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Introduction

Public speaking is the #1 fear in America. Death is second.

Yes, we’d rather die than give a speech. We’d also be more willing to get stuck in small spaces, make nice with spiders, or slither with snakes. That’s why millions have made it a mission to avoid public speaking at all costs. Perhaps you’re one of them! By luck or crafty maneuvering, you managed to evade that “mandatory” public speaking course in school. Professionally, you’ve also deftly defied the need to speechify by conveniently “volunteering” others or hiding in the bathroom. You know who you are! Maybe you’ve tried to conquer your fears. You took a class, went to a workshop, read books, or watched training videos to shake your nerves. Despite your very best efforts, nothing worked and you’re back to square one. We’ve got big news: You’re not alone and it’s not your fault. There are real reasons why nothing has worked.

First, you’ve been flat-out lied to. Anyone who tells you that nerves can completely disappear doesn’t know much about how the brain works. Not only is this scientifically unsound, it automatically assumes nerves are bad. In fact, nerves are great! We’ll show how this can be and how to handle yours when public speaking.

Second, like many people, you’ve probably been misled by myths. However, some of the most popular ideas about public speaking (for example, imagining your audience in their underwear) are not only borderline creepy, they actually compete with your true nature, which ultimately prevents you from realizing your full potential as a speaker. Consider what this “underwear” advice conveys: “Audiences are scary and to be avoided” and “Whatever you do, don’t connect with them in a genuine way.” We think both of these claims are showstoppers, and not in the good way. It’s because we know for a fact that audiences are not your enemy. On the contrary, unless you’re in a prickly political debate, all audiences want you to succeed. We know it’s hard to believe, but after we tell you why, you will never look at the audience as an adversary again. Further, failing to build a real rapport with your audience defeats the entire point of public speaking. Again, you might see this as the perfect hack, but in fact, it just holds you back.

Third, no matter what you’ve read, it was most likely written by someone whose primary expertise isn’t public speaking. Bona fide academic public speaking experts write college textbooks almost exclusively. So don’t expect to find an advanced degree in speech communication and any formal teaching experience among the authors of general market public speaking books. Don’t get us wrong. We’re not saying these writers aren’t experts in their respective fields; they’re just not specialists in public speaking. Many of these fine folks have a strong business background or make a living giving motivational speeches, but success in business doesn’t make you an authority on public address. And just because you can deliver a speech, doesn’t mean you can teach others to do it. Think of it this way: If you need a wisdom tooth pulled, you’d want someone trained in dental surgery to do it, right? So why settle when it comes to public speaking?

The other reason we believe these resources don’t deliver real results is that they miss a critical component of public speaking: how your brain factors into the equation. In essence, we believe the why has always been short-changed by the how when it comes to public speaking. For instance, we’re all in such a hurry to “get over being nervous” that we don’t bother asking why we’re nervous in the first place, hence, the inspiration to envision our audience in their skivvies. However, understanding the why of your behavior is absolutely critical to becoming an authentic, confident, and powerful speaker. Scared Speechless explores the intriguing intersection of speech communication and psychology, and shows that by understanding your brain (the why), you can evolve into an authentic, confident, and powerful speaker (the how).

The idea for this book developed from a discussion on our “psychology meets real life” radio show. Given our respective areas of expertise (communication and psychology), we explained why public speaking is so scary and how you can use that knowledge to your advantage. While researching for the show, we found studies explaining the psychology of public speaking and resources on how to give a speech, but nothing that combined these two crucial elements in any significant way. We noted this surprising fact during the episode. After the show aired, several listeners urged us to write a book expanding on this information. We looked at each other and said, why not? After all, we love what we do and have spent our entire academic and professional careers dedicated to the practical application of our fields.

Please allow us a little bragging here: Steve gave his first public speech in first grade to a very distracted kindergarten class. Despite the lukewarm response from his fidgeting audience, he was hooked on talking. In high school, he was a two-time high school state speech champion and received a speech scholarship to attend Concordia College (Moorhead, MN). As a competitor, he won several speech titles and was ranked one of the “top 10” college speakers in the nation. Upon graduation, Steve gave the student commencement message to an audience of 8,000 faculty, parents, and students. He received a standing ovation, the first time ever for a student in the college’s 100-year history. A few years later, he gave a 20-minute keynote speech to 38,000 high school students in the Superdome (New Orleans) and received another standing ovation. He earned his master’s degree in communication from Arizona State University. As an educator, Steve has been privileged to teach speech communication at four community colleges as well as coach several national speech champions, some of whom had no prior public speaking experience. Due to their success, many received scholarships to some of America’s most prestigious universities. He has also taught public relations at Loyola Marymount University and California State University, Long Beach. Additionally, Steve is the show publicist for the Academy Awards and founder of a Los Angeles–based entertainment PR agency.

Dr. Shirley became curious about human behavior after taking a psychology class in high school. She began to wonder what made people so different and, at times, so alike. Given that, she thought studying psychology in college was the perfect way to find out. After receiving her bachelor’s degree in psychology from UCLA, she knew this was the career for her and went on to earn her PhD in psychology still as a Bruin. However, her thirst wasn’t fully quenched, which led to many postgraduate studies. What came to interest her most was the field of neuroscience, how the brain works. Suddenly, everything came together; human behavior made sense and so did she. In 2012, she shared her story in a best-selling debut book. In it she explains how the brain works, why we behave the way we do, and how to change what isn’t working for us. Television audiences know her from frequent appearances on shows like The Doctors and Dr. Drew, where she advises on a range of psychology topics.

You might be scared speechless at the moment. That’s understandable. But now it’s time to figure out why. In Scared Speechless, we’re going to turn what you think you know about public speaking completely upside down and then inside out. Our approach works and we know it can absolutely work for you. So buckle up as we explore public speaking in a wholly fresh way. Oh, and get ready to give the best speech of your life!

Steve Rohr, MA

Shirley Impellizzeri, PhD

Los Angeles, CA




Chapter 1
You’ve Got Some Nerve

According to most studies, people’s number-one fear is public speaking. Number two is death. Death is number two. Does that sound right? This means to the average person, if you go to a funeral, you’re better off in the casket than doing the eulogy.

—Jerry Seinfeld


Chapter Focus

How to make fear your friend (or at least not your foe).

Why you’re programmed to panic.



Stage Flight

Public speaking is the great equalizer. Just ask Hollywood movie director Michael Bay. Bay’s numerous films, including the Transformers franchise, have grossed almost $8 billion at the box office worldwide.1 Yet, even with this formidable experience “calling the shots,” the famous director fled the stage at a 2014 Las Vegas electronics show after getting flustered during a presentation for the media. Bay blamed a faulty teleprompter and later wrote on his Website: “I just embarrassed myself.”2 We’re not sharing this story to pick on Bay. But his mumbled fumble goes to show that even titans can topple under public speaking pressure. The truth is that effective public speaking is scary no matter who you are or where you’re from. Sure, parts of public speaking (preparation or performance) might come easier for some, but no one is born with a silver tongue in their mouth. Effective public speaking is a learned skill. And when you reach your potential as a speaker, life can be a lot more interesting and rewarding.

Career experts will tell you that strong public speaking skills give you an edge in the workforce. Even if you work in a field like IT or engineering, at some point, you will be asked to give a presentation.3 But what if you were proactive and volunteered? Promotions, bonuses, and leadership positions come to those fearless few who can speak up in public. Obviously, Michael Bay’s encounter with stage flight didn’t hurt his directing career. However, quite possibly, it did reinforce his deepest fears about public speaking and will discourage him from taking to that kind of stage again. That being said, Bay is certainly not alone when it comes to stage flight. In fact, public speaking is the #1 fear in America.4 We can talk about this fact all day long, but the real question should be: Why do we get so freaked out?

It turns out that we’re programmed to panic.

Relatively Speaking

Three might be a crowd, but for our ancestors, it also meant not becoming a happy meal for a hungry pack of giant kangaroos.5 Yes, carnivorous kangaroos used to prey on early humans. Humans also needed to fend off predatory hyenas, pythons, lions, tigers, and bears. Oh, my! Traveling in a pack reduced the chance of an attack. And you thought your commute was hairy.

The story goes something like this: Until about 12,000 years ago, our distant relatives were nomadic and spent a lot of time foraging for food.6 They traveled in small groups, which was a necessity for survival. It allowed for some of the folks to look for food, while others kept an eye out for danger. The emphasis was on the tribe as a unit. And because these were the only people you knew on earth, it was imperative to keep one’s individual tribe membership in good standing. The bottom line: If you were banished from your bunch, you became a kangaroo’s lunch. To avoid this feast of fate, members adhered to social norms (not stand out), respected hierarchy (not stand out), and played nice with others (not stand out). You might see a pattern here. “Standing out” means the prospect of rejection. Rejection can lead to tribe ejection.

Oh, and forget about switching tribes if you’re banished. Nothing doing. Evolution took care of that by equipping us with our very own “stranger danger” device. This funky feature saw anyone outside our group as a threat. So, if you did happen to run into another human, it’s likely they would be highly suspicious of you—especially if you were traveling solo.

So what does this have to do with you and public speaking? After all, you probably aren’t traveling in a pack, foraging for food, and fending off beasts. However, part of your brain still thinks you are. Okay, we’ll explain. But before we get a-head (pun intended) of ourselves, you need to know something about your noggin.

Head Start

Our brains are remarkable in many ways, but there is one area that hasn’t really evolved in 300 million years. It’s appropriately called the primitive brain. How primitive is it? Steel yourself. Our own nerves, and the way they communicate, are comparable to the most ancient multi-organ animal on the planet: the jellyfish.7 To put this in perspective, jellyfish have been around for, give or take, 700 million years. That’s three times older than when the first dinosaurs roamed.8

The primitive brain’s purpose is both singular and critical. To put it bluntly, it keeps us alive. It’s the control center for our bodily functions, regulating breathing, heart rate, body temperature, digestion, elimination, reproduction, and balance.

The primitive brain also acts as our body’s Department of Defense against outside threats. When we sense danger, it prepares us to fight, run (flight), or freeze (play dead).

Brain Trust

When the primitive brain detects fear it automatically switches us into fight, flight, or freeze mode. While in high alert, it also disconnects from the thinking part of the brain. This is actually a good thing, especially for those of us who have a hard time making decisions. Can you imagine bumping into a tiger and having your thoughts paralyze your progress?

“Hmm. Is that tiger looking at me or the mouthwatering antelope behind me?”

“Wait, is this a friendly tiger, or the one that ate my entire village last week?”

“Gee, I wish I had paid more attention in How-not-to-get-eaten-by-a-Tiger Class.”

Okay, you get the idea. Although tiger run-ins are a rare scare, remember the primitive brain treats all threats (real or perceived) the same way. In other words, a modern version of a tiger attack just wears different stripes. For example, have you ever had a romantic crush on someone? They don’t know you exist, but you know where they’ll be at 3 o’clock on Tuesday. Yes, that kind. So what would happen if you ran into your crush unexpectedly in a supermarket aisle? Instantly, your primitive brain has you turning on your heels to get the heck out of there while your thinking brain has bolted to the bread section. At this point, the primitive brain is working in your favor because you can’t remember your name, let alone know how to say something cool to your crush. What’s the threat in this scenario? Rejection: “If I say something stupid, she/he will hate me forever!”

Although this all sounds like a pretty good deal (except for not getting a date), there is one drawback. Remember the primitive brain hasn’t evolved much. Let’s just say there haven’t been a lot of new ideas flowing through it, like ever. Come to find out, evolution can be both industrious and totally lazy. In the case of the primitive brain, there was no need to “fix” something that wasn’t broken. As far as evolution was concerned, the system was working, you’re still alive, so why adapt beyond the basics?

We’re about to sound really ungrateful here. So, don’t get us wrong; the primitive brain does a great job of keeping us alive. However, it can’t discern between the anxiety we feel when chased by a tiger and infinitely less dangerous fears like public speaking, closed spaces, and flying on an airplane.

Yes, for the primitive brain, fear is one size fits all. There is no internal “think tank” deciding if you are about to become a delicious tiger snack or, if you’re a fearful flyer, boarding a plane to Pittsburgh on a snowy evening.

Fear of flying or, brace yourself, pteromerhanophobia is one of the top 10 fears for American adults.9 Despite statistics showing commercial airline travel is overwhelmingly safer than all other ways we get around10, this phobia keeps some of us permanently grounded. One would assume fearful fliers are afraid of the airplane crashing. Seems logical, right? If we’re talking logic, however, many fearful fliers will tell you they know the fantastic safety record but still freak out. That’s irrational behavior. So what else could be going on here? Scholars who study social phobias might tell you it is about survival, but perhaps not entirely how you would expect. A psychologist who treats anxious fliers recently revealed that two thirds of his clients are more terrified of freaking out and “alienating” other passengers than of crashing.11 These same clients reported being scared of appearing “weird” to others. In other words, they were afraid of rejection from the group.

In this case, the anxiety is compounded. Not only does our primitive brain assume the crash position, it is terrified our nervous behavior will make us stand out in a group. And as our ancestors knew all too well, rejection could lead to tribe ejection. So, in a sense, “death” comes by way of exclusion rather than an accident.

Public Threat

Now that we know what the primitive brain can do, and what it fails at miserably, let’s talk about how your brain reacts to public speaking.

First, public speaking means physically and figuratively standing out from a group. In doing so, our modern self gets sent danger signals from our ancestral past. It shouts:

“Hey, idiot, what are you doing? This group is going to reject you and your stupid speech. You want to die? Turn around slowly, then run!”

But wait, there’s more. Lucky us, we also fear strangers. Though this might continue to benefit us in some respects, it’s not so helpful when it comes to speaking in public. When looking into a crowd of unfamiliar, unsmiling faces, our evolutionary stranger danger device goes berserk. Now our ancestor self is screaming in our head:

“You don’t know these humans. They may be dangerous. Don’t trust them. And, by the way, they think your suit looks cheap. Run!”

So as these fear fireworks blast off in your head, what happens? Your primitive brain is in full-on survival mode. Biological buzzers are going off throughout your body. Your mouth is so dry you can’t swallow. You suddenly feel light-headed and your face turns beet red. Your hands turn ice cold or your palms are slick with sweat. Oh, and of course, just when you need it most, your “thinking” brain is disconnected. Chances are you have experienced one or more of these reactions at some point. You’re in good company. These are common physiological responses triggered by our primitive brain and what we typically refer to as nerves. Guess what? We all get them to some degree when it comes to public speaking. Sure, some people call them jitters, butterflies, apprehension, stage fright, or anxiety, or dress them up as “anticipation,” but they all mean one thing: You’re human.

In a later chapter, we’ll explain why, despite our natural fears, when it comes to public speaking, audiences are seldom your enemy. In fact, we’ll turn your primitive brain on its head and open up your mind to the notion that they actually want you to succeed. Take that, primitive brain!

In Be Twain

Samuel Clemens, better known by the pen name Mark Twain, famously said, “There are two types of speakers: those that are nervous and those that are liars.”12 In other words, we all get nervous. Twain himself gave more than 1,150 public speeches in his career13 and knew what he was talking about. Frankly speaking, anyone who claims they can “cure” your public speaking nerves is talking out of both sides of his or her mouth. One public speaking book by a major publisher released in 2014 gives the impression it can do just that.14 The title assures that you will Never Be Nervous Again. Let’s be clear here: It’s impossible to eliminate all nerves. Most jaw dropping is how the title seems to disempower the reader. Let’s assume this author has a secret method for reversing at least 200,000 years of human evolution15 and can make nerves disappear forever. After reading the book, inevitably a speaker will continue to get nervous. So who is to blame for this failure? After all, the book held all of the secrets to never being nervous again. It must be reader’s fault when it doesn’t work. That’s really the only conclusion. The silliness of this “sale” confounds us. Though we applaud the writer for wanting to help people, it’s like a cookbook author promising that if you follow his recipes, you will never be hungry again.

Why do we bring this up? Because we don’t want you to buy into the false notion that there is magic cure to get rid of nerves or even that nerves are bad.

Make Nice With Your Nerves

As you have learned, nerves keep us alive. They keep you from having a picnic in the middle of the freeway or wandering down a dark alley at night. That can hardly be something you should be eager to get rid of. So, why not work with your nerves, instead of against them?

It’s time to make nice with nature.

Let’s go back to what happens to your body when you get nervous. It’s usually the same symptoms (sweaty palms, the good old leg shake, or something equally annoying) and it drives you to distraction, right? You’ve tried to control nervous symptoms and even attempted to medicate them. Yet, they keep showing up every time you get anxious about something like public speaking. But let’s stop here for a minute. We want you to consider something. If you know what your nervous symptoms are, and they occur every time you get nervous, then why are you so surprised every time they show up? It’s like this: You know your hands get sweaty when you speak in public, yet when it happens you’re thrown for a loop. Suddenly, all your focus is on your sweaty palms. It’s time to start expecting the expected. Once you begin to expect and accept nerves when they do happen, you can start to acknowledge their primitive role and move past them.

White Out

We’ve had people tell us that despite understanding nerves are a natural part of public speaking, they still worry about going blank at some point during the speech. We call this a “White Out,” where suddenly you’re in some hazy fog and not sure which way to turn. In the next chapter, we’ll talk about the power of visualization and the importance of positive self-talk. This should be helpful to avoid the White Out scenario altogether. Generally speaking, another way to tackle this is with a lot of preparation and practice. Nothing beats it. You can’t cram for a public speech. Well, not if you really want to shine. However, if you still find yourself in a White Out wipe out, we’ll shed light on how to get you out of a fog.

First, don’t assume the audience knows you’re in one. Unless they wrote the speech, they have no idea what’s supposed to come next. So, you’re in charge, even when you feel like you’re not. Second, freeze. We probably don’t have to tell you that because you may already be there, but what we mean is don’t fidget or start talking if you don’t know what’s going to come out. Most importantly, do not apologize or acknowledge your nerves! Again, the audience doesn’t know you’re experiencing technical difficulties. This is a tough thing to do, but it’s critical.

Next, think of the last thing you said or remember saying. Then, turn whatever you said into a question for the audience. It can be rhetorical or if the situation is appropriate, you can actually pose a question. Asking questions is one of the most powerful ways you can engage an audience, while buying yourself time. Here’s why: When you ask a question, even a rhetorical one, the audience goes into “answering” mode. They start thinking about the question, pulling focus away from you. This brief moment gives you time to catch your breath and get back on track. Let them ponder your question. No need to jump back in right away. If you have prepared and practiced, hearing the question out loud and taking this extra beat will likely lift the fog.

For example:

The last thing you remember is telling a story about a woman who found a wallet, turned it in, and received an unexpected reward. After that, you went into White Out mode. You might ask the audience any number of questions, including:

“So ask yourself: Would you have rewarded the woman? Aren’t we expected to do the right thing?”

Or, “Have you ever found something valuable and considered keeping it?”

Or, “Have you ever lost something and it wasn’t returned?”

Or, “Do you think the woman should have accepted the reward?”

Or, “What can we learn from this story?”

Or, “What does this story say about our society?”

Or, “How many of you have been in a similar situation?”

Get the point? There are numerous questions you can pose while you pull yourself out of the fog. It will not only buy you time, but will also engage your audience and they will assume it is part of your speech.

Physical Education

Public speaking is a physical activity and your body has much more of an influence on your mind than you may be aware of. This is a body, mind, and spirit effort. Runners, would you ever consider just hitting the path without stretching? All athletes know how important the mind-body connection is, as well as how to coax the best performance out of their bodies while avoiding injuries. It’s really the same for speakers, or should be.

As we know already, public speaking causes all kinds of physiological changes. Anxiety causes our muscles to contract as the primitive brain is preparing us for fight, flight, or freeze, so this is where you need to adapt where evolution hasn’t. Think about it. Standing with your muscles contracted and your jaw clenched tightly shut is not exactly the most relaxing way to give a speech. Not to mention that your body is sending a threat message to your mind. Other physical reactions to stress include: muscle tremors, twitches, difficulty breathing, rapid breathing, rapid heartbeat, chest pain, headaches, nausea/vomiting, vision problems, thirst, hunger, dizziness, excessive sweating, chills, weakness, fainting, and fatigue.16

Have you ever been really nervous and someone tells you to “just relax, calm down!” Did it work or did it just make you want to slap them? As if you wouldn’t have “just relaxed” or “calmed down” if you could! Do people really think that, of all things, just relaxing is the thing we can’t remember to do when we’re nervous? If it were only that simple! The reason we can’t just relax is because the anxiety is not just in our minds; our bodies have gone into fight or flight as well, so thinking “just relax” doesn’t work. We need to help our body calm down so it can begin to tell the mind, “We are not in danger anymore and we can relax.” Stretching, or moving your arms and legs, gives your nerves more space, reduces the tightness in your muscles, and allows your body to stay more fluid and flexible.

A bit of neuroscience for your reading enjoyment: The vagus nerve is the 10th cranial nerve that starts from our brain and connects to different parts of our body, creating a sort of communication highway. This is the reason we feel “butterflies in our stomach” when we are about to speak in public or our “heart breaks” when we get a heaping helping of “Let’s just be friends.” Interestingly enough, for our public speaking purposes, the communication lines between the brain and the body are disproportional. Twenty percent of the communication goes from the brain to the body and 80 percent travels from the body to the brain. This, by the way, explains why telling yourself to “relax” doesn’t work. What happens in vagus stays in vagus. It’s because the wiring sending that message only has 20-percent signal strength. So while you’re telling yourself to relax, if your heart is beating fast and your breathing is shallow, your body is telling your mind that you are in danger. It would be like pitting a dial-up modem against high speed Internet. This means that changing our body posture can really influence the way we feel. Brain science says so!

Amy Cuddy, a social psychologist at Harvard Business School, studied exactly this and found that “Our nonverbals govern how we think and feel about ourselves. Our bodies change our minds.”17 She came up with the idea of power posing, which is adopting the physical stances associated with power, confidence, and winning: head held high, chest pumped out, and arms either lifted up in the Rocky Balboa pose or fists on the hips a la Wonder Woman. Cuddy suggests that everyone should spend two minutes in the power stance before heading into a job interview, giving a big speech, or competing in a sports activity. This power stance exercise can change your attitude right before a speech from nervous and scared to confident and powerful!

You need to make your body do your bidding, not the other way around. Be hands-on and wake it up. Although stretching won’t eliminate your nerves, it will keep your body from tensing up, thus calming your mind. Adopting the power stance will tell your mind “we’ve got this.” Between these two techniques, your brain is getting the message: I’m relaxed and confident. Both are necessary ingredients to ensure rocking your speech!

The Stupidest Public Speaking Advice and Why It Makes Us Crazy

If anyone has ever told you to “imagine your audience naked,” it doesn’t make them a bad person. It just makes them wrong, and perhaps a little creepy. Variations abound on this advice, sometimes allowing your audience to wear undergarments. Whatever the undress code, we can’t think of anything more distracting than picturing an audience au naturel. We’ll leave it at that.

Of course, the idea of this “clothing optional” approach is to somehow give you more confidence. With your audience reduced to their skivvies (or less), they are supposed to be scary-free. Maybe, but this advice emotionally “distances” you from the audience. Public speaking is about engaging a group of people, not pushing them away or fantasizing what they would look like nude. It’s not that kind of engagement, people.

Our second-favorite-worst piece of advice is to “look above your audience” so that you don’t have to catch anybody’s eye. If the eyes are really the windows to the soul, the person who came up with this recommendation likely doesn’t have one—a soul that is, not a window. Here’s why: Humans look at each other. Eye contact builds connection and trust. Your eyes also communicate a heck of a lot of information. It’s really that simple. If you aren’t looking at your audience, you lose this extremely valuable communication tool. If you’re still considering avoiding eye contact this way, try out this little experiment first:

The next time you meet up with friends or family, don’t look them directly in the eyes. Instead, look above them. Act normally in every way, with the exception of giving them any direct eye contact. See how long it takes for someone to say, “Hey, dude, what’s wrong with you?!” Why? Because it’s really weird to look over someone’s head when you’re talking to him or her. It’s the same thing with public speaking, but in this case there are a lot more people wondering what you find so interesting on the wall above them.

I Will Survive

We learned in this chapter why public speaking is somewhat of a head game. First, thanks to evolution, we’re programmed to panic. When we feel threatened, our primitive brain goes into action, preparing us to fight, flight, or freeze. This causes physiological changes in our body, often identified as nerves. While all of this is happening, our “thinking” brain disconnects so we don’t waste time contemplating our next move, which could cost us our life. This is also why your mind goes blank sometimes when you’re nervous. Our ancestors also passed on another gift to us—and it wasn’t just gab. As nomadic people, traveling in tribes instilled a terrifying fear of rejection and a fear of strangers. This manifests today in social phobias like the fear of flying and public speaking. Fundamentally, it’s all about survival.

Understanding where our fears come from allows us to see that a) nerves are natural and b) we should work with, not against them. One fairly simple way to begin working with anxiety is to warm up your body before any public speech. Athletes do it to perform at their best and to avoid injuries. Public speaking is a physical activity, so we should do the same. Additionally, realizing that our bodies speak louder to our brains than our words, saying, “Relax, you’ve got this” to yourself before speaking in public, is not as powerful. Instead, before your speech, adopt a power stance for two minutes. Finally, we shared two of our favorite worst public speaking tips. Please don’t picture your audience in undergarments or naked; that’s just awkward. We also advise looking at, not over your audience. Both of these terrible tips defeat the basic purpose of public speaking: connecting with others to share an important message.

Try and Apply

Expect the Expected

Next time your nerves come on (and they will), the first thing to do is to acknowledge them. Don’t try to fight your primitive brain. It’s not smart and it doesn’t have a heart so it won’t respond to cajoling, reason, arguing, or tears. Instead, tell yourself:

“Of course, my palms are sweaty. They’re always sweaty when I’m nervous. No surprise here.”

This seems almost too simple, and to be honest, there’s no mystery to it. However, by acknowledging that nerves are natural and allowing them to do their evolutionary job, you begin working your nerves, not the other way around. Suddenly, you will find that your nerves are no longer at the top of your mind. In fact, your “thinking brain” will come back online because you’re, um, thinking.

Stretch Out

When you feel nervous, your body gets tense. This signals your brain that you are in danger, and you already know what happens when the body’s Department of Defense gets activated: fight, flight, or freeze. Stretching allows the nerves to spread out and have more room; your body will thus feel more relaxed.

Adopt a Power Stance

Take two minutes before your speech and either stand like Rocky Balboa or Wonder Woman. These two power stances will tell your brain: We are confident, in control, and are going to knock this out of the park!

Key Notes

1. Expect the expected: Your brain is programmed to view public speaking as a threat so expect to get nervous. This will decrease the shock and help you focus on your speech.

2. Wipeouts: If your mind goes blank, ask a rhetorical question; it engages the audience and buys you time to get back on track.

3. Power posing: Right before your speech, do a superhero stance for two minutes. Your body will tell your mind, you got this!




Chapter 2
Hey, Are You Talking to Me?

You can speak well if your tongue can deliver the message of your heart.

—John Ford


Chapter Focus

How negative self-talk shuts you down.

Talk yourself into speaking.



Talk Me Through It

Whether you admit it or not, you talk to yourself. You’re far from alone. Studies find that most of us use self-directed speech at least every four days, and many report self-chatter every hour. Researchers are also quick to add that talking to yourself doesn’t mean you’re crazy. In fact, self-directed speech can help us improve our memory, at least temporarily. Have you ever been walking out of the house and realized you don’t know where you put your car keys? As you search the normal hiding spots and the truly irrational (Really? In your wife’s jewelry box?), you are probably muttering to yourself the entire time. Turns out, if you are saying something like, “Key, keys, keys,” you will find them faster. That’s because saying the name of the object out loud helps you remember.1 Another recent study suggests self-directed speech can be helpful when learning a new skill and meeting goals.2 You can actually teach yourself by talking about it. Now, please don’t take this as an opportunity to narrate everything you’re doing 24/7. That’s just annoying. However, we do want you to realize that when you say words out loud, you are hearing and processing them similar to when others speak to you. This idea becomes very important in relation to public speaking, as you’ll find out shortly.

Use Your Inside Voice

There’s another voice you hear sometimes, too: the one in your head. It’s the voice that says things such as: “You aren’t smart enough,” “You look fat,” or “You’re going to mess this speech up and everyone is going to think you’re stupid.” Does any of this “inner” dialogue sound familiar? It sure does to us. In fact, all of us have this vicious vocal visitor at one time or another. It’s our inner critic, sometimes referred to as the anti-self. Whereas “worry” is a natural response to stress and challenges, the inner critic twists everything so eloquently that we lose sense of our reality. It not only shoots down our confidence, it sometimes triggers mood swings and even leads to self-sabotage.3 This is not your conscience by the way, or your moral guide. How can you tell the difference? Your conscience wants you to do the “right thing.” The inner critic, on the other hand, is always punishing and destructive. It won’t do anything to help you overcome an obstacle or make things easier. The inner critic is also so persuasive that it will convince you that the self-loathing you are experiencing is actually your idea. Its only job is to make you absolutely miserable. It probably started chattering at you the moment you found out you were giving a speech. We’re going to help you shut this jerk up; but first, let’s find out where this voice comes from and why it’s so good at its bad job.

The Bully Inside: Where Does It Come From?

Your inner critic is an obnoxious bully. It’s made even worse because you can’t exactly cover your ears to shut out all the insults and jibes, as they’re coming from inside your head. As we know, it never has a positive thing to say, nagging us to distraction and self-destruction. So why do we have it? Wait for it. Wait for it. It’s all about survival. Yes, back to the primitive brain. Its main objective is to keep us away from being eaten or falling off a cliff. Its motto: better safe than sorry. The inner critic, like any bully, uses intimidation and persecution to make us do what it wants. So, it pulls out all the stops and pushes every one of your buttons to make sure you don’t risk being mauled by a woolly mammoth. And herein lies the problem: Woolly mammoths have been extinct for 4,000 years.4 Yet, our inner critic is still operating as if a herd of them will be waiting, disguised as members of the audience, when you get up to give your speech.

As you learned in Chapter 1, fight, flight, or freeze gets triggered because public speaking feels dangerous and threatening. Your inner critic is sounding the alarm. It shouts: “You’re going to forget everything” or “People will think you’re stupid.” The goal is to thoroughly convince you not to speak in public. It will use every lowdown, nasty trick in the book to get its way because it has to. It believes that if you speak in public, people might reject and eject you from the group or, worse yet, attack you. This, of course, is something unpleasant to avoid.

Rick Hanson, a psychologist who has written on this phenomenon, explains, “There are two kinds of mistakes a person can make in life. They can either think there is a tiger in the bushes when there really isn’t one, or they can think there is no tiger in the bushes, but there actually is one about to pounce. Mother Nature wants us to make the first mistake a thousand times over to avoid making that second mistake even once.”5 Can you understand now why your inner critic is so adamant and can get so mean and nasty? It believes it’s saving your life.

Along with the inner critic, there is also the “outer” critic, and that one is all you. How often have you called yourself an “idiot” or “stupid” or “ugly” out loud? Remember that part about how self-directed talk helps us learn new skills and reach goals? Well, it works even when it’s negative. Right. So not only is our inner critic hammering away at us, but also when we put ourselves down out loud, we are essentially teaching ourselves to be losers. It’s no wonder so many of us are scared speechless!

But wait. You have a choice to listen to the inner critic or shout down its voice.

Accentuate the Positive, Eliminate the Negative

First, it’s time to use self-directed talk for good, not evil. No more negative self-talk comes out of your mouth starting now. You’ve got a big speech coming up and desperate times calls for decisive measures. It’s time to call in your reserves and clean up your trash talking. Nobody wants to hear it, including you. Look, it’s not easy and we all do it. You’re in the habit of doing it, so now make a habit of not doing it. Start catching and correcting yourself out loud. At this important time, do you really think teaching yourself how to be a loser is the best strategy to give an awesome speech? We don’t either.

So what about that nasty inner critic? It seems to be getting louder the closer you are to speech day. Of course! It’s gone into full-on panic mode. It thinks a woolly mammoth herd is about to trample you. If this were really the case, wouldn’t you be yelling, pleading, cajoling, and insulting, too? Wouldn’t you be doing everything you can to prevent someone from stepping up to give a speech in public that could result in a hairy disaster? Well, it’s time to shout back. We’re serious. Some people will tell you to “step away” from the voice or let it “flow” through you. We prefer the active versus the passive approach in this case. So let loose on it and shout back! Most likely it will get louder and more unbearable. But scream at it until it slinks away. And believe us, it will. Because the truth is, both the inner critic and bullies are cowards.

A bit of neuroscience again: The last 20 years of studying the brain has led to many important discoveries. A very interesting one, for our purposes, is that the old saying “You can’t teach an old dog a new trick” is bogus! You can teach an old dog new tricks and actually rewire your brain. Not that we’re calling you an old dog. But neuroscience has found that when you focus your attention on something new, your brain begins making new connections.6 Focused attention plays a critical role in creating physical changes in the brain. The more purposeful and conscious your focus is, the more your brain, making different connections, begins to rewire itself. Out with old and in with the new!

A word of caution: With all the shouting, your family might think you’ve lost your mind altogether, so best to do this exercise when it’s just you and your inner critic having it out. Oh, it will come back, in which case you can shout it down again or make a deal with it. You might say, “Look. Yes, I might listen to you and take your advice some day, but not today, not now, and not for this speech, so slither back into your cave.” This is a little white lie. Of course, you want it to be gone forever. You can also thank it for trying to keep you safe, but as there aren’t any woolly mammoths hanging around, you’re good for now. Thanks but no thanks! Of course, feel free to use whatever “colorful” language it takes. With enough practice and focused attention, that old inner critic can turn into your biggest fan.

Now it’s time to move the rest of your mind into action. Guess what? You can use words to do it, too!

Name It to Tame It

At some point in our lives we came to believe that if we pay attention to our anxiety it would get worse. Well, the exact opposite is true. Brain scientists have discovered that if you name your feelings, they actually dissipate or calm. They call it name it to tame it.7 In other words, feelings are fluid and they come and go. The key is to stop fighting the anxiety and actually notice the sensations in your body and name them. For example, if you say, “Wow, my heart is beating fast and my chest feels tight. I’m feeling really nervous about giving my speech at work tomorrow,” you could feel more relaxed about it. By actually naming what you are feeling, you might notice that the sensations will calm, even if just a little. And under these circumstances, every little bit counts! As your body calms, it signals the brain that you are not in danger, thus signaling the brain to stop releasing stress hormones to prep the body for fight, flight, or freeze.

That’s another incredible way you can prepare your mind and body for the big day. Yes, we’ll get to the part about practicing delivering your speech, but there’s another kind of practice that can make your performance a success.

Imagery Is Just Like the Real Thing

Remember when we said that the primitive part of the brain wasn’t so smart? Well, here’s a way you can use that to your advantage. That part of the brain doesn’t know the difference between real and imagined. Nope, we’re not making this up. Try it. Imagine that you are about to give a speech. Do you notice yourself beginning to get nervous? Now, imagine that you are doing great and end up getting a standing ovation. Can you feel yourself calming down? Imagining yourself giving your speech in front of people and nailing it fools your brain into thinking that you have been successful at this before.

Additionally, studies show that imagining performing a skill will activate almost the exact same neural pathways as actually performing it, so that you can become better at something simply by imagining yourself doing it.8 In other words, imagery can improve physical performance. This has been tested with athletes, musicians, and dancers. The groups that included imagery, in addition to practice, performed better than practice alone.

The imagining process is not just wishful thinking, by the way. It’s a detailed mental rehearsal and, when combined with actual practicing, becomes a very powerful way to improve your public speaking.

Some people call this technique visualization. Whatever you call it, the key is to be specific with what you want to happen. Needless to say, keep your visualizations positive; if the inner critic steps in, tell it to go away and continue to imagine giving the best speech of your life. Again, this is different from just having a general attitude of “I’m going to do well.” This is why you need to be thorough. The more details you can imagine, the more real it will seem to your mind and body. We recommend you do this exercise every single day including up to the moment of giving your speech.

Voices Carry

In this chapter, we’ve discussed how positive self-directed talk can improve our memory, teach us new skills, and achieve goals. We’ve also called out the inner critic inside all of our heads, that ancient bully who thinks it’s saving us from certain death. Understanding these concepts allows us to overcome them.

We have ordered you to stop talking trash about yourself and use your voice to shout down the inner critic. This focused attention will make new connections in your brain, making it easier to quiet your inner critic and turn your adversary into your ally. You can also “name it to tame it”; in other words, voice your concerns out loud. This should calm you down a bit. Finally, it’s time to start imagining your feat. It’s proven that when combined with preparation and physical practice, visualizing your success has a powerfully positive impact on your success as a public speaker.

Try and Apply

Combat the Inner Critic

There is a big difference from inter-directed talk and that inner critic that lives inside your head. Here’s a way to begin to correct that bad habit: Start now by noticing how you speak to yourself. The first time you hear something negative, immediately stop and rephrase it into something positive, even if you don’t believe it. The rest of the day, feel free to curse yourself out. Of course, we’re kidding. The point is that the first time you catch yourself and rephrase it, you heighten your awareness to it and bullying yourself will no longer be okay. Be conscious and purposeful. Remember, the power is in the focus. Where you choose to put your attention changes your brain, how you see yourself, and interact in the world.

Noticing Tames the Beast

Emotions are like the waves in the ocean. Sometimes they feel like tsunamis and other times they feel like small ripples. Noticing what you feel and naming it will help calm the emotion down. If the thought of public speaking brings out a fast-beating heart or butterflies in your stomach, you are probably feeling anxious. By acknowledging the anxious feeling without judgment, you will help it calm. If it doesn’t, notice the feeling with curiosity and ask yourself if it is okay to feel that emotion. Our bodies have a circuit breaker much like our homes’ electrical system. The intensity of the emotion will come down—your nervous system is built that way—so challenge yourself to wait it out and notice how long it takes for the emotion to start its journey back to homeostasis.

Getting the Picture: How to Start Imagining!

Find a quiet, safe place. Sit in a chair with your legs planted firmly on the floor. Notice your feet on the floor and your butt on the seat. Now, notice your breathing. Listen to the sounds in the room. What do you hear? What do you smell? What do you feel? When you notice you are calm, begin to imagine giving your speech from beginning to end, moment by moment. Every so often, notice how you’re feeling. Does your heart begin to beat a little faster? If so, ground yourself again, notice your feet on the floor, and butt in the chair. As you begin to calm down, keep going. Focus on breathing throughout the exercise and don’t stop no matter what, even if you have to ground yourself 50 times while you’re imagining giving your speech from start to finish.

Key Notes

1. Self-talk: Talking out loud makes learning a new skill easier and helps you remember.

2. Turn your inner critic into your biggest fan: Focusing your attention, consciously and purposefully, can help you change a negative thought into a positive one.

3. Name it to tame it: Don’t be afraid of your emotions. Tune in and name the feelings you’re experiencing; this will help them calm.

4. Visualize this: Imagery can improve physical performance, so imagining giving the best speech of your life will help you achieve it.




Chapter 3
Surprise, It’s Not All About You

Make sure you have finished speaking before your audience has finished listening.

—Dorothy Sarnoff


Chapter Focus

Why speeches are always audience-centered.

Your audience is not your adversary.



We the People

Public speaking is not just about you. Though this might come as a shock, it’s actually great news. If it were just about the speaker, an audience wouldn’t be necessary. Without an audience, it’s not “public” speaking. See how that works? Here’s another way to look at it: You are giving this speech for a reason right? Chances are good it’s not to tell people how gorgeous and smart you are. Although you might be both, you’re speaking at a specific occasion for others and typically not about you. This shift in perspective immediately takes some pressure off of you. So, get out of your head (where negative thoughts lurk) and turn your attention to where it should be right now: the audience.

News flash: audiences are alive. Collectively and individually, an audience has dreams, emotions, hangups, desires, needs, and expectations. Though this may sound like a “duh” moment, think about what you’ve been told about “imagining your audience naked” or “looking above the audience” so you don’t have to make direct eye contact. As we mentioned in Chapter 1, this advice encourages you to distance yourself from your listeners when you really should be doing everything you can to engage them. By detaching yourself from the audience, the experience becomes all about you, the speaker, increasing your anxiety and dehumanizing your audience. What if your minister never looks at the congregation during her sermon? Instead, she focuses her attention on the lighted red “exit” sign in the back sanctuary. Does she seem very engaged or interested in sharing a message? How does this make you feel?

So now that you understand you need to connect with an audience, where do you go from here? Well, first you have to find out as much as you can about them.

Population Control

Marketing professionals spend a lot of time studying demographics. Basically, demographics are quantifiable characteristics of a population. Commonly studied demographics include: age, gender, household income, and ethnicity. Based on demographics, marketers calculate how a group of consumers might respond to a given stimulus. The goal is to make sure whatever product, service, or idea a company is “selling” connects to consumers by meeting their needs and expectations.

In the same respect, the best way to connect with your audience is by meeting or exceeding their needs and expectations. This means thinking like a marketer and figuring out the demographics of your audience. Though this might sound hard, in reality, you do this on some level every single day. For instance, do you talk to fishing buddies the same way you chat with your grandmother? You probably don’t. Why? You know your audiences and have tailored your style to meet their respective needs and expectations.

Although the audience you’re preparing for right now is most likely larger, it’s the same basic idea. Knowing your audience’s demographics will guide you in both your preparation and performance. You’ll have a better understanding of what words and tone to use, jokes to tell, how fast or loud to speak, what pop cultural references will work, and even what to wear.

On the Origin of Speeches

No offense, but you’re self-centered. We all are. Personal self-interest is rooted in our basic need to survive. Does “survival of the fittest” sound familiar? Herbert Spencer coined the phrase after reading Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species.1 It basically means the biggest and baddest will survive. It really is all about survival! Have we mentioned that?

Our interest in self-interest didn’t stop after the Bronze Age. “Relatively” speaking, life expectancy for our ancestors has only recently meant living past 50. Just 100 years ago in the United States, a man lived a mere 52 years on average. Women rocked it until age 57.2 Our ancestors needed to be as self-centered as possible in order to stay alive each day, and we’ve inherited this trait. Part of the self-centeredness has to do with What do I need to do to connect with people? Remember: Rejection means tribe ejection. Audiences are also self-centered—collectively and as individuals. Yet, whether you’re thinking of an audience as a whole or individually, they want to know one thing: What’s in it for me? In other words, how are you going to meet my needs and expectations?

President Franklin Delano Roosevelt was arguably one of the greatest orators of the 20th century. He gave us some sound advice for meeting an audience’s needs and expectations when he said, “Be sincere; be brief; be seated.”3 Roosevelt recognized that an audience expected a speaker to be truthful, passionate, and committed. He also understood an audience’s limitations and that they were not there for your personal satisfaction.

So what are an audience’s needs and expectations?

Know Your Audience and Speak Their Language

An audience has both major and minor needs and expectations. When looking at an audience as a group, we can identify two general or major needs and expectations. They are:

To suit the occasion: Is your speech appropriate for the event? Have you respected traditions, rituals, and the people involved?

To be prepared and perform: Depending on the occasion, an audience needs and expects to be enlightened, entertained, consoled, persuaded, or inspired in the most efficient way. The audience is self-centered. They are there for themselves, not you.

However, we know audiences are made up of individuals and every individual has his or her own needs and expectations. For our purposes, let’s call these minor needs and expectations. An audience’s minor needs and expectations can be physiological, like having to use the restroom, needing an aspirin, or daydreaming of the roast beef dinner they’ll enjoy when they get home. They can also be emotional, like wishing you will acknowledge their dedication to the company in front of everyone—or hoping you won’t.

Later on, we’ll guide you through the creative process of writing your speech, how to practice and memorize, and finally, make it all sound conversational and appropriate for your particular situation.

Play in the Majors

A common mistake made in the “performance” aspect of public speaking is playing to the minor needs and expectations to the detriment of the major ones. We call this recruiting audience members. To better understand this concept, let’s first look at two common ways speakers relate to an audience.

One group of speakers ignore the audience altogether or imagine them in unimaginable scenarios (for example, naked). Ignoring your audience altogether makes for a very lopsided and awkward experience. Essentially, it becomes speaker-centered and the audience is disposable. In this scenario, a speaker can come off as very stiff and robotic. Imagine you are giving your speech, say something witty, and the audience laughs, but you don’t pause. Instead, you speak over the laughter and move on to your next point. By the time the audience gets quiet and starts to listen again, they’re lost and you don’t get to bask in their appreciation of your wittiness.

On the other side of the spectrum, many speakers read into every move and sound coming from the audience. This is often because they’re trying to meet or exceed the minor needs and expectations of individual audience members. In other words, they are trying to recruit individual audience members (to like them) by guessing what their reactions are communicating. This approach might be tempting, but it is a slippery slope that can lead to overcompensation and/or wandering off your prepared path. We are certainly not advising you to ignore the commonsense feedback an audience gives you (for example, applause, laughter, sighing, head nodding, strong eye contact, crying). These are all signs the audience is engaged and/or understanding your speech. However, to paraphrase an old adage, “You can please some of the people some of the time, and some of the people all of the time, but you can’t please all of the people all of the time.”4 So we caution you from putting too much stock into what individuals might be communicating through physical or even audible reactions.

To illustrate this point, let’s say you’ve done your demographic homework and prepared your speech on the general characteristics of your audience. Yet, ...






