
NOTES ON MAKING A PRESENTATION
JEREMY TILL

These notes are based on my experience sitting on an interview panels over the past few
years. In all cases the panels have been made up of a mixture of architects and ‘lay’ people; the
latter are generally in the majority. I am often struck at how many basic ‘errors architects
make in their presentation, and also how when people did things properly it counted.

PREPARING FOR THE PRESENTATION

• Rehearse your presentation both in terms of order of speaking and timing. At least
one run through will be necessary. The handover of one team member to another is
important (it helps just to say “I am now going to hand over to XXX). Brief notes or
‘script’ are useful. The panel will see if you have done it on an envelope just
beforehand. This said, do not come across as totally controlled – leave room for some
spontaneity

• Look carefully at the panel membership and think how you are going to address their
specific concerns. It is likely that the majority will be lay people – and so will not
understand architectural terminology

• Most architects assume that clients are most interested in their ability to design and
deliver. What is clear is that most clients are interested in how they will get on with
the design team – they need to feel comfortable. This divergence alone shifts the way
that a presentation should be structured.

• Especially when you have not had relevant experience of the project type, make
certain that you do some background research in the area. You should not or could
not present yourself as an expert, but at least you should have shown interest and
have the basics to hand.

• You must visit the site. It also impresses if you have spoken to local people/ potential
users

• Do not dress in a way that sets you apart as different from your client group. A group,
say, of men dressed in black does not come across well to a community group.

• You must stick to time – this is the only real quantitative indicator of performance
delivery that the panel has, People who rush or go over time are immediately at a
disadvantage. Flicking through too many images too quickly does not impress

• Sounds obvious – but make sure your presentation is legible. Small trendy fonts or
tiny pictures are not helpful.

• If you are going to use visual panels, then make sure that you choreograph their
presentation smoothly. Designate a team member to do this. Struggling with A1
foamboard is very distracting

• Only bring team members if they are going to speak. Having a big array of silent men
in suits does not really help – it makes the panel wonder if this is really a team.



INTRODUCTIONS

• Smile back when people introduce themselves to you

• Introduce each member of your team and be clear about their roles in the project

• As in any talk, say at the beginning what you are going to say, and then say it.

CONTENT

• Do not assume that the panel know your previous work – when you show a project say
what it is and give one direct example of a good idea in it.

• Do not just talk about architecture as object. It is likely that the majority of the panel
will not be architects and need to have clues about how your approach relates to
them. Talk about process using direct examples, and talk about context  (social issues,
meetings, community, stakeholders etc). Also talk about the way users have enjoyed
your buildings in the past.

• Interestingly, the less strong designers (in standard architectural terms) were seen by
the lay people as the best architects, and to some extent vice-versa. This may have
been because the strong designers talked about their buildings in alienating terms,
whereas the weaker ones have fewer pretensions and spoke about their buildings in
direct ways.

• Do not present past schemes in too much detail – it is not a lecture

• Do not present too much technical detail – lay people simply do not get it when you
use terms such as BREEAM (unless you explain them), and feel immediately
disenfranchised.

• Short references from previous clients – slipped into a Powerpoint – seems to give
confidence to the panel

• Give examples of how you would interact with the client.

• Get your facts right – if you do not know something do not bluff; it is likely that a
panel member will know. Do not talk about things you do not really know about –
someone on the panel is likely to know more than you. Being honest counts in your
favour.

• Your presentation must be specific to the project. If you do a generic run through of
past projects the client will feel that they will just get another of the same.
Generalized descriptions of previous projects and why they are great do not convince.

• Do not talk about self-referential architectural ideas or terms – get out of your box
and address the audience.

• It is a good idea to put up a diagram of the team structure with names against it. Even
if this is not completely set, it gives confidence anyway.

• Do not present a design if you not have been asked for one. It is likely not to be good
and the client will think that they will have no say in its de development. Explain that



you have not done a design because of need to develop a brief together, and because
you do not want to impose a solution too early. Presenting a design is a often a
misapprehension of real priorities – in so much that architects think it is all a bout
the building as object, whereas most clients are more interested in process and
occupation.

• Remember that most lay people have real difficulty in reading drawings. Most
architects take much too much for granted and flash through drawings on the screen
assuming immediate comprehension. If you do put drawings up, explain them.

PRESENTING

• Look interested and enthusiastic. Body language is really important. If you sit back
aloof then that is how the panel thinks you are going to be. A positive manner is
incredibly important – but do not overdo it in a gushing way.

• You must look as if you respect the other members of your team – it is quite common
for team members to look bored, embarrassed or even dismissive when others in the
team are speaking. The panel picks this up. Look interested and supportive (nod a bit).

• Keep making eye contact during the presentation. Team members must also look
alert.

• Say it as if you believe it; do not come across as an automaton who has done hundreds
of these presentations.

• However much background research you have done, however brilliant your designs,
however many awards you have one, they still primarily have to like you.

• Only put engineers on if they really can communicate and have a clear idea about
team working. The client is not interested in being convinced about technical issues –
they assume that is what will be provided.

• Do not come across as preaching or patronizing you client. More importantly, do not
get aggressive; it is surprising how many people do.

• Do not address one member of the panel to the exclusion of the others. If you are
making a specific point to one person keep it short and do not try to over impress one
member of the panel at expense of losing the others. You cannot second-guess who
will be the most influential voice on the panel when it comes to making the decision.

• It sounds obvious, but you must be enthusiastic about the project. Saying we would
love to do the job is not enough (of course you would, the panel will think, the fee is
nice). Talk about the potential of the project, the possibility to deliver something
wonderful, the importance of the project to the community, the ability to raise
aspirations.

• In the end the most important aspect in the final choice is persuading the client and
panel that they will be able to get on with you. This is why smiling, listening and
positive body language is so important.



QUESTIONS AT THE END

• It is a good idea to make a note of the questions as they are being asked – both as an
aide memoire and because it makes you look like you are taking it seriously.

• Someone needs to choreograph who will answer the questions. Best for the lead team
member to direct the question to someone either verbally or through eye contact.
Butting in whilst one of the team members is speaking does not impress.

• Look interested when the questions are being asked. Make the person asking it feel
good (they have probably asked it ten times already). If you look aloof or bored by the
question, this will count against you.

• Sounds obvious, but listen to the question and answer it succinctly. Rambling on
about something else does not impress.


