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2.  Honorary President’s Column 

‘On presentations at scholarly meetings’  

During the years I have attended many international seminars, conferences, symposia and 

congresses (or whatever they might be called). Some presenters have evidently been very 

good, some just good teachers/pedagogues, some have not. What could we learn from the 

good one? I will here try to give some of my answers to that question.  

First of all, the good presenter empathizes with the audience. That is not an easy task; the 

audience oftentimes is heterogeneous as far as goes, for example, scientific experience, 

interests and knowledge. Sociology is not only sociology, there are many sociologies; the ISA 

lists 55 specialties when enumerating the research committees of which ISA consists. Luckily, 

however, meetings are somewhat homogeneous as far as specialties go. The good presenter 

asks herself (for simplicity I let the good ones be females) what an audience she has and 

adjusts her presentation to fit.  

To present is like writing an abstract, it is a way of marketing. When presenting we should not 

be interested in just knowing to have another item in the CV. We want people to find the 

presented interesting and to be interested in knowing more, might be to ask for a copy of the 

entire manuscript to be or just to sit down to discuss what you have said. Furthermore, like an 

abstract the presentation should be short, oftentimes the presenter will have only 15 or 20 

(sometimes even less) minutes available for the presentation. And it happens that the presider 

of a session is less careful about the timing, which easily means that the last presenter of a 

session will have less time for her presentation. Thus, the good presenter is time-flexible and 

she has planned for both less and more time. She is also interested in having comments or 

questions from the audience after the presentation.  

The good presenter:  

1.  Speaks loudly, clearly and somewhat slowly, remembering that the language spoken is not 

the mother tongue of all in the audience,  

2.  briefly tells the audience about the aim with the study,  

3.  gives some brief and important information about the theoretical perspective used (if any),  

4.  tells us what methods used even when the study is a so called theoretical one,   

5.  gives the audience brief information about important details about the method used; if 

quantitative she tells us about the sample size, its degree of statistical representativity, how 

data was collected, about the technical analyses. If qualitative she tells us about the sample 



6 

 

and its degree of sociological or theoretical representativity (for example, if a strategic 

sampling has been made), how data were collected, about the technical analyses,  

6.  gives the audience information about the main results. This can be made orally only or in 

combination with visibility: if a film she shows only relevant parts, if power-point she does 

not show big tables and certainly not big tables showing, for example, with details impossible 

to comprehend within a few seconds – she shows only relevant data,  

7.  she gives the audience information about her interpretations of the results; what new 

theoretical insight comes from her study, or if a social problem is in focus she tells about the 

practical implications she can see that might be used in order to reduce the social problem.  

8.  Finally, the presenter I have in mind is not nervous, but if she were: what would she do? 

She might imagine the older participants to be nervous when young so they should be able to 

identify with her (on the other side many of those have forgotten what it was to be young and 

nervous). She might remember that all in the audience have their weaknesses; some men 

might feel ashamed that they have problems with their prostate; some might feel that they are 

not properly dressed. Such imaginations help many overcoming their nervousness when 

presenting.  

A propos power point presentations: our presenter is careful in selecting only relevant 

information on the screen, for example, an outline of the structure of her presentation to be. 

She shows short texts and not long ones (and she certainly does not read the text – she is 

aware of that everyone is able to read by him- or herself), she shows simple informative 

diagrams or tables, not complex in short time incomprehensible ones. She does not look at the 

screen on the wall but on the audience and when necessary at the manuscript.  

If there is time left for questions and comments the good presenter answers shortly, to the 

point, and she does not go into a long discussion. Oftentimes, she realizes that it is better to be 

appreciative for the questions or comments than to defend or to argue.  

Finally, the good presenter listens and learns from the visible as well as the spoken reactions 

among the participants of the audience.  
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