
Introduction

This workshop held at the Stockholm EAHIL workshop
was entitled Great presentations – Improving conference
presentation skills and was fully booked with 48
participants. The idea behind the workshop was to make
participants reflect on what constitutes good and bad
presentations and also to discuss the importance of
successful presentations at conferences. 

Benefits of conference presentations

Why are conference presentations important? It is
difficult to do a presentation and most people think that
speaking in front of others is really scary, and it also
takes a lot of work and preparation. So, why present?
What are the rewards?

There are many positive aspects of contributing with
presentations at conferences. Maybe the most relevant is
the chance of improved networking, and possibilities of
finding partners for future collaboration. Of course, you
can network without presenting, but if you present,
everyone will know what your interests are and what
you do. After a presentation, there are always colleagues
who want to talk to you, and often they are interested in
the same subject! This could be the start of a new
collaboration or the first discussion that can result in a
visit to another library or to share experiences in a
special field of work. Presentations also mean an
increased visibility of the organization. It is not only the
presenter and the subject that will be visible, but also the
library you are working in. Presenters are ambassadors
for their library, talking about all the activities and
projects they provide. For a library, this way of
presentation within the community is a highly
convenient marketing method and can make it easier to
hire good staff. A library can get a reputation of being a
place where a lot happens – or it can be invisible. This
is important especially for library leaders to think about.
Presenting is a way of disseminating a "best practice", to
discuss and evolve our work. That is why people come

to conferences. All what we do daily, all our experience,
are worth telling others about. Good results and bad
results of projects, products or services are always
relevant.

The center of a presentation is to get the message across.
Sometimes at conferences there is an interesting topic,
but the presentation is so badly performed that the
message is totally lost. A bad presentation is a discredit
both to the presenter and to the subject. Ways to improve
the presentation is to think about the audience and their
level of understanding, and focusing on how the
presentation can be more interesting for them. What is it
you want the audience to know, to feel and do after they
have heard or seen your presentation?

Recent developments

As we said, a conference is in general an opportunity to
share ideas, opinions and experiences in a special field
of interest and in recent years the ways and methods of
presenting and sharing have changed.

If we have a look at oral presentations from the last 10
years we see that it is common to present with technical
equipment, with the computer. However, in the last
years there has been a development from desktop based
to web based presentations. For a long time PowerPoint
presentations were common. In the last five years people
have started using more and more web based services
such as http://de.slideshare.net/ and http://prezi.com/.
Another development is that we are confronted with the
growing meaning of visualization in our society. Icons,
symbols and infographics are becoming more and more
popular. An infographic is a graphic visual
representation of a complex subject or information that
presents the content quickly and easy. There are a lot of
web services such as http://visual.ly/ or
http://dailyinfographic.com/ to make infographics.
Social media is playing a more and more important role
for presentations. You have probably clicked on
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slideshare.net to check a slide from a conference or
maybe you came across prezi.com. Both are platforms
where you can share, comment, email, embed and save
presentations. The good thing is that it is fun and makes
sense for you and your colleagues. It promotes your own
creativity and offers a specific emotion. There are also a
wide variety of methods for oral presentations. Some
new trends are speed presentations, Pecha Kucha (20
slides, 20 seconds per slide) and 5 minutes
presentations. But why do we have these developments?
Are they influenced by technology or by the needs and
behaviour of the newer generations? Is information
becoming increasingly complex?

Workshop method

Our ideas about presentations made us create a
workshop method that dealt with both types of
presentations at conferences: the oral (lecture) and the
written (poster) presentation. 

After a short video (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v
=Q5WT2vweFRY) and an introduction by the
facilitators, the participants sat in groups of six
discussing questions about aspects of "good" and "bad"
presentations, the skills needed for presenting and the
difference between an oral presentation and a poster.
The participants noticed that in most cases the decision
is based on individual opinions whether a presentation is
considered good or bad or which aspects are bad and
good. But some aspects were identified as negative for
presentations: information overload, failing technology,
too many slides, not enough variation and lack of
adaption to audience. Participants summed up the skills
needed for presentations:

� be prepared; 
� know the audience;
� synapsis: what will the session contain?
� take care of the audience;
� be yourself, use your personality;
� do something unexpected: get the audience

attention, be remembered;
� how to get the message across: synapsis,

headlines, critical friend; 
� be familiar with the subject of the presentations;
� select the appropriate tool, e.g. prezi or

PowerPoint;
� mixed materials / media varieties.

Afterwards, the workshop participants did two
exercises: oral presentation training and comparing and
analyzing conference posters with the help of a prepared
checklist. 

For the oral presentation training, each participant had
prepared a one-minute presentation on a work-related
subject of their choice. At tables of six, all participants
presented to each other, and then there was time for
feedback and discussion. The groups discussed the
process of preparing and presenting, the pros and cons
of short presentations, the issue of nervousness and
speaking in English, which is for most delegates a
foreign language. Attendees expressed their experiences
with the short presentations, namely that it takes more
time to prepare this type of presentation and that it is
important to identify the focus and central aspects of the
speech. Furthermore an advantage of short presentations
is to get the message across in a better way than usual
lengthy presentations and that it is eligible for using for
specific questions.

The other exercise was to analyze conference posters.
The most important feature of a poster is to attract
interest and to make a good start for a discussion, so it
has to be visually and structurally easy to "read". A
handout with more information related to the issue is
more helpful than to overload the poster with text. The
workshop facilitators had prepared six library-related
conference posters and put them up in the hallway like a
poster session. By each poster was a simple checklist,
with different aspects to consider: visualization (text
size, images), information/content (easy to read,
understand), structure, references.

The groups walked around evaluating each poster and
giving a green, yellow or red "light" for each aspect on
the checklist. This resulted in animated discussions on
good and bad aspects of posters. A few posters got high
scores for content, but low for visualization and
structure, which means it is difficult to take in the
content. At the end the participants determined that it is
very different how people evaluate and decide for
successful or failed aspects and methods of creating a
poster and that it depends on culture and subject as well
as on the type of conference and situation.

The Greenhouse

After the exercises Karin presented a practical example
of how libraries can help employees to develop good
presentation skills. The project "The Greenhouse" is a
new professional continuing education course at
Uppsala University Library. It started with the new goals
for the library, where one of the goals was that the
library should play a leading role in the Swedish and
international library community. One of the ways to
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achieve that is to be active in library networks and at
conferences. But to reach this, librarians and other
library staff would need information, support and time,
and so the Greenhouse course was developed.

The first course of the Greenhouse started in January of
2013, with eight participants. All participants had an
idea of a topic they would like to present at a conference,
either a well formulated idea or a fuzzier one. During the
course (four hours a week for six months) the
participants worked on developing their idea by doing
different tasks for a portfolio. They all did a time outline,
an abstract, a poster, a digital presentation, a workshop
outline and an oral presentation. The group had
biweekly meetings with either lectures or discussion
seminars. During the seminars all participants presented
their portfolio task and got feedback by the group. They
could also discuss current issues or problems with their
idea or conference preparations, and that meant they
also learned a lot from each other. At the end of the
course all participants have either presented or applied
to a conference. The good thing about the course is that
none of the content was really new or complicated, but
it gave the participants time to focus on their idea and a
group of peers to discuss with.

Conclusions

It was interesting to discuss the question of the quality
of conference oral presentations and posters. There is so
much each person can do to give a good presentation, to
train presentation skills and in that way deliver the
content in a suitable practice. Obviously the context and
the situation as well as the cultural background and the
way of communication of scientific communities
depend on presentation styles and skills. Furthermore
people have different feelings and opinions to evaluate.
There are also a lot of options for libraries to support
their staff such as starting training courses for the staff,
or simply offering options to present and get feedback
within the usual working space.

Delivering content and starting discussions is the whole
purpose of conferences, so maybe there is a role for
conference organizers to facilitate and give more
information and instructions to presenters, too. Maybe
even offer a possibility for first-timers to practice and
get feedback on their presentation in advance? Maybe
EAHIL can be the first conference to give this type of
assistance to presenters, and by that continue to be a
conference where also beginners can contribute.
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asked some delegates at the Stockholm workshop 

“What will you take home?”

“Experience and confidence in using active learning methods, as well as comfort in knowing that so many
colleagues elsewhere face the same challenges I do in my work” (Elena Springall)

“Fresh and positive ways of sharing experience and good practice (the Appreciative Learning and Fishbowl
methods)” (Peter Field)

“New effective communication methods that give the opportunity for everyone to talk” (Ann De
Meulemeester)

“Things I've heard that I have to look up.... new things useful for my new job function, new people I can
contact” (Inge Discart)

“Working together in small groups and using the "Knowledge café" method in different ways. I really liked
that method of discussing, sharing ideas and knowledge. That’s the most impressive thing to take back. It has
given me the inspiration to try different teaching methods” (Margareta Dahlbäck)

“The networking part of the workshop and to meet people from different countries to have a very fruitful
exchange of ideas” (Janne Lytoft Simonsen)


