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‘Susie Ashfield doesn’t just tell you to f**king say it, she tells you how to f**king say it.’


William Sitwell


‘Written with wit and style, this very helpful guide will enable anyone to deliver their message with real impact.’


Katrina Scior, Professor of Clinical Psychology, University College London
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INTRODUCTION: HOW TO CARE LESS


I reassure my client that his audience is piling in – there look to be about 7,000 people, the floor of the enormous stadium filling with shareholders and employees, day trippers and the odd journalist (poised to extract a sentence with surgical precision and repurpose it to tear the company apart in a witty, FT-reader way).


Though the client does not possess the charisma of Beyoncé or the comic timing of Peter Kay, he does have a message that he truly believes in. And while it might not be a message that everyone is longing to hear, he can deliver it without an autocue, which means everyone here will feel as if he’s speaking directly to them.


My client and I are sequestered in a private room, hoping we won’t be found by anyone wearing a headset or – worse – someone conveying last-minute bad news. And I’m watching the time. It won’t be long before he’s delivered onto the stage, which, with all the cameras and blinding lights, will feel as familiar to him as landing on planet Mars.


The client has gone quiet, which might be a sign of getting ‘in the zone’ (I have yet to work out what/where ‘the zone’ is) but more likely he’s spiralling down the endless ways everything could come crashing down in front of him. I am primed to pull him onto dry land, playing out the conversation in my head. He’ll tell me how the irrational side of his brain has kicked in. How he’s gone from serene to imagining the audience yelling, ‘Fraud!’ How, right there, the company’s share price will crash through stadium floor.


Without breaking eye contact, I say, ‘Just tell me what you’re thinking right now, James.’ Pulling out a single earbud – emanating from which I detect Taylor Swift – he shakes his head. ‘Oh, nothing yet. Don’t worry. I’m just, you know, getting in the zone.’


James is going to do it. He’s going to go out there and just f**king say it. But his zen-like aura in the face of what could have been unbridled terror hasn’t arrived like some blessing from St Taylor. We’ve spent months in conversation, considered every angle – every feeling, every prop – to arrive at this moment. He will speak, and it’ll sound as though something brilliant just popped into his head on the way to the stage.


I’ve yet to meet anyone who describes themselves as a ‘naturally brilliant speaker’ (and suspect they’d be bloody awful company). As with so many things in life, becoming proficient at public speaking requires grit, a willingness to dive repeatedly into the deep end. Sure, having a supportive environment helps, but embracing the challenge is half the battle. It continues to surprise me that the myth of ‘great speakers being born like that’ still abounds – the conceit that only a favoured few are bestowed with the gift of being able to speak in public, while the rest lose sleep over a five-minute client project update. In some it’s so ingrained that they allow the belief that they’re naturally poor communicators to dictate their career, actively seeking out roles that dodge the spotlight. What baffles me is that, albeit unknowingly, the very same individuals have effectively been engaging in public speaking from infancy. But the moment that a manager asks them to present a sales strategy to the team, they feel sick. If it was widely known that ‘presenting’ was just the same as ‘talking’, I’d be out of a job.


The difference between those who appear to be ‘natural’ performers and those who believe there’s a chance they’ll throw up before speaking comes down to a single factor: practice. But when I tell my clients that they’ll perform better and feel calmer if they simply have a few run-throughs first, I’m met with disbelief. Surely, they think, there must be more to it than just that? Dolly Parton once observed, ‘You’d be surprised how much it costs to look this cheap!’ My equivalent statement is ‘It’s amazing how much rehearsal it takes to make a speaker look so off-the-cuff.’ Speaking well, in any style, format or environment, can be learned, regardless of how unpleasant it might feel. And that is my job. My work ensures that my clients look good, sound good and feel good when they next have to speak in front of an audience. I am a speech coach. I will help you identify exactly what it is you want to say, then help you work out how to say it. I am the reason that when James’s speech is over and the audience is leaving, I will overhear them say, ‘But that’s just James, isn’t it? He’s just a natural speaker.’


*


The following day I find myself in something that describes itself as ‘The International Soho Business Centre’. In reality, it seems as though some wily entrepreneur has transformed the stockroom of a Chinese restaurant into a rentable office space, but it was the best I could find at short notice. With its cheap chipboard desks, peeling dry paint and faded posters, it’s fair to say the place has seen better days. This run-down environment is in direct contrast to my extremely glamorous client who, despite her waist-long blow-dried hair, manicured nails and Chanel handbag, has tears streaming down her face. I dig around in my own handbag (not Chanel) and pull out a packet of Kleenex. She looks at me with mascara-stained eyes and tells me, ‘I couldn’t do it. After all the work we’ve been doing, I just couldn’t say it. I couldn’t say a single f**king thing!’


We’ve been steadily setting small tasks designed to gently expose her to the thing she fears more than anything: speaking up in boardroom meetings. In the past five weeks she’s had two board meetings, and after both she’s walked away kicking herself for all the things she didn’t say. It’s not that she didn’t know what to say – or how to say it – it’s just at the exact moment she wants to get her point across, her head is suddenly filled with a million worst-case scenarios that will never happen. ‘What if I say the wrong thing?’ ‘What if I go bright red?’ ‘What if I go bright red and they all see me go bright red and they realise that I’m terrified and that makes them think I don’t deserve to be in the room, and they all talk about it behind my back?’


We’ve spent hours discussing what ‘the wrong thing’ actually is, whether being publicly embarrassed results in a loss of professional credibility, or whether anyone even notices it. In all our conversations I’m trying to make my client think rationally about the root of her fear. Not in a way where we examine childhood trauma (some coaches do this; I’m not one) but in a way that makes her understand that the worst possible outcome of another person observing a flushed face is that they say, ‘Hmm. That person has gone red. Probably because they’re speaking in public. I wonder what time lunch is?’ We’ve done the breathing exercises; she’s tried hypnosis; we’ve explored the cognitive approach. There’s just one option left. And if she takes that option, she’ll win.


It’s the advice that underpins this entire book. Seventy thousand words reduced to two words that I’m foolishly revealing in the introduction. Here they are:


Care. Less.


Care much, much less.


In caring less, you’ll unlock the ability to just f**king say it. That is the essential premise of this book.


I’m convinced that caring less is the secret to the most successful people I’ve ever met. LinkedIn influencers will tell you it’s resilience, empathy or a 6 a.m. ice bath, but it’s this. Care. F**king. Less.


However, to care less you need to have three foundations in place:


1. Know you know your shit


Most people know their shit, but it’s even more valuable to know you know it. You should feel as if you are good at what you do – whatever that is – to the extent that you don’t ever feel as though you have to prove you know your shit to anyone.


2. Don’t aim for mass likability


Be comfortable with the fact that not everyone is going to like you. Subjectivity is one of the core rights humans have, and if someone dares to take potshots behind your back, they’re the problem, not you. Do your own thing and be comfortable that not everyone is going to love it immediately. Just look at the way high jumpers get themselves over the pole – it’s inelegant and silly. This technique is known as the ‘Fosbury flop’, so named after Dick Fosbury, who realised that this style of jumping (alongside the recently invented modern safety mat) would give him the edge over his competitors, regardless of how much it caused them to snigger at how graceless he looked. They stopped laughing when he took the gold medal in 1968, and the once mocked ‘Fosbury flop’ became the widely adopted style you see today. If you stop yourself from speaking out because you’re worried that a handful of people won’t get it, you’ll never change the status quo.


3. Try


Because if you accept points 1 and 2 without putting in any effort, then you’re going to end up like the car-crash best man at a wedding, staggering from ex-girlfriend anecdote to ex-girlfriend anecdote. Knowing you tried gives you the same power as the child who learns early on that rosettes on sports day ultimately don’t define you. You came last. So f**king what? You participated. You didn’t feign a headache despite really, really wanting to. That is true power. You tried.


If you master these three foundations of caring less, then f**king saying it will suddenly become second nature. Add to this the understanding that public speaking isn’t something that the majority of people enjoy and you’ll free yourself of the weight.


You should feel fear. It’s a fact of life that sometimes you’ll have to experience uncomfortable sensations. But think what you could achieve if public speaking didn’t make you feel physically sick. What if you could speak up in any meeting regardless of who is sitting around the table? What if you could build a concise, compelling presentation in a couple of hours (as opposed to putting it off for months, then staying up until 3 a.m. the night before to compile eighty slides that prove you’ve covered every little thing)?


If you’ve picked up Just F**king Say It, then you’re not just someone who enjoys rude words. You understand that real communication should be the North Star of your career, your life, your ambition. You understand that if you run towards something – rather than away from it – then you’ve put yourself in the driving seat, in control of your future. You have overcome anxiety. Most importantly, you’ll be able to use this book like an instruction manual for communication, without having to do any kind of acting, exploration of your relationship with your parents, or even taking your shoes off.


Get ready to just f**king say it.









PART 1


I CAN’T CAN F**KING DO THIS
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THE ‘CON’ OF CONFIDENCE


There is one client I think about more than anyone else I’ve ever worked with.


Before I met this client, the person who introduced us didn’t hold back on the fact that I’d been brought in as the very last resort. She’d been seen by, I was told, ‘the best in the country’, and now, only out of sheer desperation, I was being put in front of her. Fair enough. I was twenty-six then and longing to appear older, more experienced and less desperate for work. I was chosen because she hadn’t got on with any of her previous coaches, all of whom were male and significantly older than I was. And that was how it was put to me. She simply ‘hadn’t got on with’ any of them.


Brooke Morrison was the rising star of weightlifting. When I met her, she had recently competed in two world championship finals and just won another title. While her sporting career went from medal to medal, her relationship with the press was less consistent, and her rare post-match interviews were mostly monosyllabic and emotionless. This was a problem for her agency, which had a firm eye on sponsorship deals and media contracts. Hence, coaches and media trainers had been called in, with little to show for it.


We were sent to a small, dusty office in West London that had once been a shop, somewhere that would provide neutral territory for both of us. Even though she was only a couple of years younger than me, I decided to dress ‘up’ to conceal my inexperience, making an effort to wear heavy, dark make-up, heels and a suit. At the last minute, I decided that a suit jacket might be overkill, so I swapped it for a cardigan. The overall effect resulted in me looking like a librarian going on a first date.


I arrived slightly ahead of time and dutifully set out notepads, pens and cups of water, ready to welcome in my new best friend. It wasn’t too long before I heard a ping, and so I opened the door to Brooke, champion lifter and soon-to-be media sensation. I looked up, beaming. Brooke looked down and then down again. There was a tiny pause where we both took in the astonishing height difference between us. My height scrapes in at just over 5 feet, and Brooke seemed to be about double that, even with her slouching posture, which was accompanied by a profoundly unimpressed expression.


We must have run out of small talk – which consisted mainly of me firing questions at her about her journey and her responding with the words, ‘It was all right’ – after about three minutes. After an uncomfortable silence, I decided to jump in and explain the process, sticking rigidly to a script provided by the company I was employed by. Just as I was reaching a crucial point in my breathless monologue about putting the audience’s needs ahead of the speaker’s, Brooke’s eyes went from the floor (where they’d been for all of our meeting so far) to her enormous black rucksack, from which she pulled out a phone and started typing. Alarm bells inside me began to go off. I am boring. I am bad at this. I cannot help her, and it is because I am terrible at the job I have only just started doing.


‘Is everything all right, Brooke?’


‘Yeah, it’s all right.’


(Silence.)


‘Does that make sense? The audience bit?’


‘Yeah.’


(More silence.)


‘Should I carry on?’


‘If you like.’


So I carry on, and Brooke continues to gaze at her phone screen.


The panic in me rises. I cannot lose this job because it is the first job I’ve had in a long time that I actually enjoy, and up until today, I thought it might be the first job I had that I was good at. She is going to go back to her agency and tell them I was the worst of the lot. I look at Brooke with desperation, and she continues to ignore me. I can’t remember exactly what I said next, but I do remember that I said it with desperation in my voice.


‘Brooke, we both have to sit here and say we talked to each other for the whole session.’


‘That’s all right. I don’t mind not talking.’


‘Is that what you want to do?’


‘Yeah. I don’t have anything to say, really.’


‘OK. If they ask, we have to say we talked and did some exercises.’


‘All right.’


We sit silently for an hour, Brooke on her phone and me writing meaningless session notes. We did nothing, and then she left.


Unfortunately, our act works too well, and a month or so later, we meet back in the same room to build on the reported success of our previous session. From the look on Brooke’s face, we are feeling the same way about having to spend another hour or so in each other’s company. We settle in and Brooke pulls out her phone. I start doodling.


After what feels like forty minutes, Brooke is apparently bored of the silence. To my amazement, she shoots a question at me.


‘Is this, like, what you do for a job all the time?’


‘Most of the time. Sometimes I do voice-overs.’


‘Voice-overs?’


‘You know, voices for adverts and stuff. “Jersey Royals. Traditionally grown by the Jersey Royal Company. Simply. Delicious.”’


She recoils.


‘I didn’t know you could do that for a job.’


‘Well, I’d be shit at lifting weights.’


And now it is my turn to be surprised, because Brooke Morrison is laughing.


‘You’d make a shite lifter. I don’t think you could even pick up my lightest bumper plates.’


‘What’s a bumper plate?’ I ask.


And suddenly, we are talking. And it turns out that despite being exceptionally different in every aspect, we do share one thing, and that is a sense of humour. Brooke is exceptionally dry, and we embark on a dark fantasy together in which my coaching sessions become so irritating to her that she reaches across the table and kills me with a single 10-kilogram barbell. We have found a broom in the back of a cleaning cupboard and we spend the rest of the time (which has now started to fly) with her showing me a few moves (snatch, clean and jerk, panda pull), perhaps to fill the silence or perhaps out of a genuine concern for my total lack of muscle mass.


By our next session, she is talking about the press, and I have abandoned the script. She tells me how she loathes the artificial nature of the post-lift interview.


‘It was a f**king foul, how do they think I’m feeling?’


She’s terrified of saying the ‘wrong’ thing, so her approach has become to say almost nothing at all. Her confidence can be so impacted by the inevitable interview that it has started to affect her performance in the arena. She has no fear of dropping the bar, breaking a bone or passing out, but the idea of journalists throwing questions at her that she can’t answer is taking up more headspace than her opponents or her technique. Her argument is that her career should be driven by nothing other than her sport and that a champion is made on the platform, not in sponsorship deals. She doesn’t need fans; she needs trophies. But Brooke is exceptionally intelligent, and as she says these thoughts out loud, I can see her connecting the dots.


I try to ascertain what she is frightened by. Brooke has this sense that the interviewers are trying to ‘catch her out’ but can’t confirm exactly what trap they’re setting for her. She’s worried she might swear or give an aggressively short response to a question that she finds too obvious. She can’t talk like a BBC presenter, she says; she hates ‘acting’. And we agree that acting shouldn’t come into it. Instead, I suggest that she should speak to the press as she speaks to me, which is a thought that she hasn’t previously considered. We come to the conclusion that they’re not interested in whether she says the ‘wrong’ thing or the ‘right’ thing – they just want her to say something. She agrees that in her next interview she will just say whatever comes into her head, even if that means swearing or stating the bloody obvious. A few weeks later I am sent a clip of her doing exactly that, while the interviewer runs around trying to think of more facetious questions to fill the time. To an outsider it might have looked uncomfortable, but at last Brooke has him feeling the pressure instead and she is the one in control.


*


‘Just make me confident’ is still a request I hear time and time again when I ask clients how they’d like me to help them. They’re constantly chasing the word like it’s some kind of holy grail, seeing it plastered everywhere, from political slogans to labels on deodorant sticks. But confidence is intrinsically linked to your own levels of self-esteem, which is nothing to do with me, and certainly isn’t something that can be ‘fixed’ or improved in sixty minutes.


What can be achieved in that space of time, however, is coaching on the body language that will make you appear confident, even when that’s not necessarily how you’re feeling. If that’s what you’re after, then it’s easy, and it’s been written about many times before. You simply stand with your feet shoulder-width apart, push your shoulders back, make eye contact with your audience, smiling appropriately, using some deliberate and well-timed gesticulation, interjecting with frequent pauses. And there you have it! Confidence in a can. Apply liberally to the body every morning and wash off last thing at night before bed.


You can try this out now by pinching a few strands of hair from the top of your head. Pull them upwards and allow your whole body to follow, as if you’re a puppet being pulled up by a string. Now let go of the hair while continuing to hold this position. This is how someone in control, someone who believes in their own ideas, looks when seated. Explore the difference in how you feel now from how you felt the last time you were hunched over a screen for a two-hour Zoom meeting.


In doing this you’ll tap into a bit of a psychological trick, which is that no matter how nervous you are feeling, if you ‘perform’ these traits of confidence to an audience, they will see you as confident. In the same way that if you smile and nod at an audience, they will start to smile back at you (mostly internally, but often physically). Then the real magic happens, which is suddenly, out of nowhere, the nerves begin to dissipate. You look confident to the audience, they believe you really are confident, and you now feel as though you might have been that confident person all along. Confidence is not simply fake it to make it, but fake it to make it to actually acquire it. In a study from a research paper titled ‘The effects of posture on self-perceived leadership’, in the International Journal of Business and Social Science, it was confirmed that participants who had a consistently upright posture rated themselves higher in leadership than those who were slouched, and would even position themselves closer to the head of the table. In short, those who demonstrated body language that made them look as if they were in control felt in control.


The University of South Australia decided to test a similar theory in a study. They examined how a subtle smile (induced by asking participants to hold a pen in their teeth) impacted the perception of body and facial expressions. The results revealed that simply using the muscles required to smile (even if forced) were associated with feeling positive. Plastering on that smile ahead of doing something that terrifies you might not be such a bad idea after all.


In faking it, remember that you should not be aiming to play a character you are unfamiliar with. It should look like you, but it should look like whoever you are after, say, a pint and a half. I’ve observed that even my most austere clients lighten up once they’re out of their glass-box room on the twenty-second floor, and into the Lamb Tavern. They move and talk organically, in a way that feels unguarded and engaging. This is the exact person they need to be back in that boardroom.


If you are looking for something more heavyset than a party trick, then it’s actually even easier. Here is the formula for becoming confident:


(Knowledge + Practice) × Experience = CONFIDENCE


*


Knowledge. It is not enough to know your stuff; you have to know you know your stuff. At the time Brooke was speaking, she was not only a champion weightlifter, she’d also been the one on the platform, making her the world’s leading expert on the question, ‘And how did that go for you?’


You have competence. You have the required level of knowledge to do this. That’s why you’ve been the one asked to speak. But you have to believe at the time you are speaking that you are an expert on your topic or, at that very least, you know enough to offer an informed opinion.


You must now blend this foundation of competence with practice. I don’t know a single brilliant speaker who doesn’t practise, and regardless of how great you believe your material to be, it won’t make you feel at all in control if you can’t reassure yourself that you’ve said this out loud a least a few times before you actually deliver. It’s a simple premise: the more you practise, the more confident you will feel. For example, if you’re giving a speech at a wedding, I’d suggest practising it out loud once a day every day for a month in the run up to the event. By the time you get to the day itself, you could do the whole thing standing on your head.


Finally, experience. Do not expect the great gift of confidence to pop up overnight. The more you expose yourself to the thing you’re frightened of, the more you’ll build a familiarity with it. In short, true confidence takes time to build. When you look at people who appear to be naturally brilliant speakers, what you’re more likely seeing is someone who has just been more exposed to it than most. Experience builds over time, but it’s the final factor in growing your self-esteem in the long run.


Take your base of knowledge, practise your delivery like crazy and, over time, the more you experience public speaking, the more confident you will feel. That’s the real formula.


Whenever I think back to my early days of ‘faking it to make it’, I think of Brooke. We were both experiencing nervousness but were tackling it in two very different ways. I was trying to fake confidence through my aesthetic and Mary Poppins-esque cheerfulness, and she was trying to hide her lack of confidence through stonewalling. These tricks would suffice in the short term, but in the long run, it would be authenticity that pushed us through to a real working relationship.


I have followed her career closely and watch clips of her in interviews whenever they pop up. She is astonishingly natural, full of humour and depth. I have no doubt she’s had plenty more coaching since we first met, but I like to think I’m the only one she’s instructed in lifting.


My clean and jerk remains disappointingly weak.
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KILL THAT VOICE IN YOUR HEAD


For just £220, easyJet can cure you of your deep-rooted fear of flying. They’re not the only airline to offer a service like this, and whichever brand you opt for, there’s a variety of techniques and therapies available, everything from hypnosis to neurolinguistic-programming, to something suspicious called ‘The Jell-O Exercise’. easyJet’s version is extremely popular and has a long waiting list, which is unsurprising given their claims of a 95 per cent success rate. The one thing that all these courses seem to share is that the final exercise is always a short flight. The optimum cure for anyone with aerophobia seems to have been unanimously agreed: sufferers must face their fear to push past it.


Contrary to popular belief, anxieties don’t always come from some sort of childhood trauma. It might simply be the result of your brain trying to protect you from a worst-case scenario, which then becomes an unchallenged pattern of thinking or comfort blanket. Very, very rarely has anyone with a fear of flying actually had a near-death experience in an aeroplane. Instead, a grain of a thought has developed, unchallenged, over a long period of time. From a tiny seed of ‘what if?’ a flourishing, impenetrable dread has bloomed. It might have started out with those last-minute worries that we all experience: What if the taxi/train is late? What if I forget my passport? What if the flight is delayed? What if they lose my luggage?


These thoughts are, to an extent, helpful. Worrying about forgetting a passport has the likely outcome of you remembering to pack it. Brilliant. Your cautious mind has stepped in and prevented a problem. Great work, brain.


But for many, what starts out as a damage-limitation process can morph into something monstrous: What if there’s a delay? A delay from a storm? What if we fly in the storm? What if the pilot loses control? What if there’s engine failure? What if we crash?


And the more you spiral downwards, the harder it is to pull yourself out, until you’ve convinced yourself that the only conceivable result of you getting on a plane is certain death. Psychologists refer to this fixation on the worst possible outcome as ‘catastrophising’, and the sensation of purposefully doing things that cause you to feel distressed is often described as ‘emotional self-harm’. The habit of catastrophising can become addictive because it can serve a variety of psychological needs, from offering the illusion of control to the avoidance of deeper issues, so your anxiety can feel strangely helpful or comforting.


As you read this, you might be able to laugh at the above thought pattern. You know full well that you have a lower chance of survival when you cross a road than you do on a flight. But this is almost identical to how someone with a fear of speaking in public might think. The moment you’re told you’re expected to give an update during a meeting, your brain identifies something that carries RISK. And so, in the same way, it kicks off a pattern of thinking that is designed to protect you. And it may start out totally rationally: What if there’s a tech issue? What if my information isn’t something they want to hear? What if someone asks a question? What if I forget what I’m about to say?


And then, it grows into an uncontrollable mess . . .


What if I forget what I’m about to say? What if I can’t speak? What if I freeze up completely? What if my boss walks in and I freeze and I can’t start speaking again and someone has to jump in on my behalf and my boss thinks I’m incompetent and they all start talking about me behind my back and when the inevitable restructure happens, they fire me?


Just as the fearful flyer has concluded that the only possible outcome of a flight is death, the anxious speaker has decided that the only possible outcome of delivering that monthly sales update to the team is total credibility loss.


The only way to prevent yourself from spiralling is to learn how to draw clear lines between where the logical thought is and where the irrational thinking creeps in. Do this by examining each thought and seeing how much evidence is behind it. Separate fact from fiction.


For example, someone with a fear of flying might think: That funny noise means something is broken and the plane will crash – but they have no evidence to support this thought. The only thing they really know (but are ignoring) is that every single flight they’ve taken in their lives so far has taken off and landed successfully.


Here’s a diagram showing how distorted thoughts can take over a usually pragmatic mind:


[image: Illustration]



In this big circle labelled A is every presentation you’ve ever given. And every single one of those presentations has been ‘fine’. They didn’t set the world on fire – but they didn’t need to. They’re mostly just updates. They could have been better, but they could have been much worse. They were fine.


[image: Illustration]



In circle B are all the presentations where it was better than ‘fine’. It represents those occasional times where you really knocked it out of the park. You won the business from your pitch, you received great feedback, or you could see a tangible impact as the result of your message.


All of this is evidence. Actual, real-life evidence that supports the idea that, so far, all your presentations have been ‘fine’ or ‘better than fine’.


But your brain has a convenient way of ignoring evidence when it’s in panic mode. Instead, it focuses on this teeny tiny dot, C, here:


[image: Illustration]



That dot represents all those distorted thoughts that keep you awake at night. And the more effort and energy you pump into that red dot, the bigger it grows, until it’s completely overshadowed all of that lovely evidence for it being fine. You have convinced yourself that the only possible outcome of you speaking is the worst-case scenario.


How do you get yourself out of panic mode and back into the land of logic? You hold a mirror up to your anxiety and you start to pull it apart, piece by piece. If you can learn to identify that red dot quickly, the faster you’ll be able to see it for what it is: a made-up but intrusive voice that causes unnecessary disruption. Psychologists call this process of identifying and challenging negative-thinking patterns ‘cognitive restructuring’. It takes practice and patience, but by honing your ability to identify the thoughts that are causing the problem, the easier it becomes to challenge them. If you leave them wrapped up in a jumbled mess with all the other thoughts that you’re experiencing, you might mistake them for another rational concern.


Think of the negative thought as a loud red parrot on your shoulder. It’s a misconception that parrots can talk. They can make noises that mimic a human’s sound, but they’re not conversing with you – much like the voice in your head that tells you you’ll say something outrageously stupid at your next meeting when you have zero evidence for that thought. It’s not real, just an irrational concern squawking in your ear. There’s no need to indulge it by thinking it has something significant to announce. Some clients have even found it helpful to give this parrot a name so that they know who they are addressing when they tell it to f**k off. The better you become at understanding real risk versus when it’s just that bloody bird, the more in control you’ll feel.


One client who was a partner at a law firm often heard her parrot just ahead of board meetings. Over time, she’d grown so confident about what she needed to say and how she needed to say it, her parrot had only one line left it could screech at her:


What if I shit myself?


Naturally, this had never ever happened before, but the more she thought about it, the more she felt that it actually might. This was easily fixed. From the moment she stated her concern out loud to me, she realised how ridiculous it was. After her confession, we sat in silence, both somewhat non-plussed. ‘I have to say, that’s not one I’ve heard before,’ I said. After we’d stopped laughing, she shook her head. ‘It’s just not going to happen, is it?’ she said. ‘If it ever does, I’ll give you a full refund,’ I replied.


Everyone has these sorts of thoughts one way or another, but if you let the intrusive thoughts run the show, you’ll find yourself unable to speak up when it matters, having to feign last-minute headaches ahead of presentations or read from a script in your next online meeting. Every time you give in to the intrusive thought, you give it more power.


Nerves are normal. Last-minute concerns can be a good thing. But convincing yourself that the moment you open your mouth you’ll somehow cause your company to collapse is a sign that it’s time to take control of your parrot.


The foundation step is to identify when the parrot on your shoulder starts making noise. Start to build awareness of what it sounds like and the sort of lines it comes out with. This takes time to master, but once you have it, you’ll be able to begin the process of neatly separating your rational thoughts from the irrational ones.


Now you’re ready to kill it using a technique of questioning that has existed since around 399 BCE, called the Socratic method, which the ancient Greek philosopher Socrates came up with in order to stimulate ideas and illuminate contradictions in an individual’s thinking. Here we are, more than a few years down the road, using it as a core part of the cognitive restructuring process that will expose your irrational, negative thoughts.




Step 1: The moment you start to feel a familiar tightening in your throat, ask yourself this: What am I worried about?


The answer might start small: I’m worried that I’ll forget what I want to say.


Fine, but dig deeper. How far does that thought go?


I’m worried I’ll forget what I’m going to say, and people will see me freeze, and someone else will have to step in, and that will make the audience think I’m incompetent, and they’ll all talk about me behind my back.


Now we have it. Sit with that thought for a moment.


Step 2: Look for any evidence or previous experience you have to support that thought.


It’s important to clarify what evidence is and what it isn’t. Evidence could come in the form of feedback, like a manager telling you that because you forgot how you wanted to end a sentence, they no longer believe you have any professional capability.


But evidence is not an assumption or a ‘gut feeling’ that comes from nowhere other than your own head.


Go through or write out each anxious thought. Put a line through the ones you cannot support with evidence. For example: I will freeze, and I will be unable to carry on with my presentation.


Unless you have actually had to stop a presentation midway through previously because you couldn’t complete a sentence, then you don’t have any actual evidence for this happening.


Step 3: With the anxious thoughts you have been able to provide evidence for, explore the consequence of each. For example: I know I can forget what I’m about to say. This has happened before.


Now ask yourself, what is the actual impact of this happening (again, evidence based)?


If I do forget what I’m about to say, there is normally a pause before I either have to start my point again or move on completely. Nothing else happens.


Write out the consequence of each anxiety.


Step 4: Be objective. Imagine a friend has presented this exact problem to you. What would you say to reassure them, based on the analysis you’ve just done?


If you do freeze, nothing actually happens. You just start speaking again after a pause, and you have no evidence to suggest that anyone will think any less of you if it does happen.


You have evidence to support the idea that every single time you have experienced a ‘freeze’, you have simply carried on with your presentation.





Repeat these steps as often as is necessary.


It might be helpful to keep a diary to address these anxieties over time, or you can quickly run through these questions the moment you hear that parrot kicking off:


1   What am I really worried about?


2   What evidence do I have to suggest this actually going to happen?


3   What evidence do I have to suggest this is not actually going to happen?


4   With my worries that I do have evidence for, what is the consequence of each?


5   Using the above analysis, what would I say to a friend who was in the same boat?


In doing so, you’ll come to realise that nerves and their physical manifestations are completely to be expected. Your hands might shake, your mouth might go dry, but you’ll be able to experience these sensations in the knowledge that there’s actually nothing to be frightened of.


An aeronautical engineer I worked with to overcome his reliance on beta blockers to calm his extreme nerves ahead of presenting came up with a great analogy for this. He asked me if I’d ever watched the 1970s cartoon series Scooby-Doo. Fortunately, I had.


‘It’s the same show every week. Every week they’re on the run from some crazy supernatural force, and every f**king week they take the mask off and it’s just the janitor. That’s exactly what this is.’


What the rocket scientist meant was that for years he’d been on the run from his fears, but now he’d stopped running to face them head on, he’d realised they weren’t real. Now he understood that feeling fearful didn’t automatically mean there was anything out there to be frightened of.


The feeling of fear is what causes your body to release adrenaline. The reason it decides to flush this hormone through your body is because your brain has sensed danger, and so this chemical helps you prepare to fight this perceived threat or run away from it very, very quickly (the ‘fight-or-flight’ response). If ever you feel that your mind sharpens up after a run or your heart rate increases during a scary film, adrenaline is what’s behind it. Unfortunately, it often brings along a host of other symptoms that might not be useful for the actual situation you’re facing – everything from knocking knees, feeling nauseous, a flushed face to shallow breathing.


Adrenaline is not only something you should accept but something you should embrace – it’s likely to sharpen your focus, increase your energy and vastly improve your performance, in some cases even becoming addictive. This goes a long way in explaining why some groups of people actively choose to jump out of aeroplanes, while the rest of us are happy to remain seated. It explains why some people get on a roller coaster and think, I’m going to die, this is terrible! while others think, I’m going to die! This is amazing!


Why is it so many of us run from experiencing adrenaline, when it provides the same sense of euphoria and energy as class-A drugs without the adverse effects?


With my client, ahead of each small step we’d discuss what he was experiencing while contrasting that with what was actually happening. He might have felt sick, for example, but was he actually going to be sick? And if he was sick, how much of a problem would that realistically be? As he became more familiar with the symptoms of stage fright, the more he realised that that’s all they were. Just physical manifestations of the negative voice in his head. Gradually, the fear factor went from off the scale to controllable, and then from controllable to exciting. In our final session he left with a question I was not expecting: ‘What’s next?’ After rolling off a few corporate-talk opportunities, I realised the rush he was really looking for could only come from one place, and so I pointed him towards stand-up comedy classes that culminated in an open mic night and wished him the best of luck.


Anyone about to push themselves out of their comfort zone should expect to feel their heart rate increase. Accept that this is going to happen, but it doesn’t mean that anyone is going to die, and you’ll feel more capable of throwing yourself towards whatever it is you’ve been avoiding.


Facing the music is the crucial component, which is why the last exercise of any aerophobia course is the same: take the flight. Kill the parrot. March right up to the old janitor and tear off his costume. In doing so, you’ll come to realise that you’re much more in control of your symptoms than you’ve previously believed.









PART 2


HOW TO DO . . .
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A PRESENTATION


A long time ago I worked in an office. I could never really believe that I worked in an office, but I did. I photocopied things. I made phone calls. I went to office Christmas parties. I’d never really planned to work in an office because after I left school, when my peers when off to university, I did what many might consider to be the career equivalent of buying a lottery ticket: I went to drama school. After three years of running around barefoot, wearing mostly black clothes and pretending to be other things, I graduated in 2010 in the wake of a financial crisis the likes of which the world hadn’t seen since the Great Depression. There were stories of LSE graduates standing in the middle of roundabouts wearing sandwich boards, handing out CVs to passing motorists in the hope of employment. Ambitious alumni of Russell Group universities fought viciously for unpaid internships, and I was trying to get acting work, which meant I spent a lot of time waitressing. On one occasion, I ended up talking to a woman whose drink I was topping up. She suggested that I’d enjoy working for her more than I would pouring out warm white wine at city networking events. In fact, she thought that I’d do quite well at her insurance brokerage. I agreed. Over the weekend I spent many hours discussing the proposition with my flatmates, and while we all thought the opportunity sounded great, we kept coming back to the same question: what is an insurance broker?
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