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Time Management in Speech

Time management is one of the key factors to success in any field of work. It is important for your personal 
life and for your career. Time management teaches you patience and how to tackle difficult tasks in a given 
space of time. It teaches you how to make the most of your valuable time and increases your productivity 
and efficiency.

But what basically is time management?

You may not have realized it, but when you agree to speak at a conference or other industry event, you 
have essentially signed a contract with your audience. That contract says, in exchange for giving you their 
full attention, you will share your knowledge and passion about your topic and you will share it within a 
specified amount of time.

It is your responsibility to uphold this unspoken contract. Those speakers who can manage their time effec-
tively will be successful and asked back to speak at that conference or event year after year. Those who 
can’t will be shown the door.

Here are some tips to help you manage your time more effectively during your next speech:

Determine How Much Time You Will Need for Speaking

You may be given a total of 30 minutes for your presentation, but that doesn’t mean you will speak for the 
entire half hour. Always remember your total time will be different from your talking time for a couple of 
reasons:

    You will need to allow for the Q&A section of your presentation. Sometimes the meeting organizer or 
event planner will determine how much time should go toward the Q&A, but sometimes you’ll be expected 
to manage it yourself. As a general rule of thumb, it’s a good idea to allow 20% – 25% of your presentation 
for questions, particularly if you know ahead of time there will be a large turnout. Typically, the bigger the 
audience, the more time you will need to take questions.

    You must also take into account things that can go wrong during live presentations. You might be forced 
to start a few minutes late because someone else went over (they didn’t manage their time wisely), or 
there may be some unforeseen interruptions. So, for example, should your overall time be 40 minutes, 15 
of those should go toward the Q&A and 5 should be saved for delays and interruptions.

Time Yourself Speaking

This might seem like a no-brainer, but you’d be surprised how many people just sort of wing it. You’d also 
be surprised how many people are really, really bad at gauging time. You could ask 10 people to speak for 
five minutes and inevitably someone will stand up and speak for 15 minutes or more, thinking they only 

spoke for five.

Time is essentially math, there are hard and fast rules. You can’t speak for 63 minutes and hope everyone 
thinks it was only 40. So, to know you are actually sticking to your time limit you must practice speaking, 
with a timer.

It’s important you do this at the beginning of your speech preparation. Leave it till the end and you might 
be frustrated to learn you’ve prepared far too much material. You will then be forced to slice and dice your 
presentation the night before the event, and guess how well it will go.

Create a Schedule

A schedule for your presentation helps you understand the pacing of your overall message, “Once upon a 
time, and then, and then, and then, the end.” Knowing the flow and pace of your own narrative will give 
you a better sense of the information you are trying to convey and whether or not it will make sense to 
your audience.

Your schedule may look a bit something like this:

    2pm – Introduction
    2:05 part 1
    2:15 part 2
    2:25 part 3
    2:35 closing
    2:40 stop talking & begin Q&A

Once you “see” your presentation timed out and rehearse it so you can “feel” what it should feel like, 
you’ll be able to know that you are staying on schedule once you’re on that stage.

Spend Time Preparing Your Message

Even speakers who manage their time wisely, set schedules and practice with a timer can go over. Here’s 
why: they didn’t prepare their overall message beforehand. What happens then is, during their speech, 
they see their audience isn’t quite engaged. In fact, most people are sitting their staring with completely 
blank expressions on their faces. This causes the speaker to panic a little and start elaborating… then 
elaborating some more… and some more. Before you know it, they’ve added almost 10 minutes to their 
time.

Had they spent more time preparing their presentation, they would have been able to select only the 
information that would have engaged and inspired their audience, not bored or confused them.

Use a Timer Onstage

It’s always a good idea to be able to actually see a clock somewhere in the room. Some conference rooms 
have a clock, others don’t, so ask ahead of time and bring your own little travel clock that you

can keep on the podium or in front of you on the stage. Just make sure you can read it at a distance.

As with most successes in life, timing is everything. Make sure your next presentation is a success by follow-
ing these time management rules.

Manage Your Speech to Save Time and Be More Effective with Telephone Interpret-
ers

Always Choose a Simpler Word:
Basic words are the easiest ones to translate clearly to people of all literacy levels. Use the word “eat” 
instead of “consume”, “try hard” instead of “be diligent”.

Speak a Little More Slowly:
It’s hard to parse a foreign language. (Surely the writer of this article could have found a simpler word than 
parse – i.e. understand.)

 Avoid using meaningless filler sounds and words: Um…uh…huh…yeah…like…
If you were to listen to yourself leaving a long voice message for someone, you might be VERY surprised at 
how much of your, um, speech is just filler words

Decrease the wordiness of your sentences in general:

Example: So, what I’m wondering though is how you apply the medication.

Suggestion: How do you apply the medication?

Example: We really like to say like two hours max of TV a day.

Suggestion: We recommend children watch only 2 hours of TV a day.

Example: “So I’m gonna look him over and see what everything looks like.”

Suggestion: I am now going to examine him.

Start your answers with “yes” or “no.”  

“Yes. That’s a good idea.” “No. I don’t recommend that.

If asked to repeat something, first repeat it as closely as you can to the way you said it the first time:
It could be that the interpreter simply didn’t hear you. If your listener still doesn’t understand, change a few 
key words in the sentence. Reflect on the sentence. Did you unconsciously use a distracting metaphor, a 
colloquialism, or acronym? Was your language too complex?
YOUR Body Language says as much as your words: Face the patient while you are talking and while you are 
listening. Avoid looking at the computer screen to type responses into EPIC. You can type while the interpret-
er is telling the patient what you have just said. Or, pause the conversation and type. Then turn to the patient 
and continue. Lean forward slightly which signals you are paying attention (but don’t lean in so close that 
you make the other person feel cornered). Make eye contact with the patient without staring, and nod as 
you listen. Smile and use hand gestures to support what you are saying. Avoid looking at the phone when 
you talk, though it feels natural to do so. Our body language changes when we talk into a phone. We drop 
the immediate human quality of the interaction, shifting automatically into “talking to someone in the 
distance” mode.

The above communication tips may seem cumbersome to use at first, but in time do become second nature. 
Mindfully managing your use of speech when using telephone interpreters will improve compliance and 
health outcomes with limited English speakers, and these tips will also improve understanding with limited 
literacy and health literacy patients. In the long run, time is saved because interpreters do not have to 
interrupt and ask for repetition repeatedly.
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