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Copyright

Copy this the right way.

You have permission to post this, email this, print this and pass it along for free to anyone you like, 

as long as you:

1. Make no changes or edits to its contents or digital format 

2. Appropriately credit Laurie Brown, CSP 

Please pass it along and make as many copies as you like.  

We reserve the right to bind it and sell it in book form. 

Disclaimer

We care, but you’re responsible.

So please be sure to utilize a specialist’s advice before taking on any of the ideas presented here. 

This book is general in nature and not meant to replace any specific advice. Laurie Brown Communications, 

employees of said company, and brand derivations disclaim all and any liability to any persons whatsoever 

in respect to anything done by any person in reliance, whether in whole or in part, on this e-book.
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n  About the Author

Laurie Brown has over two decades of experience as a trainer, coach and speaker, helping  

her audience improve their  communication skills. In that time she has earned a reputation as  

a highly engaging, fun and effective professional, whose work gets results for her clients.

 A key asset that Laurie brings to her work is her range and depth of experience. She has 

worked in the Middle East, Asia, Australia, Latin America and Europe, including the UK, Panama, 

Japan, Mexico, Germany, Spain, Australia and Thailand, and throughout the United States and 

Canada. Laurie has worked with culturally diverse audiences at all corporate levels. Her clients 

have ranged from Fortune 500 companies and government agencies, to small family-owned  

businesses.

 Laurie is passionate about providing engaging programs that makes a difference. She  

is the author of The Greet Your Customer Manual, The Teleprompter Manual, and Brand-Aid.

 Laurie’s interactive, fun approach to learning allows students to discover the methods  

that will help set themselves apart from the competition. Her clients all agree that working with 

Laurie has made a difference to their bottom line.
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“The single biggest problem in communication is the illusion 
that it has taken place.” —GEORGE BERNARD SHAW

When speaking with any audience, you may have a variety of purposes. Your goal may 

be to share your expertise with people in your department, to update senior leadership on 

the progress of your project, or to influence and persuade potential clients to accept your 

proposal, to name a few possible purposes. 

 Whoever you are speaking with, you will need to tailor, or translate, your message  

for any of the varied audiences you may speak to.

 Why translate? Isn’t that something you do when moving from one language to 

another? Quite simply, when you are speaking to people who don’t share your knowledge, 

background, and experience, and you don’t adjust for the differences, then it may seem  

to them that you really are speaking a foreign tongue.

 But if you can successfully translate what you know into a form your audience 

understands, then you become a successful communicator.

Tech Talk 
Translation
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Case Study #1
Drew was scheduled to give a presentation to his client. He assumed that as in the past he would 

be speaking to the engineers at this company. His presentation was well researched and very 

technically specific. Only at the last minute did he find out that in addition to the engineers he was 

expecting, the new CEO of the company was going to attend. Although very smart, this CEO came 

from a different industry and had very little technical knowledge. Drew had no time to revise his very 

technical slides. In another situation this could have been a disaster. It could have been so bad that 

the CEO might have not wanted to continue to do business with 

Drew’s company. 

 Luckily, Drew knew how to take this very technical  

presentation and make it understandable to both the engineers 

and the CEO. He did it so that everyone in the room felt smart 

and included. 

 If you’ve ever been in Drew’s situation, you know the challenges all too well: How much  

subject-specific information needs to be included to convey your message effectively? Does each 

topic need to be introduced and explained, or is your audience likely to be familiar with it? It’s a  

delicate balance, because too much information means you can overwhelm the audience with detail 

and the real message is lost, yet insufficient information means the audience won’t know what you 

are talking about. 

 Another concern is knowing how to avoid using language that is not widely understood by 

people who are not as familiar with the subject as you are. For example, as a Subject Matter Expert 

(SME), you are very familiar with the terms, concepts, acronyms, regulations, organizations, and a 

thousand other items specific to your field. Someone in a closely related field or department might 

be only somewhat knowledgeable about this information, if at all. Those not in a related field or  

department will most likely be even less familiar with this language. 

 These are just a few of the instances where your ability to translate is crucial.

n  Tech Talk Translation SystemSM

Using the Tech Talk Translation SystemSM will help you determine and maintain the right balance of 

language, examples, and level of detail by learning to target your message to your specific audience. 

It will also help you understand just how much “translating” is needed for each audience that you 

speak with. The Tech Talk Translation System works well with unified audiences as well as “mixed 

groups.”

Too much information  

means you can overwhelm 

the audience with detail and 

the real message is lost.
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 The system includes four steps. It is necessary to work through these steps in the following 

order:

 Step One: ANALYZE your Audience

 

 Step Two: UNDERSTAND your Objective

 Step Three: DETERMINE the Necessary Level of Translation 

 Step Four: TRANSLATE by Removing Noise

                      ANALYZE Your Audience
The more you know about your audience, the better able you will be to translate your 

message in a way that they will understand. As you begin to get your thoughts together about your 

presentation, fill out this Audience Analysis Worksheet to better recognize:

 •  The level of expertise and management responsibility of your audience

 •  The expectations and possible issues you may need to address

 •  The practical considerations of the presentation environment 

 Please review and fill out the Audience Analysis Worksheet that follows this white paper. 

It’s an aid to be used in conjuntion with the translation matrix on page 5. It’s designed to help  

structure and clarify the four step process for implementing the Tech Talk Translation System.

                      UNDERSTAND Your Objective
Every presentation has an objective, the reason you’re making it. Knowing precisely what that  

objective is keeps it—and you—focused. 

 This is a step that is often overlooked. If you are not crystal clear about why you are giving 

your presentation, then you will have a hard time translating your message and you will almost  

certainly be ineffective.

 For example, are you giving a status report on a project? Then your objective will be to  

make sure everyone has the same knowledge about what you’ve achieved, any problems you have 

encountered, and what lies ahead.

Step One

Step Two
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 Or are you making a sales presentation? Then your objective might be to get the client to 

say “yes” to what you are selling or to take the next step towards the sale.

 As you can see, confusing these two examples of a presentation’s objective would result in 

neither purpose being fulfilled. 

 How do you determine your objective? It’s relatively simple. Ask yourself these two questions: 

First, what is it that the organization (or my department, or project) 

needs my talk to accomplish? And second, after listening to my  

presentation, what would I want the audience to do or know with 

the information I’ve provided? 

 Remember that your objective determines so much about 

your talk, from its overall impact to the decisions you make about language, examples, and details.

                    DETERMINE the Necessary Level  
of Translation Needed
Now that you’ve worked through the first two levels of the Tech Talk Translation System, you’re ready 

for the third critical step. The next question to ask yourself is, “How do I present my talk so that my 

audience will understand and remember what I say?”3

 Your knowledge of the audience and a clear understanding of your objective will help you 

to see what needs to be translated. It is safer to err on keeping proprietary, or critical or damaging 

information out of communication with audiences that are outside of your company.

 Use the translation matrix below to help you determine what might need to be changed.

n  Translation Matrix: What Needs to Be Translated?
The following matrix presents four different quadrants representing the four most common potential 

audiences: peers, subject matter experts, employees, and leadership. With you (the communicator) 

in the center, each concentric circle represents the different organizational levels where you will find 

your audiences; the farther away the audience is from you (represented by the darker color bars), 

the more you will need to translate for them.

 As you can see, each quadrant has differing needs. When talking to SME’s you will need to 

do less translation compared to speaking with employees in another organization who may not have 

the same level of knowledge.

 Often leaders don’t have as detailed a level of knowledge as the people they lead. That is 

“What would I want the  

audience to do or know  

with the information I’ve 

provided?”

Step Three
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why the leadership quadrant has darker color bars than SME’s and Peers. If your leadership would 

also fit under the SME quadrant, then you need to do less translation. 

 Another important point about the leadership quadrant: generally, the higher up in the hierar-

chy your audience is, the shorter your presentation should be. Give the executives what they want, 

which is generally succinct, high-level information. 

 Nancy Duarte, author of the HBR Guide to Persuasive Presentations, suggests that if you 

are given 30 minutes to present to senior executives you should create a 30-minute presentation 

and then cut it down to 5 minutes with 25 minutes left to answer questions using your more detailed 

slides as needed. You don’t need to take up every minute of your allotted time by talking.

 

Peers

Employees Leadership

SMEs
Subject Matter Experts

 

You

 

< GENERAL PUBLIC >

< DIFFERENT CULTURE >

 
< D

IFFERENT ORGANIZATION >

 

< D
IFFERENT DEPARTMENT >

< 
SAME DEPARTMENT >

n  Tech Talk Translation MatrixSM
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                      TRANSLATE by Removing Noise
Noise and clutter in your presentations can turn an understandable, impactful message into some-

thing muddled and confusing, leaving your audience scratching their heads instead of nodding in 

agreement.

 Removing noise means filtering out the parts of your presentation that will not be understood 

by your audience by removing acronyms, replacing jargon and tech talk, simplifying complex ideas 

with clearer and more appropriate language for your audience 

and purpose, providing the appropriate level of detail, and  

remembering the power of stories.

Removing Acronyms
An acronym is the shortening of the name of a process or 

procedure by using the letters (often the first letter of each word) to create a new word. For example, 

NATO is an acronym for North Atlantic Treaty Organization.) For members of a team, acronyms are 

very helpful shortcuts to easily and efficiently communicate complex ideas. 

 For those outside the team, however, an unfamiliar acronym can be just another roadblock 

to communication.

 If your audience’s translation level requires you to remove acronyms, you can state the full 

name or term, and then state its acronym. You can use the acronym after providing this “translation” 

the first time.

Removing Jargon (code words or euphemism)
Jargon is specialized language that has been developed by groups of people with shared knowl-

edge or expertise. You can also think of jargon as “code words.” As with acronyms, jargon serves 

as shorthand for complicated ideas—but only if you are in the “in-crowd.” The two big issues with 

using jargon are, first, your audience may not understand it, but second jargon can also leave the 

listener with a feeling of being less smart, qualified, and informed… not feelings you want to leave 

your audience with.

 You need to recognize what is and isn’t regarded as jargon. For example, imagine giving 

your presentation to a group of very bright eighth graders. Would they know what you mean?  

Eliminating jargon is not “dumbing-it-down,” but rather making your knowledge more clear and  

accessible to your audience. In the terms we have been discussing, you have translated your  

knowledge appropriately for your audience.

Eliminating jargon is not 

“dumbing-it-down,” but rather 

making your knowledge more 

clear and accessible to your 

audience.

Step Four
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 If you suspect that a word is jargon, explain it and/or replace it with a simpler or clearer word 

or phrase. Often times you will need more words to explain an idea clearly. That is perfectly okay.

n  Simplifying Complex Ideas
Because you are an SME, even the most complicated ideas probably seem simple to you. But  

remember that you may be speaking with people who don’t have your education, background, or 

work experience. You may need to break down these complicated ideas into simpler versions that 

someone without the benefit of your knowledge can understand. One way to do this is by using 

similes, metaphors, or analogies.

Simile, metaphor or analogy
Use effectively, a simile, metaphor, or analogy can go a long way toward bridging the knowledge 

gap of your audience. These figures of speech can help your audience understand complex terms 

or ideas. 

 A simile is a figure of speech that directly compares two 

things that share a common feature. The words “like” or “as” are 

used in similes; for example, Forrest Gump’s famous “Life is like 

a box of chocolates” is a simile. A metaphor also compares two 

things, but does so directly without using like or as; for example, 

“the business was a cash cow” is a metaphor.

 Thus if you had to explain to someone in the general public that a crack in the hose was 

100 micrometers, your previous analysis of the audience would have shown you that your audience 

might not understand how big that was, so you would use a simile to translate accordingly:

 “The crack in the hose was as thick as a strand of hair.” You might also use a metaphor for 

the same purpose:

 “The hairline crack in the hose…”

 An analogy is similar to a simile or metaphor because it compares two things for the 

purpose of explanation. Helping your audience picture your idea or concept is also helpful especially 

if you have a mixed audience (that is, with differing knowledge levels). People remember vivid imagery, 

so make your analogy visual so that the listener can picture and retain the information.

 For example, if you’re discussing the process of diagnosing problems in a piece of machinery, 

you might talk about how similar it is to the way a physician diagnoses an illness. 

 Keep the analogies relatable, simple and succinct. 

People remember vivid 

imagery, so make sure your 

analogy visual so that the 

listener can picture and 

retain the information.
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n  Distinguishing Between Too Much Detail (Micro)  
vs. Too Little Detail (Macro)

The problem with field-specific minutia 
You love your topic; after all you have spent years becoming an expert in it. When you talk, you want 

to cover all the information that you find fascinating. 

The problem with the Big Picture
As a subject matter expert you are most likely able to speak with a high level of abstraction. When 

speaking to people with your level of understanding you can offer a higher level of concepts. When 

your audience doesn’t share your expertise, these higher level 

concepts can be quite daunting to comprehend.

 The solution to the problem of speaking to an audience 

with a mix of expertise is to use different levels of abstraction. 

You can use specific details and examples to help explain these  

various abstract concepts.

Case Study #2
Drew needed to communicate the thermal testing of material. The client wanted to know “How fast 

can you go? Why can’t you speed this up?” Drew needs the client to understand that it is not an 

equipment issue.

 If Drew was speaking to a specialist in the field he might say: “It is completely determined by 

thermal diffusivity and thickness, and here is the equation.” 

 To an engineer he might say: “In the fiberglass you are looking at, the low thermal diffusivity 

makes it a relatively slow inspection compared to say, aluminum.”

 To the CEO, it is not an equipment issue, rather it has to do with the thermal properties of the 

sample. Heat travels quickly though aluminum and copper and very slowly in polymers or ceramics.

 To someone with no knowledge of this at all, he might talk about how heat transfers are like 

dropping a bit of dye in a body of water. The dye will spread across the top of the water first, and 

then it will slowly color the water from the top down, just the same way heat moves through material.        

The solution to the problem 

of speaking to an audience 

with a mix of expertise is  

to use different levels of  

abstraction.
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 n  Use Stories to Make Your Message STICK 

In order to “set” your ideas and concepts in your audiences mind, nothing works better than stories. 

In fact, MRI studies of the brain show that a compelling story engages many more parts of the brain 

than simple facts.

 When an audience member is reading a slide or listening to facts, two parts of the brain  

are activated—Broca’s area and Wernicke’s area—parts of the brain that turn words into meaning.  

A well-told story will not only activate these two areas, but will 

also activate the sensory, olfactory, motor and frontal cortex,  

as well as the amygdala. These different areas of the brain are  

involved in a broader range of information processing and mem-

ory, and when activated, help insure that your message sticks.

n  Conclusion
This white paper contains a wealth of information about how to successfully translate your ideas and 

information for the most common speaking situations. The material here will help you stop speaking 

to a fictionalized, homogenous audience. Instead, you’ll be able to spend the time to understand 

your actual audience—what they need and want from your presentation, what level of authority 

they have, what you want them to do with your information, and what their level of under-

standing is. 

 By having this knowledge and putting the ideas contained here into practice, you will be  

able to craft and deliver a polished message that has real impact.

n  Contact
If you would like more information about how Laurie Brown Communications can help you deliver 

your technical information with impact contact:

 Laurie Brown

 laurie@lauriebrown.com

 lauriebrown.com

 248.761.7510

In order to “set” your  

ideas and concepts in your  

audiences mind, nothing 

works better than stories.
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n  Audience Analysis Worksheet
  

The People         What you need to translate:                 How will you need to translate:

What is their level of authority 
(hierarchy of position)?

What is their level of knowledge 
of my topic?

What is their job?

What is their culture (business 
culture)?

What is their culture (country 
of origin, language, ethnicity)?

What is their gender?
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n  Audience Analysis Worksheet
  

The People         What you need to translate:                 How will you need to translate:

What is their personality style? 
(Fast processor or need time 
to reflect, or task oriented or 
relationship oriented.) 

Is this a mixed group? 
(Different cultures, positions, 
levels of expertise etc.)

Where is the group from?
From my department? 
From my company? From 
my customer? From my 
competition?

Any other relevant information?

Primary and secondary 
audience. Primary is the 
decision maker. Secondary may 
be the implementer, 
influencer or end user.
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n  Audience Analysis Worksheet
  

The Mind Set      What you need to translate:                 How will you need to translate:

What are they expecting from 
the presentation? 

Why are they attending?

Are they attending because 
someone ordered them to be 
here?

What assumptions, precon-
ceived notions or biases do they 
have?

Do they have a set opinion 
about me or my company or my 
product or service?
What is it?

Are they, or will they be 
supportive?
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n  Audience Analysis Worksheet
  

The Mind Set      What you need to translate:                 How will you need to translate:

How familiar are they with 
the terminology, jargon and 
acronyms that I will be using?

Is anyone in the audience a  
subject matter expert on the 
topic I am speaking about?

What time am I presenting?

Where am I presenting? In a 
large auditorium or a small 
conference room? Formal or 
informal? A lecture or a give and 
take session, etc.?

Is it a virtual or a live 
presentation?

  
The Situation      What you need to translate:                 How will you need to translate:
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n  Audience Analysis Worksheet
  

The Situation      What you need to translate:                 How will you need to translate:

Why am I presenting—to 
inform or to persuade?

How am I presenting?
One on one, to a mixed group, 
etc.?

Can I use AV, Whiteboard, PPT, 
etc.?

Can I provide hand outs, allow 
access to PPT or PDF?

Are there problems or obsta-
cles that might keep me from 
achieving my goal and how can I 
overcome them? ie Not enough 
time to say what I want, wrong 
room,bad timing etc.


