My experience preparing for and presenting at the Hub Meeting
Tom Welling (Assistant Professor, FRIS, Tohoku University)

Recently, | had the opportunity to present at the FRIS/TI-FRIS Hub meeting. | really
enjoy presenting, so | was excited but apprehensive as well. My field, colloidal science,
is not a common field at FRIS. | wanted to represent my field as best | could for an
audience that was relatively unfamiliar with it. In this short piece, | would like to guide
you through my thought process during my preparation for the Hub Meeting in the hope
that it can function as inspiration for your own Hub Meeting.

Presenting for broad audiences and experiences from The Netherlands

The Hub Meeting is unique due to its extremely broad, but high-level audience.
Normally, during conferences and the like, we present in front of our peers who are in
similar fields. We expect that they have a certain background knowledge which is
necessary to understand the presentations during the conference. On the other hand,
when we engage in public outreach, we simplify our research to such an extent that it is
sometimes hardly recognizable. The Hub Meeting lies somewhere in between as the
faculty in the audience are all trained to think academically, but they generally miss the
background we would usually assume our peers at conferences have.

The Hub Meeting’s audience is very broad as people with expertise ranging from life
science to engineering, and science to humanities attend the meeting. Having an
audience that was so diverse was a new experience for me. The closest experience |
had to the Hub Meeting were weekly ‘Nano Seminars’ at the Debye Institute in Utrecht
University (my alma mater). Here, a selection of the six research groups within the
institute met and listened to a speaker from one of the groups or from outside the
university. While these groups were all focused on hanomaterials science in some way,
their expertise varied widely: from colloidal science, to nanophotonics, to homogeneous
catalysis. However, this is still much narrower than the Hub Meeting. | presented twice
at this seminar, once as a Master student and once as a PhD student (on very different
topics). Just like the Hub Meeting, this presentation is an hour long, which allows for a
lengthy introduction. As a Master student, the necessity of a proper introduction was
still unclear to me, which made it difficult for the audience to understand. When
presenting as a PhD student, a proper introduction made all the difference. | guess we
are students to learn! The only way to learn how to do an engaging presentation is by
doing it often and education in the Netherlands provided me with ample opportunities to
(fail at) presenting.

Preparing for the Hub meeting

When | prepared for the Hub Meeting, | realized that | needed at least 30 minutes to
introduce my research field from scratch. | had to start all the way at the beginning with
the basic concepts, some of which were discovered in the 19™ or early 20th century,
because these are not taught at high-school level. Even when concepts are taught in
high school, | thought it was probably better to briefly remind the audience as high



school is quite long ago for most of us. From these basic concepts | slowly transitioned
to a broad overview of the research field and highlighted some recent ground-breaking
studies. Initially, it made me sad that this would leave me relatively little time to talk
about my own research (which | really wanted to do!). However, | realized that if | didn’t
lay the groundwork, none of my research would be understood anyway. | suppose |
found it preferable that the audience understood a small selection of my research
compared to sharing many of my research projects which would only lead to blank
expressions on many faces.

One of the great characteristics of the Hub Meeting is that questions can be asked
during the talk. It allows people to ‘hit the brakes’ when there is something they do not
understand. Often this knowledge is needed for the next part of the presentation. In this
way, you do not lose the audience as easily. However, this only works if you start your
presentation with the most basic knowledge. Otherwise, people stop understanding
your talk before you even begin! This, however, means that it is likely that you will run
out of time during the presentation. This also happened in my case, which meant | had
to sacrifice talking about some of my own work (but | did not sacrifice the background |
wanted the audience to understand!). L & 2 A 7 L

Another major concern of mine was how to keep the audience engaged for the full 60
minutes on a Friday afternoon. As an international researcher, | decided to open with a
few Japanese sentences to win over the audience. After all, | have been putting in lots
of work trying to learn Japanese during my time here, so why shouldn’t | use it? While |
knew the first few minutes were the most important to ‘hook’ the audience, | needed to
keep their attention for the remaining hour. | designed my slides so that small ‘jokes’
were sprinkled throughout every 10 minutes or so to keep their interest. While  am a
serious scientist, there is only so much ‘dry’ content | can absorb on a Friday afternoon,
which | imagine is similar for the audience.

Not everyone may be comfortable with using humor in such a presentation. What |
found more important was the ‘flow’ of such a long presentation. Compared to standard
15-minute conference presentations, it is harder to constantly bombard the audience
with critical information during a 60-minute presentation. | tried to incorporate the
concept of ‘tension and release’, which is common in storytelling, to build up to multiple
important moments in the presentation. For example, the first 15-minute part of my
background section contained the ingredients needed for colloidal self-assembly which
built up to the point where they were all combined at the end to show what self-
assembly could achieve.

Last, | would like to comment on the time it takes to prepare for the Hub Meeting. Being
a faculty member in FRIS/TI-FRIS means there are always a million things to do. The
reality is that we have to prioritize: apply for this grant, finish this paper, attend this
symposium, update the manual for this course, etc. Another truth is that preparing for
great presentations takes time. Especially with the unique length and audience of the
Hub Meeting; it is not as easy as throwing a bunch of old presentations together. |
ended up making almost completely new slides for the first 30 minutes to tailor the



background of my research field to the intellectual, but varied audience of the Hub
Meeting.

Final thoughts

After presenting at the Hub Meeting, | reflected on what | got out of it. First, | felt | grew
as a presenter due to the unique challenge of the Hub Meeting: explaining your field to
a broad, but very high-level audience. Second, | realized that the ‘direct feedback’ |
received during (and after) the Hub Meeting in the form of questions from people
outside the field was very valuable. It put into perspective what really matters in my
research, which is sometimes easy to lose track of when being so absorbed in it. In my
case, the disproportionate interest in hollow particles (which have become a ‘normal’
part of my research over the years) was a wake-up call. | hadn’t thought of them as
‘special’ in quite a while, but | have since thought of new ways to use these particles for
totally different research. Third, explaining my research over a 1-hour period is a very
effective way to plant seeds for future collaborations.

All'in all, presenting at the Hub Meeting was a unique challenge which required unique
preparation. A carefully tailored background of my research field was necessary to
make the presentation understandable for this highly intelligent, but broad audience.
During my presentation, not everything went exactly as planned, but | feel like this
experience helped me grow as a presenter, as well as a researcher in the form of new
insights. Most of all, | was delighted to share the field | have so much passion for with
cutting-edge researchers from other fields to foster future collaboration.
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