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Introduction

Authenticity, truthfulness, credibility—virtues that are 
considered fundamental not only in medicine or teaching 
but in every person of good. The public in general and our 
students in particular take it for granted (or, at least, wish to 
believe) that the information and knowledge we present to 
them are authentic and true. Our credibility as knowledge 
deliverers will influence the learning of our students: studies 
show that people accept the information provided by what 
they consider credible sources to a greater degree than 
when it is obtained from sources who they do not consider 
trustworthy (1,2). 

Many factors determine the credibility of a medical 
speaker: his/her reputation or professional position, how 
he/she holds views about a topic, personal conflicts of 
interest, and other heuristics (simple rules about categories 
of people considered to be credible) (3-6). Unfortunately, 
when we deliver knowledge or provide information through 

our presentations we do not always “sound” authentic or 
credible. Slides read verbatim, paragraphs tediously recited, 
statements lacking citations, non-referenced images and 
even a monotonous or overacted speech undermine our 
credibility. Regardless of the excellence of the content of 
a presentation, if it is not properly presented, the chances 
of being accepted as valid by those listening to it will be 
remarkably lower.

In her book “Presenting with Credibility”, presentation 
expert Bruna Martinuzzi (7) defines “credibility” as the 
quality of being credible or trustworthy. It is not a virtue 
that we can claim for ourselves: it is our audience who 
will attribute it to us. Martinuzzi allocates the credibility 
of a speaker to four essential dimensions: expertise and 
competence, authenticity, personal presence, and dynamism.

The purpose of this perspective is to suggest some 
recommendations to enhance speakers’ credibility as 
communicators and presenters in each of these four 
domains.
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The four domains of a credible presenter

(I) Expertise and competence: these are the basis of our 
credibility and the reason why we are presenting the 
subject in question. Our audience assumes that we 
know the subject, that we are updated, even that we 
are leaders or experts in the topic. To demonstrate 
our expertise and competence in the subject with 
credibility some recommendations to keep in mind are:
 Know your audience (8): few situations are more 

frustrating for an audience than perceiving that the 
speaker is disconnected from their expectations. 
The audience will be disappointed if content is 
presented at a too high or too basic level for their 
knowledge of the subject, either because they will 
not understand what the presenter is talking about, 
they will not find the topic relevant, or they will get 
bored. Relevance forms the basis of adult learning 
theories and should be kept in mind when designing 
any educational activity: adults become ready and 
are motivated to learn things they need to know 
and be able to do in order to cope effectively with 
their real-life situations, or when they perceive that 
learning will help them perform tasks or deal with 
problems that they confront in their life situations. 
Try to get as much information as possible about 
your audience in advance, and prepare the learning 
objectives of your presentation according to their 
level of knowledge and interests (9).

 Organize your presentation: organized lectures 
are easier to understand and follow; meticulous 
lecturers show they care about their audience (10). 
A classic structure for presentations is as a three-
act play, consisting of an introduction, the body, 
and the conclusion (11,12). The introduction is 
a crucial moment to gain the student’s attention. 
This could be achieved by a number of techniques, 
such as the presentation of a clinical case or 
anecdote, open-ended questions to activate the 
learners’ previous knowledge about the topic (and 
also to ascertain what students know), or a small 
group discussion or brainstorming related to the 
issue that will be presented (these techniques may 
also be used at intervals during the lecture in order 
to regain the audience attention and make the 
lecture more active). The introduction should also 
include a few learning objectives, which will let 
students know what they should be able to do or 

know at the end of the lecture. Learning objectives 
should be specific, realistic and attainable thanks to 
the lecture, so the most appropriate objectives for 
lectures stay usually on the cognitive or attitudinal 
domain (i.e., lectures are not an appropriate 
strategy for teaching skills if not complemented by 
a hands-on experience). It is also fundamental at 
this time to articulate the importance of the topic 
for the audience, which also serves as a prompt for 
attention, motivation and understanding of the 
topic: how the topic will be useful and practical for 
them at work or in real life. Finally, an outline of 
the content to be addressed should be presented 
at the beginning of the presentation delineating 
the main topics or aspects that will be covered 
during the lecture; should the lecture be long it is 
useful to recur the outline at appropriate moments 
to remind the audience of what has been covered 
and what still remains. The body of the lecture 
covers the content itself, and suggestions for its 
presentation will be developed in the following 
paragraphs. The third part of this structure is the 
conclusion, which is also of utmost importance, as 
people tend to remember better the last moments 
of a presentation than the early ones. Conclusions 
should be meaningful and include a helpful message 
to take home. It can take the form of a summary, 
a synoptic table, a nomogram, or a review of the 
most important concepts covered during the 
lecture. Irrelevant, superficial or disconnected from 
the content conclusions should be avoided. 

 Introduce yourself to your audience: tell them 
your qualifications and why your experience and 
education are relevant to the topic you will be 
presenting. This will make your audience more 
confident and help establish your credibility and 
authenticity as an expert in the subject (12). 

 Hold your arguments with high quality evidence, 
and reference it: sometimes speakers present 
knowledge that was produced by others; it is 
therefore important in these cases that the evidence 
supporting the speaker’s statements is up-to-date 
and of the best quality possible. Do not forget to 
include the reference in the slide, but be careful: 
long citations in tiny print will not be useful to the 
audience, even when they show that you “did your 
homework”. It is usually enough to include the 
first author, journal, year, volume and pages of the 
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publication, in a legible font size; your audience 
will be able to search for the article with this 
information.

 Avoid information overload (13): your role is 
not to dwell on all existing knowledge about the 
subject (probably you will not have the time to do 
so anyway). Your main goal will be to introduce a 
difficult topic, to deal with a controversial point, 
to provide up-to-date information in an advancing 
area of knowledge, or to describe your personal 
experience related to the topic (14,15). “The good, if 
brief, twice good” says the Spanish proverb, and this 
is also true for presentations. Organize your content 
in “chunks” (small pieces of meaningful information) 
to allow your audience process the content in their 
working memory. Working memory is where new 
information is processed before being apprehended, 
and has limited capacity; avoiding your audience 
overload of working memory will allow them learn 
more effectively (16-18).

 Be prepared to answer questions: if the content you 
present is interesting and motivating your speech 
will probably generate questions from the audience. 
Be prepared to answer them truthfully but also 
with solid knowledge on the subject. Think ahead 
about controversial or difficult points and look for 
supporting scientific research to answer them. Be 
honest: if you do not know the answer, admit it and 
help your audience find possible sources to find it.

(II) Authenticity: authenticity is related to the perception 
of those who are listening to us that we are telling 
the truth and that we are sincere in what we do and 
in what we say. Communication expert Nick Morgan 
lists four powerful aims to keep in mind for giving an 
authentic presentation: to be open with your audience, 
to connect with them, to be passionate about your 
topic, and to listen (19).

Other tips to help you prove your authenticity:
 Be an accessible speaker: in her book Evidence-

based Training Methods, instructional psychologist 
Ruth Colvin Clark points out that one of the 
hallmarks of an outstanding presentation is that 
it leverages social presence, i.e., communication 
between the speaker and the audience and among 
members of the audience (13). The speaker 
accomplishes this by being accessible instead of 
“standing onto a pedestal”, using a colloquial tone 
and language, free of inflated or artificial words, 

engaging the audience experience and knowledge 
through meaningful questions (20,21).

 Be honest:  while it  is  important that your 
presentation is based on solid and up-to-date 
evidence, it is equally necessary for you to expose 
your own personal opinions and experiences about 
the topic: how you put it into practice, how it 
worked for you, what difficulties you encountered, 
how you sorted those challenges out.

(III) Personal presence: this is usually the first thing 
that people notice when we are ready to give a 
presentation: the calmness in our demeanor and our 
appearance, as well as our flexibility and adaptability 
to the needs of our audience. Some suggestions to 
enhance our personal presence:
 Rehearse your presentation (more the more 

inexperienced you are or newer the presentation): 
this fundamental action will allow you to not only 
calculate the time your presentation takes but 
also to hear how you sound. You may even record 
yourself or present in front of a mirror. This will 
put you into a “simulation” situation of what your 
actual presentation will be. You can correct phrases, 
clarify concepts, and familiarize you with your 
slides to avoid being surprised by their content.

 Get organized as early as possible: get there early, 
try the computer, the projection and sound system, 
see the layout of the room before people enter the 
room if possible. Carry your presentation in various 
formats and storage media: upload it to the web, 
take it on a USB stick and even on your phone; 
this will avoid big frustration for those occasional 
times when nothing works. The earlier you finish 
to prepare, the more leisure time you will have 
to relax, use the restroom, drink water and talk 
informally with the early birds in your audience, all 
of which will help you relax.

 Enjoy the moment: you know the topic, you 
prepared it properly, you know how to present it, 
and you are generous and brave enough to share 
it and teach it to others. Enjoy this unique act of 
teaching through your speech, your words, your 
gestures, your passion. Do not hide behind the 
podium, and do not overact: speak with confidence, 
talk to your audience with knowledge and also with 
honesty, help them discover the interesting and 
useful aspects that you discovered in the subject (22).

(IV) Dynamism: this is the energy that we put in action 
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when presenting: how we talk, move, gesticulate and 
interact with the audience. It is the demonstration of 
your passion to teach and to engage with the audience. 
Some suggestions to increase the dynamism of the 
presentations:
 Engage your audience: try to make your presentation 

a dialogue with the audience at all times: maintain 
eye contact with various sectors of the audience, 
address the audience by alternating areas, but do 
not leave any zone aside; include them all (23).

 Do not read your slides: few situations are as 
boring as sitting down to listen to a lecturer who 
reads all of his/her slides with endless lines of text. 
That is not the speaker’s role: that is what books 
are for. The presenter’s role is to elaborate the 
content through his/her verbal message; the role 
of the slides is to help the speaker to transmit the 
message in a clearer, more organized and effective 
way (hence their name of “visual aids”) (14). Ideally 
you should be able to give your message without 
using the slides.

 Explain the data (12): what could be the purpose of 
a slide with a cut and pasted table from a scientific 
publication, overflowing with data in an illegible 
font size, shown by the lecturer without further 
explanation only to go immediately to the next 
slide? If you must present data, do it as clearly as 
possible. Use visual graphics (pies, bar charts) to 
show differences between numbers. Simplify and 
keep the data you need to show to a minimum, 
and verbally explain what it is important for the 
audience to focus.

 Use pictures, graphics, and videos rather than text: 
Images are remembered more easily than words, 
and are considered more accessible by students 
than written text (24). Instead of using bulleted text 
lists, replace texts with a picture, graphic or video, 
and explain the images with your words. 

 Avoid distracting your audience: Studies show that 
the audience's attention and retention capacity (and 
therefore, learning) decreases when extraneous 
elements are used in presentations (irrelevant images, 
excessive use of animations, music, etc.) (25). Keep 
your slides simple: the interest of the presentations 
must arise from the content, not from additional 
objects of entertainment (26).

 Ask questions to arouse curiosity and keep the 
attention of the audience: Creating cognitive 

dissonance (that is, realizing that there is something 
they do not know or about which they have a 
different conception) through questions will 
motivate them to try to find the answer in your 
speech. There are a variety of response methods 
you may try: automatic response systems (27,28) or 
small group discussions (buzz groups) are among 
the most frequently used. If this is not possible, you 
can simply pose a question even without waiting 
for a verbal response: the intention is to generate 
doubt in the mind of the listener.

 Encourage questions from the audience as well. Be 
kind, generous and honest with your answers.

Conclusions

“Credibility is the holy grail of presenters” (7). If we 
are experts in the content but are not able to present 
it adequately we have few possibilities that people pay 
attention to what we say, and disregard us as credible 
experts. Working through ways to improve in each of 
the four dimensions (our expertise and competence, 
authenticity, personal presence, and dynamism) will help 
us deliver the knowledge we have in a more interesting, 
dynamic, and passionate presentation.
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