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How to Speak So Others Listen










Introduction



Public speaking is not just for other people. Public speaking is for you.


There is nothing fundamental that sets you apart from the people you perceive as good public speakers, even great public speakers. I know this fact better than most. I help take some of the world’s biggest, most challenging, complex and important ideas and transform them into high-impact stories for every kind of audience. I work with everyone from billionaire philanthropists and award-winning academics to business leaders and students. I’ve worked with expert speakers but also with people who have never done anything like this ever before.


Even now, it feels improbable that I’m a speaking coach: I am not one of those ‘natural speakers’ you might have convinced yourself exists. Sure, as a kid, I was a chatterbox. I loved talking to people and I loved asking questions. I grew up with my grandma telling me stories, and every night I’d marvel at her ability to weave together characters, comedy, intrigue and suspense. As I got older, my parents would let me sit with their friends as they got into heated political discussions, encouraging me to join in.


But I also remember being told, as a little girl, that I talked too much. I remember never fitting in at school, being bullied for years for being different – fat, poor, brown: take your pick. I remember being told I was a terrible writer by a classmate, after which I spent most of my life avoiding writing at all costs. As I slowly internalised all of this, my voice was silenced, my insecurities grew and I stopped speaking. I hoped that it might make me more likeable or at least less visible – less of a target.


Likewise, in my professional life, I spent years struggling to find my voice. I always felt either too loud and angry (and therefore too visible) or ignored and overlooked (and therefore not good enough). I remember gathering the courage to tell my boss about experiencing racism from a senior colleague just to be told ‘Maryam, you have been taught to look for these things where it just doesn’t exist.’ I remember sharing ideas that were laughed at, until someone else suggested them – an experience many women can relate to.


With each incident I would shrink. I would hide my work, I would avoid sharing ideas and I would avoid all public speaking and all writing. I would just get on with it, accepting that I would probably be invisible for ever.


But I didn’t get to where I am today by feigning confidence and pressing on until someone noticed. Opting to ‘fake it til you make it’ isn’t a long-term solution, since it doesn’t address the underlying reasons why you feel insecure. Contrary to what you may have been told, becoming a powerful public speaker doesn’t start with confidence at all, and even the most experienced speakers can feel nervous or worried ahead of a speaking engagement.


When I founded TEDxEastEnd in 2011, I never imagined that supporting our speakers would become something I would do for a living. But over time I started to see how so many people I was working with were feeling the same way I was. Years later a friend of mine asked me to run a workshop for his team, and when I sat down and distilled everything I had learned from supporting TEDx speakers into a set of tools, it became obvious to me that, to become a great speaker, there are no shortcuts. There isn’t a hidden secret or formula, and, likewise, there is not one singular way of being a ‘good speaker’. We can all master public speaking through storytelling with time, effort and practice. Every time you speak, you can get just a little better than the time before.


I also realised I had become a storyteller.


I’ll talk more about storytelling as we go on, but, for me, it’s at the absolute core of how I approach public speaking. For me, great public speaking is great storytelling.


It starts with building your skills, because storytelling and public speaking, like everything, are skills that you can develop with time, practice, and a little bit of support.


If you picked up a book on public speaking forty years ago, it would have told you that public speaking is one of people’s most common fears, and we haven’t gotten any less scared of it since then. After working with hundreds of speakers, I can attest to the fact that most people don’t enjoy it, nor do they think they’re any good at it. But improving your relationship to public speaking will allow you to approach these situations with less anxiety, and one day you might even enjoy it.


Public speaking is not just something that happens on a stage, in front of a large audience, or at a podium in front of the press. For me, public speaking is about speaking with a purpose, and that can happen anywhere, anytime and with anyone. That could mean being introduced to new people at a party, or making a contribution in a meeting at work.


I have spent over ten years working with speakers, from CEOs and philanthropists to students and campaigners, and I want to share that knowledge with you. In this work, as well as in my capacity as the Director and Curator of TEDxLondon, and a curator for TED’s climate initiative Countdown, I have supported hundreds of people to develop their ideas into compelling talks and presentations. My approach can be applied across all scenarios, from tiny, intimate settings to those classic ‘public speaking’ moments when you’re alone on a stage in front of hundreds or thousands of people.


The techniques I will be sharing with you in this book are the same ones I use to coach these speakers (some of whom you’ll also be hearing from). In some cases, those speakers’ talks have gone on to reach millions of viewers, but it doesn’t matter to me and shouldn’t matter to you whether your audience is one person or millions. These techniques can help you influence and persuade in simple but effective ways.


‘Simple but effective’ is the mantra I want to apply throughout this book. My intention is to make this a practical resource, not abstract theory. I want it to be something you refer to in a moment of need, or simply when you need a reminder of how to optimise your opportunity for public speaking.


We are at a point in time where it’s crucial that more people are able to speak more effectively and tell better stories that have greater impact. Why? Because the ideas that got us to the present cannot be the ideas that carry us into the future. It’s vital that these new, radical ideas full of potential are presented in a way that people will listen to, but it’s okay if you need some help getting them there.


Something I also want to address with this book, as someone with a marginalised identity, are the structural factors that might make you feel that you’re not a natural-born public speaker. Who gets to speak? But even more than that, who gets to speak and be listened to? Who is perceived as an authority in their field? It makes sense: when you look at the examples of who is held up as being the best and most captivating speakers, they are mainly older white men – Steve Jobs, JFK, Churchill.


It is entirely natural that, if you come from a marginalised identity or if your appearance doesn’t fit our cultural expectations of ‘authority’, you may have internalised messages that say your voice isn’t worth listening to, isn’t powerful, doesn’t carry an important message. I actually spent time earlier in my career researching ‘impostor syndrome’, which I have since come to reject as a concept in favour of a more structural analysis of exclusion. I’ll go into this in more detail later in the book, but a key element of How To Speak So Others Listen is acknowledging these structural factors rather than spinning them as personal insecurities.


There are so many reasons why any of us could feel voiceless, regardless of how knowledgeable we are. I worked with a brilliant scientist who felt she needed to emulate older male scholars to be taken seriously and so forfeited her flair for storytelling and her vulnerability. Contemporary feminist discourse often encourages women to ‘communicate like men’ in order to win the respect of a sexist society, taking out phrases that ‘soften’ emails or using language that leaves no room for doubt. But I can’t help thinking that maybe what a harsh, divided, absolutist world sometimes needs is more doubt, more gentleness – and if that’s your personal approach regardless of your gender, then it’s unlikely you’ll benefit from bending yourself to fit a different communication style.


There was a business leader I worked with who felt that his non-English accent meant that no one could understand him, so he wouldn’t accept any speaking invitations. And then there’s the young entrepreneur who didn’t think her authentic voice was professional enough. There are so many stories of people I’ve come across who have found reasons to think they weren’t good enough to speak. They are almost always, without fail, rooted in structural discrimination. I can’t solve that, but I can, instead, reassure you that I’ve helped speakers navigate some of these things that were holding them back.


Confidence is only one piece of the puzzle. It would be inaccurate to say it’s not a factor in becoming a good speaker, but it’s certainly not the be all and end all. When you’re in those situations, when you’re being doubted, where assumptions are being made of you, where you have to overcome more than others might have to overcome, it’s even more essential that your story and your storytelling and your speaking is airtight, because then it leaves no room for doubt.


This book isn’t about giving you superficial and unproven tips and tricks on how to ‘fake it’ and look like a great speaker. Too often, we’re told that public speaking is about style over substance. Those days, if they ever existed, are gone. Audiences today are savvy. There is great content available everywhere, and so your message is infinitely more important than anything superficial, like the style or your delivery.


What matters is what you say. In my experience, once you love what you are saying, you will start to build your confidence around it too, and that confidence will be built on a solid foundation. Throughout this book, I will take you through everything else you need. How to decide what you are going to say, how to build a narrative around your ideas and how to keep your audience listening. There are clear structures, formats and methods you can practise and perfect to be great at speaking – whether that be to one person or a whole auditorium.


Over the process of researching and writing this book, I spoke to lots of different people who I consider experts in their fields. One of these is Alana Drew, who’s TEDxLondon’s Head of People. She told me a story about how, as an eight year old, she loved public speaking and progressed through competitions to give prepared speeches. Everything was going well . . . until it wasn’t. ‘And then we had to do an impromptu speech. I remember it to this day. We got put in a classroom with all of the kids who were competing, and you had five minutes to write an impromptu speech about dreams, and then you had to go and deliver it to the entire school. I remember being in this room and just thinking, I’ve got nothing. All the other people were scrawling, and I’ve got nothing. So we went out, I got up on stage, my mum was there, and all I had was, dreams are really good. And I cried and I ran off stage because I was so overwhelmed.’ Alana was someone who loved public speaking, but being thrown into a new context with no support and being expected to perform to the same standard completely knocked her confidence. I think this is the experience of a lot of people when it comes to public speaking: that if you’re used to presenting in internal meetings, you’re not necessarily feeling as confident about pitching for new business; and being a great one-to-one networker does not necessarily translate to delivering a TEDx talk. If you feel like you’re being thrown into a new situation with no support or tools, I hope this book will be something of a toolkit for you.


In my work with hundreds of speakers over the years, I’ve found one particular approach has worked well across the board and I am using it as the basis for this book. This involves breaking the experience of public speaking up into three distinct phases: planning, assembly and delivery. Maybe you only need help with one of these, in which case feel free to just refer to that section. As I said, this is intended to be a practical resource that you can refer to whenever you need. But if the idea of public speaking intimidates you or you have a big event to prepare for, I hope that every section contains information you find useful and reassuring. I want you to leave this book with the feeling that you are a competent storyteller, and if you’re not yet, then you will be with practice. It is not beyond your reach, it is not for other people – it is for you as much as anyone else. It might surprise you to learn that I actually think this book is equally useful for people who aren’t beginners: those with a solid foundation in their field, who have done a bit of public speaking and feel like they want to level up, and learn skills and structures that will help them share their knowledge with more people in new and more effective ways.


All you really need are the practical tools and emotional confidence to get you through your speaking engagement, whether that’s a job interview, a panel discussion, a conference, an end-of-term speech. Throughout the book I’ll share thoughts and ideas from my colleagues and friends in different sectors from healthcare to activism, all of whom find themselves speaking about different things, for different reasons. These are often the stories of people who weren’t ‘born storytellers’ or ‘natural public speakers’ but who learned how to become one in service of their unique message.


Although this book is not specifically about preparing you for giving a TED or TEDx talk, you’ll find, as you read, that it is grounded in the three things that have made TED so successful: focus, storytelling and authenticity. All three of those things are totally possible for the person you are right now.


So, to recap, you’re about to find out that:




	Public speaking is a skill you can learn


	We’re going to be using storytelling to make your public speaking the most effective it can be


	It’s about your content, not style


	
And I’m going to help you structure that content for maximum impact


	You don’t have to sacrifice your authenticity to get people to listen to you





Whatever your reason for reading this, you have something to say, and I want you to be able to speak so others listen.










Three steps to giving a great talk (or how this book is organised)



Imagine trying to cook a Michelin-starred meal by taking everything out of your fridge, throwing it in a pan and heating it on the stove, and then being surprised when it turns out like a mess. You wouldn’t do it, right? But, so often, when I’m working with people who have a public speaking engagement on the horizon, it feels like that’s how they’re trying to approach the task.


I am here to tell you that this doesn’t make sense, and to help you find a better way. You can’t get the end result you want by throwing everything you know at the wall in front of your audience and seeing what sticks.


The main part of this book is broken up into three sections: planning, assembly and delivery. All three of these phases of the process are vital, and you can’t have one without the others. These steps are equally important and useful, whether you’re speaking in a formal or informal context, to loads of people or only a handful.


To go back to our dinner analogy, if you want to make a great meal, you’re probably going to follow a recipe. But which recipe? And, for that matter, have you even decided what you’re going to make?! How many people do you need it to serve? Do any of them have allergies? So, clearly, first you need to know what you want the end result to be, and who you’re serving it to. Then you can choose the recipe that will get you there. Say you decide the answer is to make mac and cheese (as it so often is!). There are thousands of recipes: which one are you following? Once you know that, you can go to the supermarket to shop for the ingredients for the mac and cheese you’re going to make. Are you using wholegrain pasta or regular? How many kinds of cheese are you including? Breadcrumb topping? It’s only once you’ve made all those decisions, navigated all of those different considerations, that you can come home with your bags of shopping and start actually cooking.


Of course, this book is not about cooking. It’s about public speaking. But both require planning. Without a plan, you’re just left with a bit of a mess. Planning is the foundation of everything: it’s deciding what you’re going to make, finding the right recipe to suit your guests, and shopping for the ingredients. Or, in our case, it’s figuring out what your message is, who you’re speaking to, and how to engage them.


Assembly is the cooking part: how you actually combine the ingredients you’ve decided on to create the most effective talk/story/pitch possible. Of course, that seems like the most important bit, but it should also be obvious that that phase is impossible to do well without doing the planning phase first! Assembly is where most of the storytelling approach comes in, and although I have a whole section on the ‘why’ of storytelling coming up, I just wanted to take a moment to hype it up. Storytelling, for me, is where we create those emotional and psychological connections that make big changes possible. It’s about going beyond facts and figures to find the human story, the sparks that ignite people’s curiosity and desire to dig deeper and know more.


And, finally, I like to think of delivery as the plating up: it’s everything you do to make it a gorgeous, photogenic feast for the eyes. But as I’m sure you know from many a disappointing meal, you can’t rely on that alone. You can’t fully enjoy a meal that looks great but tastes bad or bland, and you definitely can’t eat a meal that you haven’t even been able to cook because you didn’t buy any of the ingredients! But that’s not to diminish the importance of delivery. While you can’t get by on looks alone, you can, conversely, plate something incredibly delicious in such a way that it puts people off eating it!


Now, if you were having a dinner party, you hopefully wouldn’t choose to make three courses of extremely complicated and high-skilled dishes that you’d never made before. Same goes for this: I really recommend approaching one element of public speaking at a time and trying to master it specifically. Look for opportunities to hone those skills and divert your attention towards only that, instead of trying to do everything all at once. If you try to do everything right from the start, you’ll probably get frustrated and give up, but I want to set you up for success. It will also be helpful to have a specific event or opportunity in mind as you read this book, so you can imagine how you’ll apply your new knowledge and ideas in practice.


If you’re new to public speaking and you want to get a handle on this stuff, the first thing to do is to set yourself up to feel as calm and in control as humanly possible. If you’ve been doing public speaking for twenty years, meanwhile, you’re hopefully still going to find something here that’ll help you be even better. A few people have ended up sitting in on my public speaking workshops two or three times, and the feedback I always get from them is that they take something new away every time. I really believe that this approach I’m sharing with you works, and contains all the elements you’ll need to become a confident public speaker, using storytelling to your advantage.


It’ll roughly look like this:




	Planning – generating ideas, thinking about your audience


	Assembly – using storytelling to inform structure and content


	Delivery – bringing it to life in your unique way





After you’ve taken in those three sections, you’ll be well equipped to speak so others listen.










Section 1



Planning










Why planning is important (but often overlooked)



How did you feel when you knew you had to put together a talk and do some public speaking soon? Excited? Nervous? Overwhelmed? All of the above? Regardless of how you’re feeling, the one thing you’re not going to do is open PowerPoint and try to figure out how much you can cram into your allotted time. Instead, you’re going to step back and take a moment of calm. That’s how I think of the planning phase: we’re not actually writing anything at this point, but we are doing a lot of thinking. We’re contemplating, we’re ruminating, we’re considering. Maybe that’s what we all need a little bit more of.


I get it – most of the people I work with want to get stuck in and start hashing out the details as soon as they know they have to speak. Whether that means creating the slides or writing the content or even doing an outline, there’s always an impulse to dive right in. And we will dive in, I promise, but first we plan.


For me, the planning phase is essential. Without it, you sometimes end up with a beautifully crafted speech that follows a wonderful narrative trajectory, all before realising . . . this isn’t actually making the point that I want to be making, in this moment, to these people. The planning phase is about making sure that all the key ingredients line up and that you’re left with the foundations of a great talk.


I think about planning separated into a few distinct parts, and I’m going to take you through all of them.




	First up, think about your message. Why are you speaking, what is your purpose? What is the most important thing you want people to take away from their time with you?


	Next is the audience. Who are they? Why are they listening to you? What are their motivations, hopes, fears and goals?


	Then we’re going to think about why this audience should care about what you have to say. How can you make it relevant or interesting to them?


	Next we’re going to explore your key ingredients. What is the essential information your audience needs to hear to follow your thinking and to arrive at the conclusion you want them to?


	Finally we’re going to think about you. We want to craft a talk that only you could give, so we’re going to dig deep regarding who you are, and your unique perspective that makes this message and these stories worth hearing from you, rather than from anybody else.





If you start by taking the time to consider these five things, it’s hard to get it too wrong. But, conversely, without thinking about them enough or at all, it’s easy to walk away from your opportunity to speak with a sense that you didn’t quite use it to its full potential. You want to speak so others listen – that’s why you’re reading this book, so by taking the ‘thinking part’ seriously before you sit down and write a single word, you’re going to vastly increase the chances that your message will resonate with the people you’re speaking to.


You never know, you might surprise yourself and find that, once you’ve done this part of the work, your focus is actually on something completely different to what you initially thought it was. This is just as exciting and creative a stage of the process as putting your speech together, designing your slides or choosing your outfit, trust me!


All of the five stages are equally vital to producing great work, and it’s important to do them in order as you get familiar with this process. It is iterative, so this may mean going back to an earlier stage once you’ve figured out things that need to change, but at least get your brain thinking about them in this order to begin with.










One



What is your big idea?


Whether you’re presenting in a meeting, pitching for new business, asking your boss for a promotion or you’re doing a TEDx talk, the one thing you have to be clear on is the same. What’s your big idea? Knowing this will enable you to bring much-needed focus and clarity to what you’re saying, which is why it’s the first step in the planning process.


You might have no sense at all of where to begin, but, equally, the problem might be that you havetoo many ideas, or rather too many things you want the audience to take away. Both of these situations mean you’ll need to be making editorial decisions about how to prioritise and structure your content. If you find yourself absolutely drowning in things you want to share, the process will be about trying to separate the ideas from the supporting evidence. What is the core message that runs through all the data and anecdotes and stories that binds them all together? That’s the big idea: the data and anecdotes and stories aren’t, themselves, the big idea.


So, first things first: ask yourself what is the one idea that you want your audience to leave with. Knowing this will help you both focus and determine everything from your storytelling to your structure to your planning, and, more than that, it will help you achieve the things you’re trying to do with your talk, conversation or story.


I know it’s not an easy task. Both in my capacity as a TEDx curator and in my work more generally as a speaking coach, I spend hours talking with people, going around in conversational circles and meanders and loops, trying to find that idea that sticks. When I say that, it may sound as if this is a failure on the part of a speaker or their idea or their content, but the opposite is actually true. That journey, being willing to do the exploratory phase of generating the right idea, is an integral part of creating an ultimately successful talk. It’s like peeling an onion: sometimes you simply have to go through all the individual little layers to get right to the centre of the thing. The one great idea didn’t just present itself to you – it needed to be revealed layer by layer, and challenging yourself to do the work to get to that point is really worth doing.


Finding your idea by looking at your theme through your lens is an intrinsic part of the process. We’ll talk about this more a little further down the line (if you want to read more about that now, have a look at the section ‘Finding your authentic voice’), but it can be helpful to think about it a little at the ‘big idea’ stage too. Ask yourself what you’re bringing to the table. I mean that in terms of your perspective, your expertise, your background, your unique personality. If I’ve asked you to speak at an event, I could have asked anyone to speak on your area of expertise, but I’ve chosen you. Why? What is it that you’re bringing to this idea that someone else might not be able to? Whether it’s science, business leadership, climate change, music, marketing, human rights – what do you personally bring to this idea? How does your perspective help you locate that great idea and create a talk that no one but you could deliver? What you want to avoid is creating a talk that you could hand to someone else to deliver and have it still work. It should feel like it’s unique to you, and a lot of that will come from the perspective that you bring.


Find your focus


When you’re presented with a longer-form speaking opportunity, there’s an understandable temptation to want to include absolutely everything. So often we operate with a scarcity mindset, where we fear we’ll never have the same opportunity again. But, instead, I would encourage you to operate with an abundance mindset and believe that this is just one of many opportunities you’ll have to share your thoughts and ideas. This will hopefully make it easier for you to do some judicious editing, and allow you to cut things that might be great material but don’t fit precisely with your one big idea and the trajectory of the argument you’re trying to make.


Think of it as being on a mission to speak. All the decisions you’re going to make when putting together this speech should be in service of that mission, and as few other missions as humanly possible. Neil Vora, masterful science communicator, TED speaker and specialist in pandemic prevention, who served for nearly a decade with the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), calls it your ‘SOCO’, or ‘single overriding communication objective’. ‘On day one of our media training at the CDC, they said, Whenever you do any engagement with the media, know what your SOCOis. So, that way, even if the interview or the talk goes in various different directions, I can always come back to my SOCO.’


Neil and the CDC are by no means the only people to think of it like this. Chris Anderson, the Head of TED, talks about a ‘throughline, the connecting theme that ties together each narrative element’ in his book TED Talks. LGBT+ activist, climate communicator and drag queen Pattie Gonia echoes this, but has added another layer: feelings. ‘I think the process that gets there is to have a North Star of a final emotion that I want people to feel. From that emotion I also think about the one-line message that I want people to take away from this. So there’s an emotional response I want, and there’s a message, and I build everything from there.’


If you’re familiar with the world of marketing, it’s similar to the ‘think, feel, do’ framework when looking at how an audience responds to a message. What do you want your audience to think, feel and do after they listen to you?


Give your idea the space to shine


Esha Bhandari, a human rights lawyer who has argued in front of the US Supreme Court, mentioned to me how vital it is to overcome the desire to ‘show your work’. ‘The preparation you do ahead of oral arguments might cover a lot of points and issues that you never actually speak about, because you keep it to your themes,’ she told me. ‘But the only reason you could get to your themes is because you did the preparatory work in advance and you know these are your most persuasive points. One mistake I see sometimes is that people have done a tonne of preparation work, you’ve read a thousand articles or a thousand cases, and then when you get up to speak, you feel like you have to show your work. That’s not actually the most effective in most cases. You don’t have to show your work. What you have to do is distil the two or three key points from everything you read and hammer them home on those, knowing that you’ve read the gazillion articles, so you have the information to back it up.’


When I’m working with TED and TEDx speakers specifically, this is a situation where you could literally be talking about anything. They’ve been approached because they broadly have expertise in a certain area, or maybe they just seem like an interesting person. Maybe they’ve come to our conversation with a kernel of an idea, but generally it’s a big blank slate. Infinite possibilities. If you’ve found yourself in this position, where you’ve been asked to speak but aren’t quite sure what you should speak about, the way I encourage them – and you – to think about it is like a Venn diagram. One circle is your knowledge: the things you have spent your life becoming an expert in. And then the other circle is all the things you care about, the things you’re passionate about, the things that keep you up at night. When you figure out what’s sitting in the overlap between those two things, that’s when you’ve found your big idea.
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