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Presentation body language 
Presenting takes planning, practice, and persistence, but even 
the strongest content and clearest organization can benefit from 
a presenter’s strong stage presence. How can this be achieved? 
Here are some tips! 
 

1. Let down your guard 
When nervous, a common bodily reaction is to protect one’s vital 
organs. This not only closes you off from your audience, which 
makes you seem suspicious or cold, but it also signals your 
nervousness to the audience. So don’t cross your arms over your 
chest or stomach.  
 

2. Open for business 
So what should you do with your hands? You can keep your arms 
loosely at your side, clasp or tent your hands, or alternate 
between these choices. Opening your arms and facing your palms 
to the audience indicates your openness to the audience. It is 
also helpful to stand up straight, aligning your spine and head so 
that your gaze is level rather than looking up or down. You can 
glance at your notes, but try to keep your head level and your 
shoulders back. 
 

If you are using a podium, avoid clutching it. To help you, keep 
your hands off of the podium. This prevents you from leaning on it 
(which makes you look tired, or like you don’t take your talk 
seriously), and it also allows you to use your hands to gesture.  
 
3. Add to your spoken content 
Some of your gestures can emphasize key points, but some 
research suggests that audiences benefit most when gestures 
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add meaning to what is spoken aloud. If you mention an artifact, 
for instance, you can gesture to indicate its size despite not 
speaking its dimensions aloud.  
 
4. Be strategic 
Just like you plan your content and your visuals, you should plan 
your gestures. Studies suggest that medium intensity of gestures 
is best, which means that planning will help you choose when and 
how to gesture to emphasize points (and simply keeping your 
hands in constant motion might distract your audience). When 
you practice delivering your talk, remember that you are not 
simply practicing giving content or timing your talk; plan the right 
times to gesture, too, and practice doing so. 
 
5. Use the stage 
Whether you are on a literal stage or you are presenting in a 
classroom, think about how to use the space you have. You can 
move toward the screen displaying your visuals to draw the 
audience’s attention to it, or you can step toward your audience 
to convey that you have something particularly important to 
share. Or, you might simply take a few steps to help visually 
indicate that the content of the talk is moving to a new section. 
But remember to be strategic with this, too. 
 
6. Adapt for online 
In-person talks demand a different approach to gesture, so make 
sure to plan differently if you present online. Your gestures will 
need to be smaller so that your viewers can see them, for one 
thing. If you are presenting in an online platform, here is some 
advice to suit that context. 

 

Additional 
resources 

 
Hostetter, Autumn B. 

“What Do Gestures 
Communicate? A Meta-
Analysis.” Psychological 

Bulletin 137:2 (2011): 
pp. 297-315.  

 
 

Kang, Seokmin and 
Barbara Tversky. “From 

Hands to Minds: Gestures 
Enhance Understanding.” 

Cognitive Research: 
Principles and 

Implications 1:4 (2016). 
 
 

Rodero, Emma. 
“Effectiveness, 

Attractiveness, and 
Emotional Response to 

Voice Pitch and Hand 
Gestures in Public 

Speaking.” Frontiers in 
Communication 7 (2022). 

 
 

Van Edwards, Vanessa. 
“20 Hand Gestures You 

Should Be Using.” 
Medium. March 6, 2019. 

 
 

Windingland, Diane. “Talk 
with Your Hands! 5 Ways 

to Incorporate Effective 
Gestures.” Toastmasters 

International.  March 
2019.  

 
 

 
 


