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Congratulations! You’ve put your presentation together 

and rehearsed it, and you are ready to go. But there 

is one more step in your preparation, and it’s the 

part you may never feel fully prepared for. It’s the dreaded 

question-and-answer (Q&A) session, where many a train of 

thought has derailed. The very nature of Q&A implies some 

lessening of control on the part of the speaker, and that can 

be scary. The good news is that a well-handled Q&A can 

enhance the audience’s perception of you as an expert. If you 

keep these five tips in mind, you’re much more likely to keep 

CHAPTER 6

Prepare for the Unscripted Q&A

“I don’t pretend we have all the answers. But the questions  
are certainly worth thinking about.”

― ARTHUR C. CLARKE
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your audience engaged and impress them with your poise 

and expertise. 

Universal Q&A tips

1. Never ask, “Are there any questions?” This question 

puts your listeners on the spot, especially if it comes at the 

end of the presentation. Instead, always assume there are 

questions, and elicit them thusly: “This would be a good spot 

for me to pause and take some of your questions. Who has 

the first short, specific question to get us started?”

2. When you’ve asked for questions, stop talking! Don’t 

restate anything or add a thought you suddenly remembered. 

Create silence and make it clear by your body language and 

probing eye contact that that silence will be filled only by 

someone in the audience asking a question. Count silently 

to yourself, “One, one thousand, two, one thousand…” and be 

prepared to wait for ten seconds for someone to speak up. Ten 

seconds sounds like nothing, but it is an uncomfortably long 

time—someone is bound to speak up before then. (Watch 

and count next time you see a speaker ask for questions; 

hardly anyone waits for more than two or three seconds for 

a response.)

3. Ask your own question if necessary. In the unlikely event 

that no one has spoken up after you’ve waited ten seconds—

or if you just can’t wait that long (it takes practice!)—you must 

then defuse the tension by asking a question yourself, using 

this technique: say, “A question I am often asked at this point 

is…” and proceed to ask and answer your own question. Make 

it real and make it relevant. You’ll need to have this question 



The Speaker’s Quick Guide to Technical Presentations

65

in mind before you start. This technique is preferable to 

“planting” a question with an audience member. Once you’ve 

asked and answered your own question, ask, “Now who has 

the next one?” and you should be able to get the ball rolling.

4. Repeat the question. Regardless of the audience 

size or the room acoustics, it is best to develop the habit 

of always repeating (or, if necessary, restating) a question 

before you answer it. If the room is large, this is essential—

especially if you are using a microphone. If you don’t repeat 

the question, you are excluding those who didn’t hear it 

clearly from the discussion at the very time that you are 

supposed to be engaging them. Even if acoustics aren’t the 

issue, there are three other reasons you should always repeat 

the question: (1) Doing so honors the person who asked it by 

demonstrating active listening. (2) Restating ensures that you 

have understood the question accurately. (3) The few seconds 

it takes to restate a question will help you in formulating your 

best answer.

5. Never finish with Q&A. I know this sound counterintuitive 

because practically every technical presentation you have 

ever attended has ended with Q&A. That doesn’t make it 

right! Why do you want to do something different than what 

you see most presenters so? Because for you to accomplish 

your specific purpose, you must be memorable. That means 

being memorable right up to the end. And what is more 

forgettable than a presenter finishing with, “Well…if there are 

no more questions…then, I guess…thank you very much”?

Here is what you do instead. When you near the end of 

your presentation, say this: “I have a couple of minutes of 
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closing remarks. Before I get to those, I know you must have 

questions and we have a few minutes to address those now. 

Who has the first short, specific question to get us started?” 

Notice I said “closing remarks” and not “conclusion.” This is 

because the word “conclusion” has a specific meaning in a 

scientific paper or presentation, and you will have stated your 

conclusion before now.

When you have used up your allotted Q&A time, then you 

say, “That’s all the questions we have time for right now. You 

can also submit your questions by email” (because your email 

address will be on the screen at this point). “And now here 

are the closing remarks that I promised you…” This is where 

you launch into the final minute or two of your prepared 

presentation. You don’t introduce new information at this 

point, because then people will not have the chance to ask 

questions about it. 

Instead, you want to sum up your presentation in a 

memorable way. You might use a story or other illustration 

that ties together a common thread running through your 

points. (For example, I have closed a one-hour presentation 

to scientists on the topic of presentation skills by using the 

Galileo story you read in Chapter 3. It takes less than two 

minutes.) You might circle back to the opening by saying, “I 

promised you would pick up three new methods for doing X 

and as you have seen, those methods are…A, B, C.” In the case 

of scientific research, you might point out a promising area for 

future research that will build upon your findings. The point 

is, you leave them with something memorable. Not, “Well, I 

guess that’s all the questions.”
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One final note about doing this: Because it is so “against 

the grain” so to speak, be sure to let your meeting planner or 

moderator know what you are doing ahead of time, so that he 

or she does not come up and try to usher you off the stage 

prematurely.

If you follow the five tips just given, you will be better 

prepared than most presenters to handle the free-form Q&A 

session. However, not every situation you may encounter is 

covered above. In the course of giving your presentations, 

you may encounter one of the following situations. 

The show-off

Sometimes, the person who rises to ask a question is not 

really looking for additional information. Instead, they may 

simply be trying to highjack your audience and show off what 

they know. This is usually revealed in the form of a long-

winded prologue, which may or may not be followed by an 

actual question.

When this happens, try not to let it get the best of you. 

Your audience is probably smart enough to understand what 

is happening, and they will likely show their impatience or 

displeasure—so there is no need for you to do so.

What you can do is to try to head this off by the way 

you ask for questions. Notice that I have twice repeated the 

phrase, “short, specific question.” If you have already done 

this, you have laid the groundwork. Now you have earned the 

right to interrupt the long-winded questioner by saying, “And 

your short, specific question is…?” If your audience chuckles 

at this, so much the better—you need not embarrass your 
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questioner into silence if the audience does it for you!

The hostile questioner

Perhaps you are presenting information on a controversial 

topic. Or perhaps your scientific findings call others’ findings 

into question. It is not hard to imagine a situation where 

someone in the audience may be hostile to your point of view.

When that happens, your audience may become 

uncomfortable, simply because conflict makes most people 

uncomfortable. To accomplish your task of putting the 

audience’s needs first, therefore, you need to acknowledge 

the situation and try to gently defuse it without becoming 

hostile or argumentative.

Start with your restatement. “So your question is, how 

could we have reached such a different conclusion than so 

many capable researchers who have gone before us?” Notice 

that we are slipping in a sly compliment to those, like your 

questioner, who may hold a different view. Never say anything 

that might be taken as a put-down, or the hostility is likely to 

spread.

Then go to a point of agreement. “Well, I’m sure we can 

agree that we have to go where the data lead us, and as we 

have seen…” and then restate how your data lead to your 

conclusion. 

Acknowledge that you never have the final answer, as any 

scientist would likely agree. Then ask your questioner if you 

have addressed his or her question—even if you must agree 

to disagree. That is ultimately more satisfying than leaving 

the impression that you have dodged the question.
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If you will maintain your composure and treat even a 

hostile questioner as someone who simply wants more 

information—even if by their demeanor they seem to want to 

start an argument—you will gain respect in the eyes of your 

audience members. 

As you have seen, the unscripted Q&A session need not 

be a stumbling block in your effort to make (and maintain) 

a connection with your audience. The reason you rarely 

see Q&A done this way is so many technical presenters 

are thinking only about their opportunity to present their 

information. They are not thinking about being audience-

focused and creating engagement. When you focus on the 

needs of your audience, you will realize that they deserve to 

have their questions addressed and handled in a way that is 

on par with the excellence of your entire presentation. Follow 

the tips in this chapter, and you will be doing exactly that.
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