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For all of my family, teachers, mentors, and collaborators.
You have helped me to think faster and talk smarter.











There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story inside you.


—Maya Angelou


It usually takes me more than three weeks to prepare a good impromptu speech.


—Mark Twain













INTRODUCTION



“What do you think?”


We’ve all been put on the spot with this simple, seemingly innocuous question. As others in the room wait for our response, we feel awkward, anxious, maybe even downright terrified.


Consider how you might feel if “What do you think” were . . .




	lobbed at you by your boss in a crowded Zoom meeting, at a moment when you’re more interested in your lunch tacos than the topic at hand.


	uttered by a colleague in an elevator’s cramped confines as you’re leaving a big presentation they just gave that went horribly.


	posed by a senior executive interviewing you for an attractive job, as you dine with them and a half dozen members of their team.


	directed at you by an esteemed professor who has called on you at random in a large lecture hall.





Such sudden, unexpected queries put us on the spot and intimidate us. We feel pressed to respond quickly, clearly, and with at least a small dose of charm. Most of all, we want to avoid falling on our faces and embarrassing ourselves.


Let’s be honest: What we’re really thinking when people spring a question like this on us is, THIS SUCKS!


Spontaneous Communication? Or Combustion?


The need to speak spontaneously crops up many times in everyday life, often without someone explicitly asking us what we think. We’re at a wedding reception and a friend calls us up to give a toast. We log in to a virtual meeting and find ourselves alone, face-to-face with the CEO, who wishes to strike up a conversation. We’re at a swanky cocktail party and a colleague introduces us to a potentially important business contact. We’re giving a formal presentation and the moderator asks if we might stick around for fifteen minutes of informal question and answer.


At still other times, we thrust ourselves into precarious situations in which we must think on our feet. We make an embarrassing faux pas and have to talk our way out of it. The technology we’re relying on during an important pitch fails and we have to wing it. We say something we regret in a moment of frustration and must find a way to apologize. We experience a bout of “mental flatulence” and utterly forget someone’s name or a point we were about to make.


For large numbers of us, the prospect of spontaneous communication is terrifying. Research has found that Americans fear public speaking more than they do bugs, heights, needles, zombies, ghosts, darkness, and clowns.1 And that’s formal, pre-planned public speaking. As research shows, impromptu speaking can freak us out even more, since we haven’t had a chance to prepare and lack a script or outline to fall back on.2


Even those us who don’t experience much anxiety when speaking publicly likely feel haunted by occasions when we misspoke, fumbled an answer, or failed to impress in a spontaneous speaking situation. Frustration over our lack of skill in these situations is as common as anxiety about future impromptu interactions. Both can derail our best-laid plans for presenting ourselves as the polished, passionate, responsive communicators we hope to be.


Blinded by the (Spot) Light


I’d like you to try something. Cross your arms in front of you as you normally would. Now, uncross them and cross them again, this time folding the other arm on top. Notice how weird this feels. For a split second, you’re not quite sure what to do with your arms. Your mind becomes detached from your body and you feel confused, uncertain, maybe just a tiny bit panicked.


Being put on the spot and asked to communicate can feel like this. You often know what you think and intend to say, just like you know how to cross your arms. But when the setting changes—you’re in a social situation and the pressure is on—you can feel confused, overwhelmed, threatened. Your fight-or-flight response kicks in—your heart pounds, your limbs shake, and you get hit by what I call “plumbing reversal”: what normally is dry (your palms) becomes moist with sweat and what is normally moist (your mouth) goes dry. As you struggle to recover, you stammer, ramble, hesitate. You veer off on tangents. You stare at your feet or shrink down in your seat. You fidget. You overwhelm your audience with “ums” and “uhs.”


You might even freeze up entirely. At the 2014 Consumer Electronics Show, Michael Bay, director of Armageddon and the Transformers franchise among other films, had trouble with a teleprompter as he was giving a presentation for a corporate sponsor. Forced to improvise, Bay was at a near-total loss for words, even though he was discussing a subject he knew well—his own movies. After fumbling for a couple of moments, it was all he could do to mutter a quick apology and walk offstage. One commentator wryly remarked that they hadn’t “cringed like that since Transformers 2.”3


“Impromptu Speaking Isn’t My Thing”


Bay later explained his performance that day by saying, “I guess live shows aren’t my thing.” Too often, people presume the ability to improvise on the fly is a matter of personality or inborn talent—some people have a knack for it, others don’t. We tell ourselves we’re just not gifted at thinking and speaking spontaneously. “I’m shy,” we say, or “I’m a numbers person.” Worse, some of us conclude we’re not smart or good enough.


Sometimes a single disastrous episode can convince us for life that we’re bad communicators. Irma, a librarian in her late sixties, yearned to deliver impromptu remarks at her beloved granddaughter’s upcoming wedding, but sadly, the thought of standing up and speaking sent chills down her spine. When I asked about her fears, she told me they started decades earlier when she was in high school. She had responded to a question from her teacher, and he embarrassed her in front of her entire class by exclaiming, “That’s the worst, most stupid answer I’ve ever had a student say in my class.”


The experience not only prevented Irma from participating actively in meetings and other social encounters; it became a turning point in her life. She chose to become a research librarian precisely because she knew she’d rarely if ever have to engage in any stressful, unplanned communication on the job. Think about that for a moment. Irma put massive constraints on her life, simply because she feared a repeat of a single impromptu speaking debacle.


As extreme as that might sound, many of us do something similar. Past failures make us acutely aware of our inability to respond well, and we dread having to speak spontaneously again. On subsequent occasions, a vicious cycle can kick in: our nerves lead us to do even worse, which in turn makes us even more nervous, further inhibiting our ability to respond. At some point, the anxiety we feel becomes too much. With the “I can’t do this” soundtrack playing in our heads, we shrink into the shadows, keeping our potentially great ideas and contributions to ourselves. We find seats in the back of the lecture hall or at the far end of the conference table. We disappear on Zoom calls by switching off our cameras and muting our mics.


Our professed and actual inability to communicate in impromptu settings can devastate our careers and lives. Years ago, when I worked for a small software start-up, a colleague of mine whom I’ll call Chris had a great idea for how to position the company’s Big Product. Since his idea was fairly radical, requiring a shift in our strategy, it came under considerable scrutiny. When others asked him to elaborate and posed hard but appropriate questions, Chris froze up. He seemed nervous and offered answers that were vague, rambling, and off-topic. Unimpressed, his boss and colleagues disregarded his opinions and downplayed his expertise. Eventually, the company let Chris go. Six months later, after new talent arrived, the company adopted Chris’s very same ideas. The difference was that the new team could advocate for these ideas clearly and persuasively when put on the spot.


Thinking Fast and Talking Smart


I’m writing this book because there is hope for Irma, Chris, and anyone else out there challenged by spontaneous speaking. Consider the story of Archana, another student of mine who struggled when interacting with others. Having recently moved to the United States and changed professions, she felt unsure of herself and tended to avoid speaking up. “I judged myself harshly,” she recalls. “I would get anxious and avoid speaking up in meetings at work.” She realized that her reticence was putting her at a disadvantage, causing her to miss out on important career-building opportunities.


After working to learn and practice a set of proven tools and techniques, Archana found that she could relax more and be herself. Turning down the critical voices in her head, she felt more self-confident, which allowed her to speak out more and made future spontaneous speaking experiences easier. Before long, she was leading team meetings without feeling too much anxiety. When a colleague of hers passed away, she surprised herself by volunteering to stand up in public and share memories and kind words.


Some people are naturally more extroverted, uninhibited, quick-witted, or facile with words than others. But any deficits we might have in these areas need not define us nor determine our destiny. What most shapes how we communicate on the fly isn’t something innate or deeply established in us but rather how we approach this challenging task.


Most of us conceive of spontaneous social interaction in ways that box us in and thwart us. Building up these interactions in our minds, we freak ourselves out, preventing ourselves from operating well in the moment. In other words, we get in our own way. By lowering the pressure we put on ourselves and by practicing some key skills, we can become better, more competent communicators in any kind of unplanned, high-stakes conversation. We can even come alive in these situations and enjoy them. We can all learn to, as I call it, think faster and talk smarter.


No matter how affable, sociable, and facile with words we perceive ourselves to be, we can all become more comfortable and confident in the moment by employing the Think Faster, Talk Smarter method you will find outlined in this book, as well as the context-specific structures I’ve provided.


This method has six steps:


First, we must acknowledge what we already know—that communication in general and impromptu speaking in particular are nerve-racking. We must create a personalized anxiety management plan to help address our jitters.


Second, we must reflect on our approach to communication and how we judge ourselves and others, seeing these situations as opportunities for connection and collaboration.


Third, we must give ourselves permission to adopt new mindsets, take risks, and reenvision mistakes as missed takes.


Fourth, we must listen deeply to what others are saying (and perhaps not saying) while also tuning in to our own internal voice and intuition.


Fifth, we must leverage story structure to make our ideas more intelligible, sharper, and more compelling than they might otherwise have been.


And sixth, we must focus audiences as much as possible on the essence of what we’re saying, cultivating precision, relevance, accessibility, and concision.


We can perform some of the work that these six steps require in the moment as we’re speaking by adopting a range of helpful tactics. But more fundamentally, these six steps represent skills that we must cultivate over time as we prepare for spontaneous encounters we think we’re likely to have. Many people presume that speaking well when put on the spot requires natural talent—quick-wittedness or the gift of gab. While some of us certainly possess these talents, the real secret to spontaneous speaking is practice and preparation. All of us can become strong speakers in the moment if we put in the time, learning to break old habits and exercise more deliberate choices. Paradoxically, we have to prepare in advance to do well in spontaneous situations, working hard on skills that we know will free us up to bring out our ideas and personalities to the fullest.


As when learning any new skill, it helps to reduce the pressure you put on yourself. Remember that becoming a strong communicator when put on the spot takes time. You don’t have to stress yourself out trying to do it all at once. Moreover, the very fact that you’re focusing on improving yourself in this way is already worth celebrating. Most people either don’t think about spontaneous speaking, or if they do, they aren’t courageous enough to do anything about it. You are aware and brave, as evidenced by the fact that you picked up this book in the first place.


Becoming adept at spontaneous communication takes patience, commitment, and grace, but as the people I coach and teach have found, the impact can be life-changing.


Life Isn’t a TED Talk


One of the most persistent and unhelpful myths we harbor about spontaneous communication is the notion that the best, most compelling communicators express themselves perfectly. Just look at how polished those successful TED Talk presenters are, even though they’re speaking casually, without notes. Or look at leaders like Apple’s Steve Jobs or former first lady Michelle Obama, who were or are famously charismatic and compelling when they appear before large audiences.


In truth, TED Talks are heavily scripted and sometimes even edited. Leaders like Jobs and Obama spend months practicing and refining their presentations. We often confuse these planned, perfected communications with what we encounter more frequently in our lives: spontaneous, off-the-cuff remarks. We evaluate how we do in these everyday situations using standards we apply to rehearsed talks. That’s a mistake. Rather than aiming for perfection, as we might do in our presentations, we should instead embrace imperfection and focus on how we might best engage in the moment. By training ourselves to quiet down our critical evaluation, we can lower our stress levels and better accomplish our communication goals.


In truth, striving to get our communication “right” only increases the odds that we’ll communicate poorly. If we try to memorize our way to success or fixate on one way of speaking, we’ll focus so much on trying to remember what we’ve worked on that we’ll likely freeze up in the moment and fail to tune in to what’s happening around us. We’ll lose out on the chance to adapt and respond authentically in the moment. We’ll distance ourselves from what we really must do to think faster and talk smarter: be ourselves, stay present, and connect with our audience.


A classical musician performing a Chopin étude in public memorizes every last note in advance in hopes of achieving perfection. But speaking extemporaneously is more like jazz. It’s about improvising, trying to get and stay in the groove with others around us. To be good improvisers and spontaneous communicators, we must set aside much of what we think we know about communication and master a new set of skills. We must cue in quickly and accurately to our environment. We must gauge our audience’s needs. We must adapt what we’re saying to those needs. And we must manage our fears so they don’t limit us.


This is not to say that planning and rehearsing have no place in everyday communication. They do. But many of us already have developed and honed these skills—perhaps too much. Now we must balance ourselves out by working on our spontaneous speaking, too. We must learn new approaches and tools that allow us to take our tried-and-true communication habits and practices and turn them into choices we make as needed in the moment.


The Virtues of the Letter A


Remember Irma, who became a librarian because of unpleasant feedback she received? I had a very different experience while growing up. You might have noticed from perusing this book’s cover that my last name begins with Ab. This mundane fact shaped my life in ways that help account for the book you hold in your hands. Because teachers and other authority figures tend to call on people in alphabetical order by last name, I’ve almost always been called on first. In fact, I can only think of two times throughout my childhood and on into adulthood when I wasn’t called on first (the other last names were Abbott and Abbey, in case you’re wondering).


Since I always went first, I never had any other examples to draw on when formulating answers, and I often had little time to prepare. Even in elementary school, I was the kid who always had to respond spontaneously. At first, doing so felt awkward. But then I started to get used to it. I let myself open up a little, take chances, experiment, make jokes. Other kids seemed grateful to hear me share my ideas before the teacher called on them.


This positive reinforcement spurred me to take more risks, be less nervous, and embrace opportunities when they arose. By high school, people knew me as an extrovert who was always willing to talk and go first. Some even found me witty, entertaining, or charming. Now, am I innately witty, entertaining, or charming? Heck no—just ask my children. I simply had a lot of experience improvising in everyday social situations, and my constant practice made spontaneous communication feel second nature.


I want you to feel as comfortable and confident in impromptu speaking situations as I have become. And you needn’t change your last name to do it.


From Stanford with Love


During the early 2010s, professors at Stanford’s Graduate School of Business, where I teach, noticed an interesting trend. Many of my colleagues test our students’ knowledge by cold-calling on them in front of dozens or hundreds of their peers. We would assign case studies as homework and then pick on one or more students in class, often asking them enough questions to make Socrates proud.


Our students were bright, articulate, and motivated. They could craft and deliver a formal speech with the best of them. Many of them had given speeches as valedictorians or as part of their previous work experience. Yet, these students struggled with in-class cold calls. Many would come to class highly anxious or sit out class on days they anticipated being called upon. They tended to freeze up when put on the spot. Although students knew the answers, they struggled to quickly come up with sharp, incisive responses.


As the “communication guy” on campus who cotaught classes at Stanford’s Graduate School of Business and Continuing Studies program, I was asked to design a new learning experience to help with spontaneous social interactions in class, one that would complement our existing course offerings on formal communication. I set to work, reading everything I could that related to spontaneous communication. I consulted academic journals in fields like communication, psychology, evolutionary biology, sociology, and education. I also reviewed improvisational comedy textbooks and studied examples of spontaneous communication in politics, business, medicine, and other domains. Most importantly, I called upon what I’d learned from colleagues around the Stanford campus, many of whom you’ll meet in this book.


Integrating all of this material as well as experiences I’d had coteaching the Stanford Continuing Studies Improvisationally Speaking class with lecturer Adam Tobin, I created a workshop with the provocative yet grammatically incorrect title of “Think Fast, Talk Smart: Effective Speaking in Spontaneous and Stressful Situations.” To my surprise and delight, this workshop has become something of a tradition at our business school. Most Stanford MBAs learn how to think fast and talk smart before they graduate. I have presented this material online (through videos and a podcast) and at companies, nonprofits, and government groups so that more people can think fast and talk smart.


The response has been amazing. Students report liking their classes more because they no longer fear the dreaded cold call. Others who found me online share how my techniques have helped them ace interviews, secure funding, pass oral exams, win over new customers, impress bosses, and even get engaged. Corporate clients report that the tools I teach lead to better communication, stronger relationships, more enjoyable workplace experiences, and ultimately, better business results.


What if you could become more comfortable and confident with spontaneous communication? What if getting singled out to speak didn’t feel like a trial or tribulation but rather a chance to engage, learn, connect, and perhaps even have fun? What if you could lose all those self-doubts, sweaty palms, and stilted pauses and communicate in ways that are more logical, concise, and compelling? What if you could rise to the occasion, thinking fast and talking smart when the spotlight falls on you?


Now you can. Think Faster, Talk Smarter is a concise, practical methodology you can use to finally feel good about communicating on the fly. Part I shares a powerful, six-part method for understanding the obstacles that so often interfere with impromptu speaking. I’ll show you how to identify the key challenges that ratchet up the pressure in spontaneous communication situations. Although you may not have thought about all of these challenges, they cropped up consistently in my work with academics, entrepreneurs, and other thought leaders. You’ll learn how to manage your anxieties (chapter 1: Calm), prevent perfectionism from holding you back (chapter 2: Unlock), and avoid a closed or resistant mindset (chapter 3: Redefine). Next, I’ll impart specific tools and tactics you can use to excel. You’ll learn how to listen actively to your audience to understand what is really needed in the situation (chapter 4: Listen), structure content on the fly (chapter 5: Structure), and streamline your ideas so they’re focused and compelling (chapter 6: Focus).


Part II addresses some of the most common contexts in which we’re called to express ourselves in the moment. I’ll explore specific techniques for navigating common communication challenges, such as giving feedback effectively and shining in interview situations. I’ll describe strategies I have used when preparing entrepreneurs to effectively pitch ideas and opportunities to others; to engage in successful small talk; to give impromptu toasts, tributes, and introductions that audiences will love; and even to apologize in ways that resonate powerfully. I have included a summary of these structures in the first appendix.


Finally, I provide a QR code in the second appendix that will take you to a dedicated Think Faster, Talk Smarter website that I will update often with new materials and videos discussing and demonstrating concepts from the book and offering new ones.


If you have come to this book to prepare for a specific speaking opportunity, you may feel tempted to jump straight to part II or appendices of the book, and that’s okay. Just know that more fundamental strategies for transforming your communication abilities await you in part I when you’re ready.


All along, I’ll challenge conventional wisdom, providing counter-intuitive techniques to help us navigate all kinds of tricky, in-the-moment communications tasks. To make the material more memorable, I’ll highlight specific tactics to try out (I label these “Try It”) and exercises that allow us to practice key techniques in more depth (“Drill It”). As I’ll suggest, we can use these techniques to help us recover from faux pas, deescalate volatile situations, receive and deliver bad news more gracefully, flirt more easily with that attractive someone, shine in cocktail parties, and in general respond in ways that are more affable, charming, and effective.


Stepping Up in the Moment


Of course, I can’t promise that you’ll perform perfectly in any specific situation just by learning these techniques. But to be honest, I wouldn’t want you to perform perfectly every time. Spontaneous situations are by definition . . . spontaneous. Those who do best are flexible, agile, and creative in applying the tools and techniques I discuss. They can adjust their communication to suit the room and the mood. Still, having a methodology in your back pocket as you go through life can make a huge difference. It helps you feel more comfortable and confident in approaching any in-the-moment speaking situation, giving you a basis for navigating situations that might otherwise seem overwhelming.


Mastering spontaneous communication is like learning a sport. First you absorb the foundational principles, and then you apply them in practice situations. You might not hit a home run during the big game or score the winning point, but at least you’ll take substantive steps toward your goal and feel good about how you did.


The key is to trust your training, give yourself permission to take risks, challenge what already feels comfortable, and experiment. Don’t abandon everything you already know. Just explore and incorporate an alternate approach, familiarizing yourself with an area of communication that is often overlooked. Use this book as a guide for ongoing practice. Turn to it before your next big conference, meeting, wedding, travel opportunity, media appearance—any situation in which you anticipate a need to communicate in the moment and want to shine. By adding tools and techniques to your communication repertoire, you’ll be better able to speak up effectively no matter what comes your way.


It’s funny—we humans are ill-equipped to show up for some of the most meaningful moments in our life. These moments catch us by surprise, short-circuiting our intelligence and leaving us to project just a fraction of our true personalities. We can do something about this. We can train ourselves to think and speak on our feet, reacting in ways that come across as coherent, compelling, and unmistakably genuine. We can learn to be more of who we really are in the moment and convey more of what we really think. So, let’s get started. By understanding and practicing the following six steps, you, too, can start to think faster and talk smarter.










PART I



The Think Faster, Talk Smarter Methodology—
Six Steps to Better Spontaneous Speaking



CALM • UNLOCK • REDEFINE • LISTEN • STRUCTURE • FOCUS










Chapter 1: Calm


TAME THE ANXIETY BEAST




With a bit of effort, we can manage our spontaneous speaking anxiety so that it doesn’t manage us.





Peeling onions almost always makes me cry, but there was a time long ago when an onion caused a very different emotional response—sheer panic! I was interviewing for a job as employee number ninety-nine at an up-and-coming software company. I made it through several rounds, and the last step was to sit for an interview with the CEO, who prided himself on personally meeting everyone before they were hired.


When I arrived at the appointed time, I found the Big Boss already waiting for me. That threw me a little—in my experience, senior executives were so busy that they usually arrived late. But I was about to field another, more substantive curveball. Just a minute or two into our conversation, the CEO posed a question I never could have anticipated (it turned out he was famous for asking open-ended questions to test how people would respond under pressure). “If you were an onion,” he said, “and I peeled back the first three layers, what would I find?”


Um . . . okay. I was expecting to talk about topics such as my educational credentials, my past experience, my goals, and the reasons I believed I was a good fit for the company. Why was he asking me about onions?


Despite all the practice I had with spontaneous speaking growing up, I now experienced the kind of fight-or-flight response most of us struggle with in such situations. My shoulders tensed. My throat went dry. My brain was overloaded. I felt jittery and hot. I really wanted to ace this interview, but my nerves were getting the better of me. I had no idea what to say.


Speaking Up without Freaking Out


To improve at spontaneous communication, or frankly any kind of communication, we must first learn to manage the intense anxiety that can arise. As I’ve suggested, an attack of nerves can overpower us, consuming our attention, energy, and ability to execute.1 We can even become caught in what we might call an anxiety spiral. Our anxiety leads us to fault ourselves and lose confidence—we feel alone, disempowered, marginalized. That produces still more anxiety.2 At the extreme, this spiral can cause us to choke when put on the spot. Our anxiety overwhelms our ability to cope with it.3


The good news is that we can adopt techniques to reduce our anxiety, becoming more comfortable communicating ideas in any situation without our anxiety kicking into high gear. We can also become more compelling to others.


The goal isn’t to eradicate anxiety but rather to prevent it from hampering us. Some situations will always freak us out. And that’s actually okay—a bit of anxiety is a good thing. Too much stress impedes us from completing tasks successfully, but experiments have suggested that a certain amount of it helps to motivate us.4 When we feel moderately stressed or fearful, our bodies become energized and primed for action, our minds become more alert and focused, and we become more attuned to others around us. Research with rats suggests that acute stress can improve memory by causing new nerve cells to form in the brain.5


In my experience, the best way to tame the speaking anxiety beast is to take a two-pronged approach. First, tackle the symptoms of anxiety that pop up in the moment. Second, address anxiety’s underlying sources. In this chapter, we’ll focus primarily on symptoms, while later in the book we’ll discuss some of anxiety’s sources. When it comes to symptoms, some simple techniques can help. Mobilizing these techniques in the moment and in advance of anticipated spontaneous speaking situations, we can feel far more comfortable and confident, and we can respond more effectively. The next time we’re in a job interview or some other spontaneous speaking situation and we’re surprised with a proverbial peeling-back-the-onion question, we’ll be in a far better position to handle it.


Know Your ABCs


I’ve noted in passing many of the symptoms people often feel when anxious. It turns out we can group these into a few simple categories—what we can call the ABCs of speaking anxiety.6


When others put us on the spot, we experience affective symptoms, those relating to our mood or how we feel. People under the spotlight often feel stressed, pressured, or lacking in agency. They feel vulnerable, overwhelmed, and frightened.


We also experience symptoms that are behavioral or physiological in nature. We sweat. Tremble. Stutter. Our heart races. Our voice shakes. Our breathing becomes shallow. Our speech becomes faster, more jittery. Our faces become flushed. Our mouths go dry.


A third and final category of symptoms are cognitive. We become flustered, blanking out or forgetting what we want or need to say. We fixate on our awareness of others watching us and can’t focus on our audiences and their needs. We experience negative thoughts or self-talk, a little voice in our heads that tells us we’re not prepared, we’re likely to fail, others are better than us, and so on.


Mindfulness Matters


Let’s explore how we might tackle these symptoms, starting with the affective ones. A powerful way to address unhelpful or negative feelings that arise in the moment is to practice mindfulness.7 Notice and acknowledge the unpleasant feelings, don’t ignore or deny them, and don’t berate yourself for experiencing them. As you’re experiencing these feelings, affirm their inability to define you as a person. As Stanford professor S. Christian Wheeler relates, “There’s me and then there’s this anxious feeling that is going on in my body. That amount of psychological distance allows you to observe it without becoming attached to it.”8




••• TRY IT •••


The next time you feel a negative emotion like anxiety, remind yourself that you and the emotion are not the same thing. Imagine you were someone else observing you experiencing the emotion.





Greet your feelings head-on, reminding yourself that it’s normal and natural to feel anxious and that most people in your situation would, too. “Right now, I’m nervous,” you might tell yourself. “I’m nervous because this is high-stakes for me. My reputation is on the line. This reaction makes sense and is normal.” Permitting yourself to notice and identify how your mind and body are behaving can help you to regain a sense of agency or control when you would otherwise feel lost and distracted. By affirming that your negative feelings are normal and natural, you prevent the emotion from sweeping you away. You give yourself just a bit of space to break free and help yourself—by taking a deep breath, perhaps, or by imagining how you might respond to what someone next to you just said.


As you become aware of your feelings, you can go further and reframe them in more positive ways that energize rather than stymie you. People who become anxious before speaking often think they must try to calm themselves. Some make use of alcohol or other substances; others focus on visualizations like the famous Brady Bunch advice to imagine your audience “sitting in their underwear”9 These measures often do more harm than good because they can leave you mentally fuzzy or distracted. As my friend Professor Alison Wood Brooks suggests, a better strategy might be to reframe anxiety as excitement. In a series of experiments, she showed that people who told themselves that they were excited (by stating “I am excited” out loud) before public speaking improved how they did. They also came to feel more excited and to see their speaking as an opportunity rather than a threat (more on this later).10


It turns out that anxiety affects your body in much the same way as excitement does. Both put us in a state of “very high alertness.” Like mindfulness, reframing anxiety as something you are excited about affords us a sense of agency. We can’t control our basic physiological response to the perceived threat posed by speaking, but we can control how we understand and label it. Feeling that sense of control shifts our experience of speaking and helps us to do better at it.


Slow Down, Cool Down, and Dampen Up


To address behavioral symptoms, one tried-and-true method is to focus on your breathing. Take some deep, long belly breaths, the kind you would do if you were practicing yoga or tai chi. Really fill your lower abdomen. As you’ll find, breathing in this way allows you to feel calmer and slows your heart rate as well as the pace of your speech.


As you breathe, focus on the relative length of inhalations and exhalations. I was privileged to have the neuroscientist Andrew Huberman appear on my Think Fast, Talk Smart: The Podcast. As he observed, the magic of deep breathing when it comes to alleviating anxiety is in the exhalation. When you exhale, you’re reducing carbon dioxide in your lungs, which in turn calms your nervous system. A good rule of thumb—or should I say, rule of lung—is to make exhalations twice as long as inhalations. Count to three as you inhale, and exhale over a count of six. Studies show that deep breathing of this sort starts to calm your nervous system in a matter of seconds.11 Run through this pattern of breathing just two or three times and your heart rate will begin to slow.


You’ll find that the rate at which you speak will slow as well. Speaking is all about breath and breath control. The faster you breathe, the faster you speak. Slow your breathing, and your speech also will naturally slow.


If you’re a fast talker, you might find that deep breathing alone doesn’t slow you down. In that case, try slowing your movements—your hand motions, the nodding of your head, the twisting of your torso, and so on. We tend to synchronize our speech with our gestures. Fast talkers gesture quickly, using swift, jerky motions. Slow down our movements, and our speech will slow as well.


As part of the fight-or-flight response, our bodies release adrenaline, a hormone that prompts us to move away from a threat and toward safety. Adrenaline causes our heart rate to rise and our muscles to tighten and become shaky. Turning our bodies to address a different side of the room or making small hand gestures can help to dissipate shakiness by fulfilling our need to move.12 If you’re giving an impromptu toast at a wedding, try walking slowly from one side to the next as you speak (ever notice that attorneys on TV always seem to do that when handling questions from the judge or addressing the jury?). You don’t want to distract people by pacing too much, but taking a few steps in one direction as you shift between points can ease any shakiness you may feel.


What can you do about the blushing and perspiration unleashed when you’re put on the spot? Quite a lot. When you’re under stress, your core body temperature rises. Your heart beats more quickly, your muscles tense, your blood vessels constrict, and your blood pressure and body temperature rise. All of this causes you to sweat and blush, just as it does when exercising.


You can counteract these effects by cooling your body. Focus here on your hands. Just like your forehead or the back of your neck, your hands serve to regulate your body temperature. Have you ever warmed up on a cold morning by holding a warm cup of coffee or tea? That’s your built-in thermoregulator in action. At moments when you’re put on the spot or you think you’re about to be, try holding something cold in your hand, like a bottle or glass of water. I do it all the time in speaking situations when I’m anxious (yes, I sometimes get anxious, too). It really helps.


Finally, let’s do something about that annoying dry mouth that might arise as you try to communicate. When you become nervous, your salivary glands shut down. Reactivate them by sipping warm water, sucking on a lozenge, or chewing gum. It’s best not to do this in the moment, since stuffing up your mouth can make speaking difficult. But if you’re entering a situation where you suspect you might be called upon to communicate, taking a moment to prepare in advance by reactivating your salivary glands is a good move.


Tame Your Brain


Let’s say I’m hosting an important Zoom call with two dozen colleagues and customers, and the technology fails, cutting off my colleague who was supposed to be presenting for the next fifteen minutes. Someone has to fill in the empty space—that would be me, the team leader. But as my body goes into fight-or-flight, I’m hearing these dark little voices in my head: “I don’t know what to say. Everybody’s judging me. I’m going to get fired over this.”


I can banish that nasty little voice and take back control by repeating a more positive mantra in my head. Professional golfers often do this, repeating a word like “calm” or “poise” to tamp down negative self-talk. We can also adopt mantras that remind us of our deeper purposes. In a spontaneous communication situation, you might tell yourself something like:




	“I have value to add.”


	“I’ve improvised my way out of tough spots before—I’ve got this.”


	“It’s not about me—my content is compelling.”





Repeating a mantra can allow us to redirect our thoughts, unchaining us from the doom loop running through our minds.13


If you blank out, try going back to go forward. Recall what was just said and repeat it. Doing this can give yourself a moment to get yourself back on track. Many people deploy a similar tactic when they lose their keys: they go back in their minds to every place they might have been, which in turn might jog their memory of where they left them.


You might think that repeating what you just said is a no-no, as it will bore or distract your audience. If you do it fifty times in a three-minute period, that might be true. But in general, repetition is a good thing. When you repeat a point a few times, you highlight it for your audiences and help them remember it. Saying something in different ways can help ideas become more comprehensible and noteworthy. Repetition is okay. You see? I just did it—I repeated the same idea three times. That wasn’t so bad, was it?


You can also buy yourself time by posing generic questions that might make sense given the context. I’ll let you in on a secret. When I teach, I sometimes lose my train of thought. I teach so many classes that I can’t remember if I’ve made a certain point in this class or the other one. This momentary confusion can freak me out, and I feel compelled to respond immediately lest I look foolish. Typically, I’ll pause and say, “Before we move on, I’d like you to take a moment to think about how you might apply what we’ve just discussed to your life.”


Now, I’m fortunate. Because I teach communication, students can in fact apply much of what I talk about right away. But I’ll bet you could quickly come up with a generic question that you could ask, one that would allow you to take a deep breath and reflect on where you want to go next.


In a Zoom call, for instance, you might ask something like, “Can you think of ways you can share this information with your teammates?” Or when leading a meeting, you could say, “Let’s pause for a moment and just think about how what we’ve been discussing fits into our overall objectives.”


A simple question gets people thinking and lets you off the hook as the center of attention for a moment so that you can regain your composure. If you know that you’ll be attending an event (a team lunch, conference, or wedding) in which you might be asked to speak spontaneously, you might think of one of these questions in advance and keep it handy just in case.




••• TRY IT •••


The next time you enter a situation where you think you might have to speak spontaneously, come prepared with a question to ask your audience if you become flustered.





If the mere thought of blanking out arouses fear in the moment, having these tools handy can give you an extra bit of comfort and security. You might also try rationalizing before you get into a likely spontaneous speaking situation. Ask yourself what the chances are that you really will blank out. Most people thinking rationally might put the odds that the situation wouldn’t go well at 20 or 25 percent. But that means you’ll have a 75 or 80 percent chance that it will. I’ll take those odds.


Further, ask yourself: If I do blank out, what’s the worst that can happen? Many of us would say something like, “I’ll be embarrassed,” or “It will be awkward,” or “I might not see the career growth I’m looking for,” or “People might not want to talk to me.” We can make a long list of terrible consequences. But we should put our fears into perspective and realize that these consequences probably won’t come to pass. People are often so consumed with their own anxieties and the impression they are leaving that they aren’t paying that much attention to us. This phenomenon is so well known that psychologists have a name for it: the spotlight effect.14 Most likely, we are dramatically overestimating any negative impressions that others might have of us on account of our speaking.


The rationalization process takes the edge off anxiety, offering us just a bit of agency. You can also reduce the odds of blanking out by structuring what you say in the moment. Structure provides you with a map, and it’s much harder to get lost and blank out if you have one. You might presume that you can only structure your remarks well by planning them out in advance, but that’s not true. As we’ll see in chapter 5, you can do it very effectively in the moment as well.


Um . . . Uh . . . Like . . . You Know


In addressing cognitive symptoms, we must do something about those annoying filler words that pop out of our mouths when we are working out what we want to say. I’m not saying you need to banish these words entirely; some use of filler words is natural and normal, so much so that scriptwriters actually write them into dialogues in movies, television, and plays. The issue is that excessive use of filler words—common culprits such as “um,” “uh,” and “like”—can become distracting, acting as a kind of verbal graffiti. Fortunately, there is a technique you can deploy that can stop these types of words from ever appearing. Once again it has to do with breathing.


Take a deep breath in. As you exhale, I’d like you to say, “Um.” Can you do that? Great. Now I’d like you to say “um” while inhaling. You can’t do it, can you? It’s nearly impossible to say anything while inhaling. Speaking is an exit-only event. You must push air out to do it. And this fact holds the key to ridding us of those filler words that occur between sentences and phrases.


The trick is this: when you speak, work to articulate your sentences and phrases so that you’re completely out of breath at the end of the sentence or phrase. Try it a few times—it’s not hard, and you don’t have to use long sentences or phrases to do it. Just time your exhalation to coincide with the completion of a sentence or phrase. I envision a gymnast sticking their landing. If you synch your speaking with your breathing in this way, you’ll have to inhale upon finishing a sentence or phrase. That will make it more difficult for you to utter a filler word.


This technique also helps by building a short pause into your speech. As communicators, we often presume that we must fill all of the airtime, and that any empty space is awkward. Not true! Sprinkling in pauses allows your audience to catch up and reflect on what you just said.




••• TRY IT •••


To practice synching sentences and phrases with your breath, I recommend talking through a series of sentences. At the end of each one, you want to “land” by coming down in tone and being out of breath. Think of the steps required to perform a common, everyday action. If you talk through an activity you know well, you don’t have to think about what you’re saying as much, and you can focus on the ending of the sentences. I like to talk through the process of making a peanut butter and jelly sandwich: “First, you take out two pieces of bread.” “Then, you spread peanut butter on one slice, but not too much.” “Then, you spread jelly on the other slice, but not too much.” “Then you put the slices together.” “The jelly side of one piece should face the peanut butter side of the other.” “Slice the sandwich in half and enjoy.” When you reach each of the underlined words, look to land your phrase and ensure that you are out of breath. To take your practice further, you might try working with speaking preparation tools such as Poised. com, Orai, and LikeSo, which provide valuable feedback on your use of filler words.





The chart below summarizes the various techniques you can employ to help manage your spontaneous speaking anxiety.


Techniques for Minding Your Anxiety Symptom ABCs






	Technique

	Description

	Commentary






	Practice Mindfulness

	Acknowledge your feelings and sit with them.

	These feelings are perfectly rational and normal.






	Breathe

	Inhale deeply, filling your lower abdomen as you breathe deliberately.

	Deep or yoga-like breaths dispel anxiety. Exhale twice as long as your inhale.






	Slow Your Movements

	Slow your hand gestures and other movements.

	Your speech often keeps pace with your bodily movements. Slow them down and watch your speech calm as well.






	Cool Your Body

	Hold a cool bottle of water or other cold object in your hands.

	By cooling yourself down, you blush and perspire less.






	Salivate

	Chew on some gum or enjoy a lozenge.

	Chewing reactivates your salivary glands.






	Positive Self-Talk

	Recite a positive mantra in your head.

	This will quiet your inner critic and positively redirect your thoughts.






	Rewind and Question to Progress

	Repeat yourself and ask questions.

	Avoid repeating too often, but to jog your memory repeat what you just said or pose some questions to your audience.






	8. Get Rational

	
Tell yourself the “worst” that could happen if you screw this up. (Hint: even the worst isn’t that bad).

	People are mostly focused on themselves and not you. Remember that and rationality will prevail.






	9. Inhale to Reduce Fillers

	Land phrases so you need to inhale.

	Watch all the filler words (“like,” “okay”) disappear.









••• TRY IT •••


Create a spontaneous speaking tool kit, outfitted with all you need to manage your anxiety in the moment. Include, for instance, a cold bottle of water, a lozenge, and a note card with an affirmation written on it. Given the tips provided in this chapter, what else might you add to this kit to customize it just for you? Keep this kit handy in your phone, wallet, or purse so that you can access it just before the next event when you anticipate having to speak spontaneously.





AMP Yourself Up


To succeed in tackling symptoms of anxiety, we must also work to make these interventions stick. Take a few moments to ponder the techniques I’ve shared. Which of these seem most interesting, natural, or helpful? Have you tried any of them already? Have you used other anxiety-calming techniques in different areas of your life (for instance, when you’re playing a sport or flirting) that might help you with your speaking fears?


Once you’ve reviewed the techniques, gather together your favorites and form them into what I call a personalized Anxiety Management Plan (AMP). By contributing to your sense of agency and focus, your AMP can help excite or amp you up about speaking. Pick a handful of techniques (between three to five of them) that you believe will work for you and that address specific anxiety symptoms that bedevil you the most. (You may also want to incorporate techniques for addressing the underlying sources of speaking anxiety. I’ll describe some of those later in the book.) Then think of an acronym that might help you remember them in the moment. Here are a couple of examples:


Sample Anxiety Management Plans




BOOM


Be present oriented: Focus on what is happening in the moment rather than worry about potential negative future consequences.


Observe your movements: Slow your gestures to moderate your speaking pace.


Oxygenate: Exhale twice as long as you inhale.


Mantra: Speak a word or phrase that can help you calm down and focus.


ARC


Acknowledge that anxiety is normal: Recognize you’re not the only one.


Rationalize: Remind yourself that even if you totally flop, it’s not the end of the world.


Cool yourself down: Hold something cold in your hand to keep your body temperature low.





I ask all of my students and consulting clients to create an AMP. They routinely thank me, writing years later to report that they still are deploying these techniques. As they attest, finding and deploying the right AMP supercharges their confidence when they speak in high-stakes, spontaneous situations. Small changes sustained over time really do make a big difference.


One woman I work with, Stephanie, took over as CEO of her family business when she was in her late twenties. In this role, she had to connect with her seventy-five employees of diverse backgrounds and project an authoritative persona. Her task became even more difficult when COVID struck and disrupted the business. Employees who in some cases were decades older felt anxious and looked to her for leadership. As she made controversial decisions to stabilize the business, they grilled her about changes they would experience.


Stephanie found daily communication extraordinarily stressful—even more so because she wasn’t a native speaker of English. She became self-conscious and would reveal her anxiety by stumbling over words and adopting a guarded, humorless demeanor. Her anxiety became so intense that she had difficulty sleeping and focusing on day-to-day tasks. She even thought about stepping down as CEO.


To help Stephanie, we developed an AMP that steered her away from fixating on future goals. Over time, she wound up deepening and modifying her AMP, taking it in a direction that was all her own. When I checked in on her in the spring of 2022, her AMP had come to revolve around three phrases meaningful to her: Heart, Speech, and Mind, or HSM. “Heart” referred to why she was speaking: she found that she was less anxious if she reminded herself of her intention to be of service to her audience and to concentrate on them and their needs, not herself. “Speech” focused her on what she needed to do technically to connect with her audience. Knowing that she tended to speed up and stumble over her words when nervous, she made a point of gesturing more slowly and asking questions to force herself to pause. “Mind” was a cue to remind herself that the actual likelihood of blanking out and messing up was far lower than she feared.


Stephanie is continuing to work on her anxiety, but thanks to her ongoing efforts with her AMP and the techniques described in this chapter, her anxiety has become more manageable. She leads others more effectively and enjoys her job more. In fact, she has begun to coach others to become more confident in their communication.


An AMP is not a quick fix but rather an ongoing experiment, with each technique amounting to a hypothesis. Once you’ve generated your AMP, test it out in real-life situations. Rehearse your AMP to yourself before you go into your next work meeting or dinner party. Try the techniques in the moment. Did they help? If not, try swapping in other techniques (and don’t forget to update the acronym).


There is no quick and easy solution for speaking anxiety. What we can do is engage in a more gradual process of managing this emotion so that it does not interfere with our communication goals.


Discovering YOU


Being comfortable thinking on your feet is important for formal speeches and presentations; it holds special relevance when you’re called to speak spontaneously. As we’ll see in the next chapter, managing anxiety ultimately frees you to behave more naturally and authentically when put on the spot. You become bolder, nimbler, more playful, and looser. You’re able to tune in better to your audience’s needs and react appropriately. You’re able to take more joy in communicating. All of this allows you to become more compelling as a speaker—to speak up without freaking out.
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