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I began my professional career in active living advocacy as part of  the creative team for the city of  

Long Beach California’s “Share Our Streets” multi-media road safety marketing campaign in 2010 – 

2012. My background was as a marketing, public-and-social media relations specialist. I’d met and 

bonded a few years earlier with our campaign’s leader Georgia Case over our love for our 

hometown of  Long Beach and great storytelling.  

 

In the summer of  2011 most of  my work in the campaign had been completed but I found myself  

still very passionate about active living advocacy. I decided to launch a website and social media 

outreach as a storytelling platform to share the stories of  the fascinating and talented women I was 

meeting and learning about in bike advocacy. Originally I focused on women in Southern Califor-

nia, then I expanded to all of  California and broadened the focus to biking, walking and transit, 

and finally in 2017 to focus on women across the country. In the last year I realize that I’m actually 

speaking to people around the world. 

 

And here’s what I learned: My sharing these stories on my website and even successfully pitching 

these women’s stories to regional and national media wasn’t enough. It wasn’t really elevating their 

voice or their impact in any really meaningful way. Why? Because in order to gain real momentum a 

story has to be shared on many platforms many times. In order for that to happen I needed to first 

focus more on teaching women (and men) to own that their story mattered and how they could 

make it grow by becoming masterful and compelling storytellers. Secondly I need to share with 

people how to gather the courage to share their stories with their communities, their cities, and the 

broader world through social media, traditional media and beyond. 

 

My goal, my mission now with Pedal Love is to help those passionate about growing more active, 

sustainable, mindful mobility become compelling storytellers and communicators. 

“As a leader – or an advocate – public speaking is the key to unlocking 
empathy, stirring excitement, sharing knowledge and insights,  

and promoting a shared dream.” 

 

Chris Anderson, 
from TED Talks - The Official TED Guide to Public Speaking 
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My goal with this particular paper is to focus on 10 ways tips that will radically improve your 

presentations, whether you’re giving a live talk, an online webinar, or are creating some type of  au-

dio or video recording. 

 
 

But I’m not asking you to take my word for it. Throughout this paper I’m sharing with you the 

tools and advice of  masterful storytellers, presenters, and speakers who have helped millions of  

people be their best at the art of  public speaking.  

 

Take these steps to heart and put them into play and you will transform you presentation skills. I’ve 

tried them out. I know they work. So let’s jump in. Here they are: 

1. Always Consider Your Audience 

2. Your PowerPoint Isn’t Your Presentation 

3. Create Meaning Before Details—Map Your Transformation Arc 

4. Simplify Your Language But Make It Memorable 

5. Data Doesn’t Change Hearts & Minds Only Stories Do 

6. Shape Your Presentations for Impact 

7. End with a Call to Action 

8. Add Visual & Aural Allure 

9. Less is More 

10.  Practice Makes Perfect 
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1. Always Consider Your Audience 

 

This seems like such an easy thing to do and yet we all see the world through our own lenses so it’s 

really tough to remember. It’s very easy to fall into the trap of  wanting to show off  how smart we 

are (ouch—I know this one well), especially if  we’re presenting at a conference where many of  the 

experts in our field will be attending and presenting as well. 

 

The very best presentations are tailored for their audiences, with the speaker finding ways to make 

the audience feel included. Duarte in Silicon Valley (led by Founder Nancy Duarte) is an organiza-

tion that focuses on teaching successful people great presentations skills. They coached Al Gore for 

the presentation he gave in the “Inconvenient Truth” documentary. In their insightful blog “Great 

Presentations: The Audience is the Hero” they share “when you show up to give a presentation, 

your attitude shouldn’t be an arrogant, “It’s all about me.” Instead, it should be a humble, “It’s all 

about them.” 

Consider this: You’re not Harry Potter, you’re Dumbledore. You’re not Luke Skywalker, you’re 

Yoda. 

https://www.duarte.com/great-presentations-the-audience-is-the-hero/
https://www.duarte.com/great-presentations-the-audience-is-the-hero/
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2. Your PowerPoint Isn’t Your Presentation 

 

You are. You’re the presentation. Think of  your PowerPoint as your accompaniment, as the musi-

cal score to you as the movie, you as the storyteller—not as a crutch to help you remember what you 

want to say. Your approach to the content you share is as important as what you share. The how is as 

important as the what. In other words, don’t read your slides! 

 

I learned the concept “approach is as important as content” originally at Toastmaster Int. (a non-

profit organization that has chapters around the country to teach people to be polished speakers), 

and then again in an even more powerful way from Amy Cuddy’s national bestseller “Presence: 

Bringing Your Boldest Self  to Your Biggest Challenges”. 

Cuddy rocketed to international fame with her TED talk “Your Body Language May Shapes Who 

You Are” which is one of  the most popular TED talks of  all time with over 48 million views on 

the TED website. 

For this paper and this segment I’m going focusing on “you” as the approach to your presenta-

tions. I dig deeper into the “how” of  what you talk about in other segments. If  you improve your 

stage presence: 

Your Posture 

Want to seem more powerful, and reverse aging? Stand up straight. 

 

The Way You Move 

The way you stand and move (especially on a stage) matters. Do you own the space you’ve been 

granted for the presentation or use your notes and/or the lectern as a crutch? Do you use your 

hands to put emphasis on key points in your message?  

 

What You Wear 

This isn’t about a fancy wardrobe. It’s about being comfortable in what you wear, and not having 

what you wear distract from your presentation. It’s about know what colors flatter you and help 

you look and feel your best. If  you’re going to be photographed or video taped during your talk 

know that solid colors usually work better than prints. 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B00U6DNZK8/ref=dp-kindle-redirect?_encoding=UTF8&btkr=1
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B00U6DNZK8/ref=dp-kindle-redirect?_encoding=UTF8&btkr=1
https://www.ted.com/talks/amy_cuddy_your_body_language_shapes_who_you_are
https://www.ted.com/talks/amy_cuddy_your_body_language_shapes_who_you_are
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3. Create Meaning Before Details–Map Your Transformation Arc 

 

One of  the most popular TED talks of  all time is not actually a TED talk, but a TEDx talk, Si-

mon Sinek’s TEDxPuget “Start with Why: How Great Leaders Inspire Action” which has been 

watched over 39 million times on the TED website alone. TEDx talks are local events organized 

by civic groups, cities, and community members and aren’t curated by TED themselves. While it’s 

great to participate in a TEDx (and I highly recommend it) it’s not the honor of  being asked on 

the big TED stage. 

So the fact that Simon Sinek gave a talk from a TEDx that became so popular he was asked to 

speak on the big TED stage is a big deal. The same thing happened for Dr. Brene Brown. 

What’s your why for your presentation? Why are you so passionate about sharing what you’re shar-

ing? Why is it part of  the reason you get out of  the bed in the morning? What’s the big picture 

that your presentation is working to get across?  What’s the transformative journey you want to 

take your audience on with you? 

Answer these questions and your own passion will be infectious. Paint big before going into super 

focused detail. Don’t feel like you need to share right up front very specific details to prove that 

you’re qualified to be giving this presentation. You won’t impress people so much as you’ll over-

whelm them (I’ve been guilty of  this). 

No matter how smart your audience is they’re probably not as well versed as you are on your topic, 

and even if  they are, they won’t have your particular unique take on the subject. 53 year old Car-

mine Gallo has created a marvelous new career for himself  after leaving journalism by teaching 

others to be great storytellers and presenters. In this short two-minute video he breaks down why 

the brain needs big picture first and how masterful Steve Jobs was at harnessing this concept. 

Once you’ve painted big in your opening use your “why” as an emotional touchstone throughout 

your presentation as your “through line,” come back to it a few times and then at the ending to 

wrap things up in a very meaningful bow. 

 
 

https://www.ted.com/talks/simon_sinek_how_great_leaders_inspire_action?referrer=playlist-the_most_popular_talks_of_all
https://youtu.be/K8gZNAdUogc
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4. Simplify Your Language But Make it Memorable 

 

Don’t play insider baseball. Cut the jargon and acronyms. Don’t assume anyone in your audience 

has any idea of  what your organization’s nickname is, or the nickname of  any other program, or 

law, or policy, or organization that you talk about. Make people feel included by being very clear 

about what you’re talking about. 

 

Think of  your presentations as a love letter to your audience. Use colorful, emotionally engaging 

and descriptive language that will stand out and help them remember what  you share. Create key 

phrases and key points by using fun or dramatic language that are easy say and roll off  your tongue 

with a bit of  a flourish.   

 

Consider this: Martin Luther King Jr. didn’t say “I have a policy” or even “I have a plan” he said “I 

have a dream.” Even if  you haven’t heard or read Franklin Roosevelt’s inaugural speech from 1932 

you certainly have heard its most famous quote “the only thing we have to fear is fear itself.” 

 

Now, do something that the most masterful of  all speakers do—repeat  these key phrases a few 

times throughout your presentation as verbal touchstones. Not too many, or too many times, but 

certainly those you most want people to remember as they leave your presentation and go on with 

the rest of  their days, and the rest of  their lives.  

 

When I first started my organization it was called Women on Bikes SoCal, and then Women on 

Bikes California and it was just too much of  a mouthful and too wonky. The name Pedal Love 

came to me in the middle of  the night several years ago when I decided to I wanted a title that 

rolled off  my tongue much more easily. 

 

What I know now is that I peddle love. That’s my true mission. I find the play on “Pedal” and 

“Peddle” very powerful because it’s only by peddling love that we’ll truly get to safer, more vibrant, 

healthy streets for everyone rather than our current culture with drivers of  cars being considered 

more valuable than those biking, walking, skate boarding, scooting, or taking transit. 
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5. Data Doesn’t Change Hearts & Minds Only Stories Do 

 

I’m going to get a little wonky here so that I absolutely make my case for you why stories matter so 

much. Stories are easier to remember than facts along because the human brain is literally wired 

for making meaning by listening to, reading or watching stories. Here’s how: 

 

Dopamine 

When the brain encounters an emotionally charged event (i.e. a story) it releases the neurotrans-

mitter of  good feeling dopamine which makes it easier and more accurate to remember. Recognize 

that emotion drives giving, including the giving of  our attention. 

 

Cortex Activity 

Watching, listening, reading an emotionally engaging story activates more parts of  the brain than 

when the brain is processing facts alone. An activated brain is an engaged mind. 

 

3. Neural Coupling 

When someone is listening to, reading or watching a story the part of  the brain activates that al-

lows the listener/reader/watcher to turn the story into their own ideas and experience. This is why 

so many of  us feel the “force” within. 

 

4. Mirroring 

When people are enjoying a story, not only those listening to, reading or watching the story are 

having similar brain activity to each other, but so is the storyteller as well. Storytelling breeds compas-

sion. 

 

This information is taken from the terrific infographic “The Science of  Storytelling” on 

OneSpot.com. 

 

 
 
 

https://www.onespot.com/resources/the-science-of-storytelling/


 9 

10 Tips for Transforming Your Presentations—by Melissa Balmer for PedalLove.org 

5. Data Doesn’t Change Hearts & Minds Only Stories Do 

 

Most of  us don’t have the luxury of  our presentations being one simple story, most of  us do need 

to back up our “why” with data and statistics and prove our case. But what we can all do to make 

much more compelling presentations is layer our data with stories to more easily illuminate what 

the heck we’re talking about. 

 

Think of  your presentation as if  it’s a cake. Layer stories throughout to add that delicious sweet 

filling to spark the palette and captivate your audience. The stories don’t have to be long winded. 

No, it’s best if  they’re very short little vignettes. Layer your presentation with one-minute to six-

minute (max) stories throughout. 

 

How does this work for a presentation on the results of  new infrastructure project or policy? 

Don’t just share the data on the increase of  children biking and walking to school—tell us what 

Robin Stallings, the Executive Director of  Bike Texas calls the “little Johnny” story. Share a story 

of  one child, or one adult. How has your work positively affected one child? How is his or her life 

better? 

 

And points to you if  you can share a story in your presentation that reflects your audience. For 

example if  you’re giving a presentation to the health community sharing the story of  how one per-

son reversed their diabetes or went off  blood pressure medication because of  adding biking or 

walking to their weekly routine. 

 

Stories also have another way that they’re powerful in presentations. According to Robert McKee, 

one of  the world’s most respected screenwriters and storytelling coaches, the problem with stick-

ing to the facts in your presentations to your professional colleagues is that while you’re presenting 

your data your audience might well be arguing in their heads with you with their own facts and fig-

ures. Stories quiet the critics. 
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6. Shape Your Presentation for Impact 

 

This is another technique I learned from masterful storyteller and presentation czarina Nancy Du-

arte. Nancy studied the most famous speeches of  all times (that we have access to anyway) and 

discovered that they have something in common, a common shape. Martin Luther King’s I Have a 

Dream, The Gettysburg Address and Steve Jobs iPhone product launch all share similar characteristics. 

They start with what is going on now that’s such a problem and compare and contrast today with 

their vision of  what can be, or what this project or product will make possible. 

 

The most famous speeches build drama and support by going back and forth, contrasting the two, 

the reality of  today (i.e. 40,000+ deaths via auto crash annually in the U.S.) versus your vision of  

what is possible. (Vision Zero—zero deaths and serious injuries). 

 

Remember in step #4 I shared that creating memorable phrases you then use as verbal touch-

stones more than once are a powerful way to help your audience remember your key messages—

this is another way to hone your message and help your audience remember.  

 

I encourage you to watch Nancy’s great TEDxEast where she goes in depth about how she dis-

covered this shape and how you too can take advantage of  this technique: “The Secret Shape of  

Great Talks.” 

https://youtu.be/1nYFpuc2Umk
https://youtu.be/1nYFpuc2Umk
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7. End With a Call to Action 

 

Plan this in advance, before you begin the polishing process. This is another important way to in-

clude your audience and make it about them rather than you. What is a very concrete step someone 

can take from watching you speak? Can they sign up for your newsletter? Can they go to your web-

site for more information? Can they attend an upcoming live event or class? Can they follow you 

on Facebook, Instagram or Twitter? Can they share and follow a special hashtag on Twitter to fur-

ther the conversation online? Can they contact you to hire you to come and speak at their own 

conference? 

 

Food for thought: Social media savvy speakers set up “tweets” for Twitter that they share as a 

slide in their presentations to prompt their audience to share the topic. Why Twitter? It’s the easiest 

platform on which to easily share a message by “re-tweeting.” It’s also not a mutual follow, that 

means that “tweets” with #’s (hashtags) can possibly be found by a very large audience. 
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8. Add Visual & Aural Allure 

 

Your Presentations 

We live in a visual world. If  you’re going to use a PowerPoint or any other type of  presentation 

make sure it’s as clean and elegant and as easy to understand as possible: 

• Create a master template for yourself  so that you don’t have to recreate the wheel every time 

you do a presentation. Canva.com is a great low cost way you can do this with wonderful fonts, 

clip art, images and other design pieces right there to work with. 

 

• In your template create a constant frame for your presentation.. This gives your presentation a 

nice clean, polished look and if  you share the presentation afterwards and someone “borrows” 

some of  your material they’ll be reminded where they got it from. 

 

• One image per slide is the best. If  you have to use more than one use as few as possible. If  you 

don’t have your own great emotionally engaging images consider purchasing them from Canva, 

123rf.com, Istock or other royalty free image and graphic sites. 

 

•  If  you’re going to use several pieces of  clip art do your best to purchase work done either by 

the same artist or the same style. Creativemarket.com is a great places to find low cost re-

sources. 

 

• Use as little text as possible on slides and in no smaller than 32 points in size.  Emphasize a key 

point, but don’t use your slides as a prompt to remember your live presentation. 
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8. Add Visual & Aural Allure 

 

You 

We already talked about how you stand, move, and what you’ll wear. Now it’s time to talk about 

your voice. Your voice is an incredibly powerful tool. The best way to get a sense of  what you 

sound like, and where you might need some work, is to record yourself  giving part of  your presen-

tation. If  you can stand up, and move about just as you would for your presentation even better.  

Here’s what to look for: 

• In our normal speaking voices people use a lot of  space fillers like “ah” and “like” and “and 

um…” Do your best to cut these out for a presentation. Notice that radio and TV hosts don’t 

do this. It’s  very distracting in any sort of  speech or presentation. At Toastmasters Int. groups 

people take turns being the “ah counter grammarian” specifically to count how many times 

people say filler words in order to help them to learn not to use them. 

 

• Listen to your pacing. When people get nervous they often speed up the pace of  their speech 

and that can make you hard to understand and no fun to listen to. Conversely I do the oppo-

site. I can become very Zen and too slow. Before doing a give a talk remind myself  to stay ani-

mated and energetic. 

 

• Speak from your  diaphragm in your chest rather than your throat. When you speak from your 

throat you’ll find your throat and voice quickly wearing out. 
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9. Less is More 

 

Here’s some food for thought – no scene in an average movie is over 3 minutes long. TED talks 

are formatted from between 8 and 20 minutes long, because that’s how long research shows that 

our human attention span can focus on one topic for. 

 

Instead of  trying to use up every minute you’re granted for your presentation (or let’s be honest, 

going over time because you’ve just got so many important things to say! – and yep, I’ve been 

guilty of  this) what if  you left your audience room to want more? What if  you left them plenty of  

time to ask questions? This is particularly true if  you’re presenting at a multi-day conference 

where people are being overloaded with information. 

 

Even if  you’re presenting on a very in-depth report chill on going deep into the details. Give a 

brief  overview, focus on a few key findings, and then hand out the report at the end to those who 

are interested in learning more and actually reading it.  

 

Whatever you do don’t read the report as your presentation! 
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10. Practice Makes Perfect 

 

If  you’re anything like me you’ve been guilty of  putting your presentation’s final bits together in 

the lounge a half  an hour before the presentation. This is not so bad if  you’re adding a few little 

tidbits that are just for this audience, but if  you’re feverishly working on the whole thing you’ve 

got some decisions to make about how you spend your time. 

 

Here’s a question to ask yourself: If  I really want to be a great presenter why aren’t I worth giv-

ing myself  the time to allow my presentations to flourish? 

 

Consider this, the TED organization works for 6 to 9 months with speakers before they get up on 

the big TED stage. If  you want to be an in demand presenter, and especially if  you want to get 

paid to speak, and most especially if  you want to speak to larger and larger audiences, you need to 

start giving your audience the very best you can do. Your very best doesn’t happen in the lounge 

before your talk, or even the night before.  

 

Your best isn’t going to come together without feedback either. Think of  your presentation and 

storytelling skills as a constant work in progress. Break down the skills you want to improve on in 

small steps that are easy to accomplish and then set up a way for you to track your progress such 

as: 

• Creating a speaking club at your workplace with others who want to become better presenters 

and get together on a regular basis  

• Join a local Toastmaster’s Int. club 

• Submit a pitch to a local TEDx conference—this will also give you the chance to be vide-

otaped giving your presentation 

• Set easy, stretch and visionary goals for where and when you want to give presentations to 

larger and larger audiences.  

 

https://www.toastmasters.org/
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Further Resources 
 

At PedalLove.org 

• pedallove.org/why-storytelling-matters-blog/ 

• http://www.pedallove.org/becoming-a-masterful-storyteller/ 

 

At Harvard Business Review 

• https://hbr.org/2013/06/how-to-give-a-killer-presentation 

• https://hbr.org/2014/10/why-your-brain-loves-good-storytelling 

 

Storytelling Websites 

• https://nonprofitstorytellingconference.com/ 

• https://www.thestorytellingnonprofit.com/ 

 

Further Reading 

• TED Talks: The Official TED Guide to Public Speaking by Chris Anderson 

• Talk like TED: The 9 Public-Speaking Secrets of  the World’s Top Minds by Carmine Gallo 

• Resonate: Present Visual Stories that Transform Audiences by Nancy Duarte 

• Illuminate: Ignite Change Through Speeches, Stories, Ceremonies and Symbols by Nancy Du-

rate 

• Presence: Bringing Your Boldest Self  to Your Biggest Challenges by Amy Cuddy 

 

 

pedallove.org/why-storytelling-matters-blog/
http://www.pedallove.org/becoming-a-masterful-storyteller/
https://hbr.org/2013/06/how-to-give-a-killer-presentation
https://hbr.org/2014/10/why-your-brain-loves-good-storytelling
https://nonprofitstorytellingconference.com/
https://www.thestorytellingnonprofit.com/
https://www.thestorytellingnonprofit.com/
https://www.ted.com/read/ted-talks-the-official-ted-guide-to-public-speaking
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B00F1RE1MK/ref=dp-kindle-redirect?_encoding=UTF8&btkr=1
https://www.amazon.com/Resonate-Present-Stories-Transform-Audiences/dp/0470632011
https://www.amazon.com/Illuminate-Through-Speeches-Stories-Ceremonies-ebook/dp/B00YOAZYXK/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1535032671&sr=1-1&keywords=illuminate+by+nancy+duarte
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B00U6DNZK8/ref=dp-kindle-redirect?_encoding=UTF8&btkr=1
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About Melissa 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Melissa Balmer is the Founder/Director of PedalLove.org. She is a writer, artist and traditional/
social media relations specialist.  

In 2017 Melissa organized and led Pedal Love Council members in the first all female storytelling 
keynote session at the opening plenary for the National Bike Summit in Washington DC hosted 
by the League of American Bicyclists. In 2012 she hosted the first all female League Certified Cy-
cling Instructor class as a scholarship program. 

Melissa has placed Pedal Love, its council members, and clients in local, regional, statewide and 
national news outlets such as the Associated Press, Bicycling Magazine, Bloomberg News, Cosmopolitan 
Magazine, KCRW, KPCC, KQED, the Los Angeles Times, Reuters, Reuters, Sierra Club Magazine, the Tex-
as Standard and more. 

She has worked as the Media Director for the California Bicycle Coalition, and hosted special 
event and marketing projects for Bike Long Beach, the Pro Walk/Pro Bike: Pro Place conference, 
Metro Los Angeles, Tempo Bicycles, the Electric Bike Association, and the Autonomous Vehicle 
Policy Conference series. She has written for Momentum Magazine and Cycling Industry News. 
She is available for coaching and consulting. Image above by Allan Crawford. Cover illustration by 
Melissa. 

 

Contact Melissa 

Email: Melissa@PedalLove.org 

Cell (562) 221-9672 

 


