Chairing presentations

Judy Mousley 

Your responsibilities here are to the presenter and to the audience. There may be some tension between these: you are controlling the speaker for the sake of the audience and vice versa!

The first task is to make sure the presenter(s) are in attendance. If possible seek them out well before the presentation and have a chat. Maybe they are young and need reassurance; maybe they need help getting the equipment ready. If not, at least you will find out what they look like, how to say their name, and what they would like you to say when you introduce them. People will often say “Don’t worry, I will introduce myself”. However, this is not very productive because you want to establish your role (and authority) too, so say something like, “It’s my job to do that. I will just say your name and institution than and you can introduce your topic”.

One of the key purposes for presenting a paper at a conference is to get some feedback on your research and ideas. Thus it is really important to manage the time in order to leave the allocated time for questions and discussion. Some chairs prepare numbers on paper to signal to the presenter 10- 5-, 2- and 1-minute warnings. Others hold up their fingers. You will need to tell the presenter(s) what you are going to do. Make sure they have a clock or watch, and that they know the time to finish speaking. If they run overtime despite your signal, stand up. You may need to point to your watch then interrupt by saying something like “Thanks, Greg. It is time for questions now”. 

You may also need to interrupt presenters’ answers to questions or even long questions, but if it just like a classroom: you are in charge and your authority will be respected if it has been established professionally. Just like in a classroom there are times when you need to protect a speaker. A presenter who cannot answer a question would probably appreciate you saying, “Greg needs time to think bout that one. Let’s talk about it after the session”, or “That’s a tough question, David. Can you break it down?”  (This is also helpful when a complex question with several parts is asked.)

As the Chair, you are responsible for managing the room. Encourage people to move to the centre/front so that latecomers can enter with less disruption. Encourage people who miss out on chairs to go and find one from another room, and remind them to return it at the end of the session. Send someone to get help if needed (e.g., technical, medical). 

One of the worst moments for an inexperienced presenter (and many experienced ones, including me) is the silence when questions are invited. It is really a good sign: people have been engaged in listening and need to move into the discussion mode. It means that there are no obvious gaps or confusions. You can help at this stage by having a pre-prepared question, perhaps from reading the paper beforehand but at least by jotting down a question as you listen to the presentation. Usually that first question and answer gives members of the audience enough time think about what they want to know, and their questions flow. If the questions run out before the time scheduled, do not prolong the session. 

It is your role to thank the presenter and audience. Make sure the session finishes on time and people empty the room quickly so that the next presenter can set up and start on time.
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