to work with a neatly prepared outline or bullet points.  Allow them some freedom to arrange your introduction and deliver it in their own manner.  Sometimes your host will offer suggestions that should be included.  However, discuss these ideas with your host in advance of the event.  At least a few days before your scheduled talk, e-mail a copy of your speech introduction to your host; allow him time to familiarize himself with the information.  As a backup, bring a copy on the day of your talk.  It is imperative to arrive early at your speaking engagement.  Meet with your host, review your introduction, and ask for final adjustments or comments.  For goodness sakes, make sure that your introducer knows how to pronounce your first and last name correctly!       
Too often at public speaking events, including Toastmasters, speaker introductions are not allocated sufficient thought, preparation, or time.  Don’t leave anything to chance!  Allow the real life examples and information I have provided in this article to act as a motivating force:  Just as you take time to develop your speech, your speech introduction also deserves adequate attention.  Remember, there is no such thing as a ‘one size fits all’ speech introduction.  Tailor each introduction to each speech.  In conclusion, the following quote from a Toastmasters brochure offers excellent advice: 
"A good introduction is as important to a speech as a front yard is to a home".
