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“This program will be a great help to lawyers and all others who make communication a profession.”


—John W. Kaufmann, attorney and partner, Eaton & Van Winkle


“For as long as I can remember, I have dreaded public speaking to the point of almost declining an important promotion to avoid having to do it. I have taken several courses trying to eliminate my anxiety to no avail. TalkPower has done it, simply by teaching me self-control. It’s about time!”


—Ralph A. Miro, educational coordinator, First Response


“After thirty-four years and $25,000 spent on therapy, hypnosis, drug-therapy, and training programs, I walked away from the TalkPower weekend knowing I will never avoid speaking in public again.”


—Wayne Newcomb, president, Yankee Realty Inc.


“I never thought I could put together a seven-minute speech, present it so coherently and feel so in control. I would have never been able to do it without the knowledge and calming support I received from TalkPower.”


—Pam Cressman, project coordinator, Thomas Jefferson Hospital


“It’s a great experience to sit and talk with a group of people who have the same, or similar, feelings as you about public speaking. I have taken my first step in overcoming my fear of public speaking.”


—Claire Person, events marketing specialist, Philip Morris Companies


“TalkPower is a powerful tool to overcome the phobia to speak out in public. Ms. Rogers is an expert in developing the building blocks to construct a speech and to stay calm while delivering. I am very grateful.”


—Salomon Cameo, associate systems analyst, United Nations


“I thought no one could really understand the fear I had with public speaking. Your seminar proved me wrong.”


—Dr. Gail A. Lauro, Deutchman-Lauro Chiropractic Centre


“TalkPower is an effective way to overcome the fear of public speaking. It allows you to experience the very doing of that which seems impossible. A powerful reminder that one must engage and participate in order to change a phobia.”


—Robert O’Conner, social worker
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If there’s one thing I’ve learned in life, it’s the power of using your voice.


—Michelle Obama
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Part I


THE PRELUDE




INTRODUCTION


I am not afraid of dying. If you placed a gun to my head, I would not want to die. . . . I would be able to face it with dignity. Put me in front of a group, and I totally fall apart. I know a terror that is impossible to explain or understand.


—Charles, colonel, USAF


After twenty five years as founder and president of TalkPower, Inc., I can safely say that I have heard every horrific public speaking story imaginable. During this time thousands of students in my TalkPower workshops have recounted tale after hair-raising tale of sleepless nights, anxiety, public humiliation, excruciating stage fright, panic attacks, forgotten lines, and botched presentations, as well as disasterous job interviews, eulogies never given and wedding toasts never made


My job has been, and always will be, to repair the damage. Again and again, I have watched my students overcome their terror of public speaking by adhering to my simple, yet transformative, TalkPower program. I am convinced that the method I set forth in these pages can conquer even the most deeply entrenched fear. With proper training anyone can learn to speak before an audience with clarity, grace, and authority.


My Own Story


In 1978, I returned to college after many years as the Artistic Director of the Dove Theatre Company in New York City, a professional actress, director, and teacher, to prepare for my second career as a psychotherapist.


One day I was sitting in a class called “Oral Communication,” waiting for the instructor to arrive. Snatches of conversation drifted across the room:


“I sound like a moron!”
“My voice is so monotonous.”
“I hate this.”
“They don’t like me. I know it; I can feel it.”
“Oh my God, the other day she was reading a menu during my entire speech.”


The students commiserated with one another until the instructor arrived and the class began. I watched the bobbing heads, waving hands, in continuous motion, nervous pacing, and listened to rapid speech and the many ums and ahs woven into every sentence of the repetitious presentations.


Each speaker looked extremely uncomfortable. Most of them had no experience speaking in front of a group. Tension in the room mounted as the students rambled on and on.


The instructor sat at the back of the class, taking notes and making suggestions. “Relax,” she kept saying. “Relax.”


Was I the only one aware of the discomfort and loss of concentration? Apparently, the instructor was not concerned. Apart from her command to relax, she ignored the students’ profound distress and continued urging them to make eye contact and to speak more slowly. “Don’t be so nervous,” she’d add, trying to be helpful. “We support you.” And when critiquing the presentation: “that was a good try but remember you have to have a beginning, a middle, and an end”.


I was bewildered. This wasn’t at all like the systematic training I had received in acting school, where we were given training for relaxation, attention, awareness, and authenticity. Here, the sole focus was on the preparation of the speech, with no serious attention paid to the painful anxiety and loss of confidence that many students were experiencing.


Filled with advice and lectures about how to know your audience, use body language, get to the point, try to relax, gimmicks, bits and pieces of superficial information and a hodgepodge of theory, this class was ineffective in helping the students calm down and take control of themselves. The most basic questions were never addressed. For example:


• Why do I feel so out of control in public when I am so confident in a one-on-one?


• Why does this feeling of dread come over me for days before a presentation?


• How do I deal with the adrenaline rush that I feel just before I have to get up and do my presentation?


• Why can’t I catch my breath?


• How can I stop my heart from beating so fast?


• How do I keep from thought-blocking?


• How can I stop rambling?


• Why do I become unhinged when I have to talk at a meeting?


• Why do I feel that my talks are boring?


• Why do I lose my breath as my speech gets faster and faster?


• How do I stop my hands from shaking?


• What can I do about rushing to get it over with as soon as possible?


• How can I keep my voice from shaking?


• How can I prepare a talk that makes sense when I have so much to say and I don’t know where to begin?


MY AHA MOMENT


Sitting in that classroom, I realized that there was no established procedure for training the mind and body for public speaking. Suddenly I had an “Aha!” moment. It occurred to me that a systematic approach like the new and original training program that I had been developing for actors when I was the Artistic Director at the Dove Theater Company might help non-actors develop better concentration and self-control. In other words, a program for developing performance skills.


By performance skills I mean the ability to remain focused and clear-headed when people are looking at you as you perform some activity. For example gymnastics, golf, or public speaking. My reasoning went something like this. People who have intense anxiety about speaking in public believe that they are being negatively judged by the audience. This belief consciously or unconsciously triggers high anxiety, confusion, memory loss, rapid speech, and intellectual disintegration Thoughts like “I sound awful, they don’t like me, I am too fat, I am too old, I am not smart enough, I am a fraud, I am too short, they can hear that my voice is shaking, etc.” So in contrast to the traditional method of teaching public speaking that is based upon lectures, suggestions, tips, hints, and theory, and does not address this fearful reaction, my “Aha moment” dealt with a more practicle and effective approach. Instead of suggestions and lectures, I had an idea for a training program that would affect the brain and create the neurons that would equip one with the skills necessary for eliminating the threatening mind-set that speaking in front of an audience creates. Specifically training students with a set of original physical exercises, that could direct one’s thoughts away from the speaker’s fearful messages he was giving himself so he would have the ability to focus upon the talk he was giving. I called that training Program TalkPower. Little did I realize at that time how powerful that methodology would actually become.


Of course, a step-by-step program was the logical answer for eliminating the problem of public speaking distress. Envisioning an original mind-body training program based upon the concepts of neuroscience (dealing with the plasticity, the ability of the brain to change and transform itself), this new method would be effective for all performance situations. This includes delivering a presentation, speaking at a meeting, interviewing for a job, making a toast, asking a question in class, and even walking down the aisle.


Above all, my program would finally answer the most pressing question that people who are phobic or uncomfortable about public speaking ask: “How can I keep my concentration focused on what I am saying when everyone is looking at me?” I called the program TalkPower.®


And so I started teaching the TalkPower method thirty years ago in a class called “TalkPower: A Panic Clinic For Public Speaking” at Baruch College of Continuing Education.


The name was so promising that from the very beginning people who had registered in the traditional public speaking class canceled their registration and chose the TalkPower class instead. The demand for my class was impressive. Calls and inquiries poured in from people who shared a shameful secret: absolute terror about speaking. In front of people who were looking at them.


In the class, students shared their stories. Some confessed that as far back as they could remember they dreaded having to speak or read out loud.


We were a very big family  .  .  . seven children. Whenever we went anywhere, we had to sit perfectly still. If you were thirsty or had to go to the bathroom, you couldn’t go unless you got mother’s permission. You had to sit there and be still. When I was in kindergarten, I did not utter a single word for the entire term. If I wanted something, I would point. Finally, they sent me to the nurse and there, alone with her, I had a conversation. My teacher was amazed that I could talk. . . . All of my life I felt as if I was not allowed to speak.


—Laurie, sales manager


Others reported a different story. For these students, speaking well had never been a problem until one day, in front of an audience, they became inexplicably speechless. This was so humiliating that they avoided all future opportunities to speak.


I was the valedictorian and I was giving my speech when I suddenly started to lose my breath. Before this time I was never afraid to speak in public. I would even volunteer to do so. That one incident seems to be the thing that set this off, because now I can’t do it. . . . I get a wobbly voice, feelings of terror, feelings of embarrassment. I feel as though I’m completely losing control. I never speak in public.


—Phyllis, fashion coordinator


Testing my TalkPower method, I introduced the early students to a new kind of Body-Awareness Training designed to restore their shattered confidence. One of the unique features of the program is the attention paid to every detail of the presentation experience, from the moment one is waiting to be called upon to the moment one returns to one’s seat. Step by step, the training begins with correct breathing techniques followed by original Inner Awareness techniques that train the students to maintain concentration when seated and are waiting to be called upon. Then students practice how to stand up so that they resist the impulse to rush to the podium, how to pause appropriately, and finally techniques for how to deal with keeping the focus upon the presentation under the gaze of the audience. (Speech phobic people know just what I am talking about.) Since great attention is paid to every detail, at first the student speaks only the first sentence of his presentation and then returns to his seat. Gradually the practice presentation includes more and more of the text. By the end of the second day of training, every student in the class is able to calmly deliver a ten minute presentation with appropriate pauses, the complete elimination of rushing speech and all signs of intense anxiety and panic.


THE TALKPOWER ACTION FORMULA


To help students organize their ideas, I created the “TalkPower Action Formula, “a writing procedure that guides the speaker with a structure for assembling facts and information into a logical flow. The goal is clarity. The TalkPower Action Formula helps the student to organize the text of the talk from a confusing tangle of information into a cohesive and logical script. And so following the structure of the Action formula, the student is able to stay on track. This plan produced a well-organized talk for every single student. Those early classes were a turning point. I was filled with enthusiasm as I watched each student find his or her voice.


TEMPLATES


I soon discovered that the TalkPower Action Formula was not a sufficiently complete instructional model to satisfy the challenges of a professional presentation. Even with the help of my Action Formula, most of my students had no idea about how to prepare a formal presentation for a listening audience (and judging from the talks that we hear every day, neither do most people). Participants in my classes, even though they were mature and successful professionals, had never been trained to write a tight script for a listening audience. Their schooling had only prepared them to create reports, letters, papers, and memos for a reading audience. As a result, their talks, although well–organized, were lifeless and repetitious huff and puff, filled with generalizations, numbers, and abstract concepts that wandered off topic and did not engage the audience. And so I set to work creating a series of fill-in templates for non-writers so that they could flesh out the facts of the talk into an engaging story-telling format. I composed these templates, with transitional phrases that framed the information and moved the presentation along. As a result well-edited, dynamic talks were created, much to the relief of the other students who enjoyed listening to these very interesting presentations. Included in this book is a selection of templates to help you flesh out your talk so that an engaging narrative emerges. With these tools one can create a polished speech in a minimum of time. The templates were a big success.


SELF ESTEEM AND LEADERSHIP


The final element of the TalkPower program revolves around self-esteem as it relates to leadership training, where the effects of false and negative personal messages are examined and discussed and preparation for leadership is introduced. This section completes the program so that all the aspects of the transformation are addressed. Now I really had something. The body awareness work, plus the Action Formula, plus the templates, and my psychological expertise, made for a complete public speaking curriculum designed for transformation. My background as an actress-acting teacher, director, artistic director of the Dove Theatre Company, an anti-war theatre company in St. Peters Church in Chelsea, New York City, and psychotherapist, gave me a unique set of tools for solving this previously hopeless condition.


Today, TalkPower is a successful seminar business that has trained thousands of individuals. Some attend on their own initiative; others are enrolled through corporations that recognize the importance of public speaking. These organizations include American Express, Merrill Lynch, United Parcel Service, United Nations, National Westminster Bank, Texaco, J.C. Penney Company, AT&T, Dean Witter, Albert Einstein College of Medicine, IBM, The Wyatt Company, Women’s Bar Association of the State of New York, MCI Telecommunications Company, Karpas Health Information Center, Chase Manhattan Bank, Organization of Black Airline Pilots, Hoechst Celanese Corporation, Otto Preminger Films, Toastmasters International, Howard J. Rubenstein Associates, Weil Gotshal & Manges, Ford Motor Company, The Skyros Center (Greece), and many more.


Your course is so helpful to people. It really changes them in a fundamental way after they attend. We are always able to fill your program when we offer it this is because the word-of-mouth around the company is so positive about the program. People really enjoy it and they feel it works. I would have to say that your seminar consistently gets among the best ratings of the many on-site classes we offer our employees.


—Karen Quinn, vice president for American Express


Fifteen years ago, with the publication of my first TalkPower book, I embarked on a journey of service and creativity, taking TalkPower training all over the world. The book was translated into twelve languages. Now, this new edition of Talk Power will bring you up to date on all the latest discoveries and techniques that I have developed since that first book was published in 1982.


What is TalkPower?


TalkPower is the only systematic technology for training the brain (re-patterning) for the skill of performance. This includes physical as well as hands on concentration exercises, drills, routines and correct breathing practice for developing and enhancing concentration skills. See chapter 4, Breath Is Life.


Clinically tested and perfected over a twenty-five year period, the TalkPower Mind-Body program has been compared to the systematic training that star athletes receive to prepare them for competitive events. This state of the art program with more than a 95 percent success rate has changed the lives of thousands of my clients and students.


SCIENTIFIC VERIFICATION


Based upon the enormous success I have had with the TalkPower program over the past thirty years, having worked with more than thirteen thousand students at large training seminars at American Express, in workshops, at conferences, one on one in my office, and now on Skype, I am proud to say that even the most phobic individuals in the TalkPower Workshops were able to eliminate their fear and avoidance of speaking in public.


I theorize that the extraordinary results achieved in the Talk-Power Workshops are possible because of the unique exercises, repetition drills, and routines that are part of the TalkPower training program. These exercises which I believe cause the memory centers of the brain to develop the enzymes and genetic markers that initiate the production of new neurons (chains of cells) also reinforce plasticity: the brain’s ability to remake itself. In other words, after participating for two days in continuous exposure to the TalkPower repetition drills and exercises, the brains of the participants were behaving like brains of people who do not in any way suffer from fear of speaking in public. As a result new and permanent performance skills are developed, enabling the speaker to face an audience with attention focused upon the presentation rather than on the judgement of the audience: Therefore speaking with no trace of the previous confusion and terror.


How Is TalkPower Different?


Unlike traditional public speaking courses that ignore the physical and emotional discomfort of students in their public speaking classes with bromides like “why are you so nervous; we support you,” Talk-Power identifies fear as the central problem that must be eliminated before you can speak successfully in public. Contrast this approach with other methods that teach you to “manage your fear” or to “confront your fear” with lectures, theory, the importance of eye contact, body language, knowing your audience, positive thinking, and other superficial methods for teaching public speaking.


My experience tells me that for the person who is standing in front of an audience feeling out of control and totally embarrassed, the idea of managing or confronting your fear is meaningless.


Any serious study of public speaking phobia reveals that this is a complex condition arising from a history of some sort of abuse, public humiliation, harsh criticism, bullying etc. I have hypothesized that others who developed a fear of speaking in public later in life suffer from the effects of Post-Traumatic Stress. People with anxiety about speaking in public cannot overcome their problem with cavalier advice. The only reasonable solution is a method that will extinguish the fear and its devastating effects.


TalkPower accomplishes this with original exercises that synthesize neuroscience behavior modification, performance techniques, speech crafting, and self-esteem training. The result is transformation: a calmer state of body and mind, a clear speaking style, with appropriate pauses and a confident public persona.


How This Book Is Organized


Most of the chapters in this book are designed to duplicate the structure and content of an actual TalkPower Workshop. Beginning with Chapter 6, each chapter contains a new lesson or step, plus instructions for writing and practicing that step. As you complete the assignments outlined in each chapter, you will find that TalkPower training gradually re-patterns your brain for the skill of performance. As a result, step by step your fear response is eliminated. I have taken the liberty of repeating certain ideas in different places throughout the book. I feel that in these instances the material is so important it bears repeating.


The stories you’ll find throughout the book come from just a few of the thousands of people TalkPower has transformed into proud and accomplished speakers. You are not alone. TalkPower will help you, too.


Dear Natalie:


It’s been almost eleven months since I went to your weekend workshop last December. I’ve been waiting until I made my first “real” speech before I sent you this picture of me, in my gown, on the stage.


Two weeks ago I made my debut at a beauty conference where I was honored. I delivered a fifteen-minute speech, followed by an impromptu question and answer session. Natalie, I can’t tell you how truly thrilled I was and am. I have been avoiding public speaking for years, and holding myself back.


I want to thank you for bringing me to this point today. . . . Going to your workshop, and the speech two weeks ago, were turning points in my life. I cannot adequately express to you how much it means to me. The speech went really well and I’ll never be the same.


So, thank you, Natalie, for helping me change my life in such a major way.


I will never forget you or TalkPower.


—Betty, owner of a chain of beauty salons




Chapter 1


BORN TO SPEAK


They Are the Silent Many


In the beginning was the word
And then the spoken word.
All over the earth,
Every nation has a language.
Every tribe has a grammar
And a dialect with a meaning.
To speak is to be human.
To speak is to be seen.


—N. H. R.


Frances, a treasurer in a large corporation, has a group of male executives working for her. She goes into a state of shock when asked to give a weekly report. Her senior status does not lessen her anxiety. She fears her colleagues will criticize her for having the nerve to “stand up there and shoot her mouth off.”


Frances describes her debilitating panic to a roomful of sympathetic nods from fellow TalkPower workshop participants. “I could see them sitting there, hating me.” Her problem started when an older brother verbally taunted and bullied her. “He never let up.” That hurtful, childhood voice haunts her everyday of her working life.


Frances is hardly alone. Another participant says:


When I first came in here and I saw all of you—so intelligent-looking, so successful—I wanted to turn around and leave. I said, “Oh no. This is not the right place for me . . . I am a nut . . . These people are probably a little nervous—not like me. I am going to stand out and be completely humiliated if I speak.”


—Lisa, architect


Once this confession is made, others come forward:


“I had the same feeling.”
“That’s exactly how I felt.”
“I almost left.”
“I promised myself that I would not come back after lunch.”


This scenario is not unusual. For the past twenty-five years I have had the rare privilege of working with and observing thousands of professionals who have attained the highest levels of achievement. These attractive, successful people, with every reason to feel confident and proud of themselves, all suffer from fear of speaking in public and feelings of low self-worth.


When people pass up opportunities for saying even a few words at small meetings, they lose the chance to become accustomed to speaking. Avoidance leads to further avoidance, and what began as a lack of confidence, or a feeling of inhibition, becomes an actual phobia.


A phobia is an irrational fear that leads to avoidance. The Book of Lists states that fear of public speaking is the number one phobia in the United States, affecting a majority of people.


Why Are You So Anxious?


Many of my clients and students are completely mystified as to why they become so anxious when they have to speak in front of a group. “After all,” they say, “I am great in a one-on-one. My friends tell me I’m very witty and persuasive. But put me in front of half a dozen people and I’m not just tongue-tied, I’m speechless.”


“I spend days preparing for a speech, but when I face an audience, everything flies out of my head. I can’t understand why!”


Where did this problem begin? Certainly, you were not born with it. Healthy babies come into the world kicking and screaming. They express themselves when they are wet, tired, hungry, or uncomfortable. No doubt about it, babies cry loud and clear.


When did your silence begin? Where did you learn to hold back? When was your impulse to express extinguished?


Even as a young child, I was often put down by my family and told that I should not talk because I didn’t know enough about a subject. This made me very quiet and, I guess, shy. And now when I am sitting in a meeting and my boss asks me a question, I freeze up and I feel as if I am ten years old.


—Sheila, designer


In 70 percent of the questionnaires that are filled out in my classes, one theme resonates again and again: early experience with shaming, public humiliation, harsh criticism, and taunting.


During my preadolescence, when my voice was very high, often on the phone I would be identified as a female. . . . My two brothers and their friends would tease and humiliate me. I think it was then that I stopped talking. At least, I try as much as possible not to talk.


—Ted, editor


Self-Blame


I have found that many people who suffer from childhood humiliation and shame have no idea how damaging these experiences can be. Often, they are children from “good homes” whose families are models of familial devotion in the community. Hiding their pain, they blame themselves for their “problem,” feeling guilty and ungrateful for having any negative thoughts about their parents, siblings, or teachers.


My father was a very respected orthodontist. All of my colleagues knew him and thought very highly of him. . . . He was a very accomplished man. I felt so inadequate next to him.  .  .  . Of course he was very critical and tough on me. I really feel it when I am at a meeting with other professionals. I know people are looking at me and comparing me to my father, and I feel so demolished, I become speechless.


—Philip, orthodontist


Discipline or Abuse?


Verbal pounding is not considered child abuse nor does it fall into the category of criminal neglect. No social worker will show up to investigate a parent who calls his child “stupid” every day. Yet, this is psychological abuse. It destroys self-esteem and confidence, making any kind of public performance an ordeal, if not a devastating experience. As a matter of fact, studies tell us that psychological abuse can be more damaging than physical abuse.


I went to a very strict school. “Children should be seen and not heard” was the prevailing philosophy. We were discouraged from speaking up in class unless we were asked a direct question. In the beginning I was very outgoing, but I was punished so many times for speaking up that I became very quiet.


—Felicia, medical student


There is no escape. The incidents where one is required to make some sort of an appearance under the glare of public scrutiny are everywhere. While the necessity for performing has never been greater, the number of people who suffer from performance anxiety and fear of public speaking has grown to epidemic proportions.


Performance Anxiety Appears in Many Situations


• Presenting a formal speech in front of an audience


• Meetings


• In a circle where you have to introduce yourself


• Asking or answering a question in class


• Playing golf, tennis, or any spectator sport


• Making a toast


• Interviewing for a job


• Being photographed or videotaped


• Getting married, as in walking down the aisle or repeating the vows


• Speaking at a PTA or a board meeting


• Delivering a eulogy


• Appearing on the witness stand


• TV interviewing


• Giving a press conference


• Grand Rounds


• Speaking on a conference call


• Participating during a Zoom meeting


• Accepting an award


• Introducing a speaker


• PhD Orals


• A sales presentation


• Appearing in court, as an attorney


• As an actor performing at an audition


• As a musician, playing an instrument


• Having your name called, as in being paged, and having to stand up and walk across a room


There are many other times when you become self-conscious because you are the center of attention. In all of these scenarios, if you fear that you are going to be judged, you are no longer involved in the comfortable, safe, orderly exchange of dialogue that takes place in a conversation. Your mind jumps to negative thoughts about what the other person thinks about you and what you are saying. My clients and students have the following thoughts at this moment of high visibility. Hard to believe, but at least one or more of these thoughts is actually what many, many people are thinking as they stand in front of an audience trying to talk


As shared in Talkpower workshops:


Nasty Self-Talk


“They don’t like me.”


“I didn’t do enough research.”


“I’m going to forget something.”


“I sound so stupid.”


“I am going to blow this.”


“I’m taking too much time.”


“I sound terrible.”


“I’m going to get killed in the Q&A.”


“I feel humiliated.”


“My accent is awful.”


“They see right through me and know that I am a fraud.”


“They are disgusted with me.”


“They look so bored.”


“My voice is so monotonous.”


“My suit is too tight.”


“I look old.”


“I am fat.”


“I am skinny.”


“My voice shakes.”


“I am boring.”


“My hair is a mess.”


“They’re smarter than me.”


“I want to run out of here.”


“I’ve got to get this over with.”


“Who needs this?”


“If only there were a hurricane, then they’d cancel.”


“I am embarrassed.”


“I’m a mess.”


“I wish I were dead.”


“They can see how I’m shaking.”


“I wish a bomb could go off somewhere so I could stop.”


“I’m going to get sick.”


People try to deal with their pain in therapy or, by hiding their low self-esteem so that it does not seem to intrude or disrupt their lives, they manage to cope, even to become successful in their careers. However, when it comes to speaking in public, the effects of low self-esteem are devastating.


The following list describes the various conditioning factors that I have discovered result in fear of speaking in public. Do any of these apply to you? Check those that do.


[image: image] Authoritarian parents


[image: image] Abusive parents


[image: image] Overly critical parents


[image: image] Perfectionist parents


[image: image] Obsessive parental focus on child


[image: image] Alcoholic parents


[image: image] Depressed parents


[image: image] Parents with low self-esteem


[image: image] Jealous older brothers or sisters


[image: image] Victim of Bullying


[image: image] Abusive teachers


[image: image] Shaming relatives, neighbors, etc.


[image: image] Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder


Public speaking phobia can also be caused by negative attention that a child receives because of characteristics that are different.


[image: image] Large nose


[image: image] Overweight/underweight


[image: image] Skin condition


[image: image] Foreign accent


[image: image] Too short/too tall


[image: image] Unfashionable attire


[image: image] Large breasts


[image: image] Small or no breasts


[image: image] Racism


[image: image] Different sexual orientation


Social Silence


Always choosing to sit in the back row, invisible—silent—blaming themselves, phobic speakers hide among us. Millions of people are so afraid of public exposure that they invent the most bizarre excuses to avoid speaking in public. Accidents, dead relatives, illnesses, robberies, and playing hooky are the reasons used to avoid the fearful task. These people have a common despair yet do not know one another and have no idea that so many others suffer as they do.


Many other groups come out, talking openly about their problems. People in Twelve Steps programs, for example, find support and dignity by telling their stories. They have learned the healing power of sharing and do not avoid speaking out. However, people with public speaking phobia would be horrified by such an idea. They have a terrible need for secrecy. Memories of past denigration are so painful that they are paralyzed with shame. Avoiding the natural impulse to reach out, they do not ask for help. Embarrassed, they withdraw and remain silent.


Donald, a workshop participant, introduced himself as a nuclear engineer. He mentioned that he had an identical twin brother. Donald’s fear of public speaking was so intense that he found himself literally hiding from his manager on the days of the month when summary presentations were made. Later, when I asked if his brother had the same problem, Donald said he did not know. So deep was his shame that he had never even shared his problem with his twin brother.


This story is typical. To avoid public speaking, speech-phobic clients turn down jobs, promotions, drop out of law school, refuse invitations to chair meetings, refuse opportunities to teach, pass on important job interviews, to make a toast, even to accept an award. One CEO of a major corporation told me sadly that he had been invited to speak all over the world, but could never accept. Another man fainted when he was nominated for an Oscar, so terrible was his anxiety about standing up to receive his award in public.


I feel very damaged . . . like I have a major disadvantage when I stand in front of other people and have to speak. I am like a non-person.


—Arthur, architect


National Silence


Not only is there an individual silence about fear of speaking in public, there is also a national silence. The problem receives so little attention you would think it doesn’t exist. For example, there are no public speaking phobia specialists attached to speech departments in colleges and universities. There is no National Public-Speaking Phobia Society; even the Encyclopedia Britannica, under the category of “speech,” has no reference to this condition. In the speech category, although various esoteric conditions and maladies are cited, there is no listing of public-speaking phobia itself, although it has a name: glossophobia.


Why is it that in the United States—one of the few countries in the world where freedom of speech is guaranteed by a Constitution—fear of speaking in public is the number one phobia? This is a question I asked every time I appeared on radio or television during my first book tour. Nobody seemed to have an answer.


When I was studying to be a speech teacher, fear of public speaking and nervousness was never mentioned. The assumption was if you did it long enough, you would get over it.


—Helen Yalof, retired Chairman,
Speech and Theater Dept., City University, New York City


The Symptoms


Speech-phobic people report three main categories of symptoms when speaking before groups: physical, mental, and emotional.


SYMPTOMS REPORTED TO ME BY STUDENTS


Physical


Physical symptoms of distress can begin weeks before making a presentation. High levels of stress trigger a nervous stomach, physical tension, and sleepless nights, which is called “anticipatory anxiety.” Symptoms of physical distress that can occur just before and during the speech can include any or all of the following:


• Rapid heartbeat


• High anxiety


• Panic Attacks


• Trembling knees, making it difficult to get up and walk to the podium or stand at ease in front of a group


• Quivering voice, often accompanied by a tightness in the throat or an accumulation of phlegm


• A feeling of faintness


• Stomach nervousness, sometimes to the point of nausea


• Hyperventilation, involving an uncontrolled gasping for air


• Eye-tearing


• Trembling hands or limbs


Mental


Mental dysfunction that can occur during a speech includes:


• Thought-blocking—The speaker becomes speechless, having no idea what he intended to say next


• Repetition of words, phrases, or messages


• Loss of memory, including the inability to recall facts and figures accurately, and the omission of important points or complete speechlessness


• General disorganization


Emotional


Intense emotional distress brought on by having to speak in public, and all other types of performance, include symptoms such as:


• Feelings of confusion


• Feeling out of control


• Terror, which often arises before the beginning of the speech


• Feeling overwhelmed


• A sense of being outside of one’s body (dissociation)


• Helplessness, a childlike feeling of powerlessness, being unable to cope


• Out of body feelings that you and your voice are coming from somewhere else


• Low self-esteem, a feeling of worthlessness, and failure


• Self-hatred, a feeling of disgust, and rage at one’s self


• Embarrassment


• Panic (intense anxiety)


• Shame and humiliation following a presentation


• Fear of being discovered a fraud


• Tearfulness


These three categories of symptoms interact with one another. An initial feeling of terror as you wait to be introduced can cause your heart to race uncontrollably. Your pounding heart feels even more frightening as your throat begins to tighten. Physical symptoms disrupt your concentration, causing you to lose track of the organization of your speech. You stumble over your words, repeat phrases, or leave out ideas. You become embarrassed and feel out of control.


Whenever an opportunity comes up where I have to make a comment, address a group, or ask a question at a meeting, at that precise moment, all of my brain functions jam. And there I am, hopeless, shamed . . . I feel like a victim in front of a firing squad.


—Irwin, accountant


Phobias Acquired Later in Life


Some 70 percent of my students and clients recall that as far back as they can remember they were shy and didn’t speak up. The other 30  percent who suffer from public speaking phobia have a different story. These people were once excellent speakers. Generally outgoing, many were active in drama and debate clubs, were class valedictorians or presidents of school societies. They report this kind of experience:


I have about a hundred people working for me, and there I was, in front of my entire staff, nervous but doing all right, I guess. We had just been awarded a major contract and this was to be the announcement. Suddenly I looked at them and I couldn’t say a word; or even think a word. They just looked at me and the room got very quiet, and I started to get very warm, and I could feel my face turning red. . . . And I was totally speechless. It was the most embarrassing thing that has ever happened to me. I can’t talk in front of groups anymore.


—James, commercial real estate developer


Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)


Behavioral psychology tells us that phobias happen after a traumatic event—usually an experience that shakes the individual to his core— like a psychological near-death experience. One’s sense of personal control and safety is utterly shattered at the deepest levels of self, resulting in post-traumatic stress syndrome. The stress reaction takes many forms and can appear in the form of Public Speaking Phobia. It can appear immediately or up to two years after the traumatic event.


Precipitating Events


Another interesting fact about phobias is that they follow the rule, “Different strokes for different folks.” For one person, the precipitating event could be tragic, like the death of a parent or child, a catastrophic illness, or a past sexual abuse, rape or incest. For another person, moving to a new community, going away to college, or losing a job can produce a similar post-traumatic stress reaction.


No matter what the cause, or the variety of precipitating events, the result can be a phobia, such as fear of flying, driving, fear of heights, or enclosed places. The phobia, triggered by a particular event, can then generalize to other areas, such as fear of escalators or trains, or a sudden panic attack in front of an audience.


The panic attack may cause an episode of thought-blocking and becomes another traumatic event that will not be forgotten. The next time an opportunity for speaking arises, you are psychologically transported to the past—and that moment when you were speechless. You simply cannot do it; you decline with some excuse. One avoidant experience leads to another, and in a very short time you have glossophobia: an irrational fear of speaking in public.


And so you join the silent many. Your voice is no longer heard, your reputation as a speaker, a thing of the past. You are silent, just like the person who cannot speak because of humiliation in childhood.


Understanding Why


These “late bloomers” are always relieved to discover why they suddenly lost their ability to speak in public and that TalkPower training can heal this mysterious malady. Time and time again I hear students say, “I lost my mother and we were very close. So that is why I became speechless at that meeting” or “It happened to me when I started college and I was so afraid I couldn’t hack it.”


One man who called me before he attended the workshop said he had no idea what could have caused a sudden panic attack he experienced at a Rotary Club meeting he was chairing. Later, when he attended the TalkPower seminar, he said, “I was thinking about what you told me, and then after several days I realized that we tragically lost our little girl to a terrible illness around that time.” If you suddenly, for no apparent reason have had an episode of speechlessness, understanding why you lost your ability to speak in public will not cure the problem but it can help to motivate you to work with the training methods described in the following chapters.




Chapter 2


PRESENTATION, NOT CONVERSATION


The Big Chill


The difference between conversation and presentation is like the difference between ping pong and tennis.


People in my workshops learn that in addition to a history of public humiliation, there is another reason they are uncomfortable about speaking in front of a group. Much to their surprise, they discover that public speaking is not an extension of conversational speech. In other words, the skills used in conversation are not sufficient for a presentation because conversation and presentation are two very different endeavors.


The difference between conversation and public speaking can be compared to the difference between Ping-Pong and tennis. Suppose you invite a great Ping-Pong player to play tennis, assuring him that the two games are the same. In one game you have a ball, a net, and a racquet, just as you have in the other. How shocking for the Ping-Pong player to discover (especially if all his friends are watching) that he is overwhelmed by the size of the tennis court, the ball, the feel of the racquet, the height of the net, the rules of play—everything is different and strange.


When I stand up to speak in public I feel as if I have been catapulted to another planet or dimension . . . like walking into outer space. It is really like an electric atmosphere, as if I am an alien, or am among aliens. Even when I am with my own family, at a family affair like a wedding or an anniversary, and I have to make a toast . . . the air feels different, and the energy around me feels strange. If I even think the words “hushed expectancy,” my stomach turns over and I stop breathing.


—Richard, TV producer


That Silence


The passive attention of the audience is quite different from the active give-and-take of a conversation. In a conversation you talk and listen in an easy exchange. The only response you can expect from an audience is restless movement, laughter, clapping, or silence. That silence is certainly nerve-wracking. It carries with it an intense, unfamiliar energy. All those faces stare at you and you feel as if you are being judged. It’s hardly the same as friendly conversation.


When the audience is attentive, actors say, “It is like being bathed in a sea of warm love.” The fearful speaker does not have this poetic experience. To him, this special attention feels shamefully intimidating.


Sometimes I become numb and cold from head to foot. I can’t seem to think the simplest thought. My brain is frozen. Forget it. It’s a nightmare.


—Diane, public relations executive


The Space Between You and the Audience


A speaker, who expects conversational signals, quickly loses his confidence because of the absence of anything familiar. In a conversation, you are usually seated or standing close to the person with whom you are speaking. You look into her eyes or face; you rarely look at her entire body, or many bodies, as you do in front of a group. The space between you and the audience can be disconcerting if you are not used to it because you unconsciously miss the physical closeness of a conversation. Some of my students find this extremely threatening. They report a feeling of disassociation. “Standing at a distance from the audience feels like being out of my body and hearing my voice as though it doesn’t belong to me.”


Compounding the dilemma, since your heart is beating very fast, you have a tendency to speak more quickly. As a matter of fact, this is precisely what you should not do—the distance between you and the audience actually calls for a slower pace.


Me? A Leader?


Furthermore, since your presentation has a specific agenda, rather than the random path that most conversations take, your responsibility in leading the talk is totally different from your role in a verbal exchange. Unless there is a question-and-answer segment, as the leader of the group, you are engaged in a monologue with little, if any, feedback. The fearful speaker thinks, “Who am I to be standing up here, taking these people’s time?” If you have any doubt about your right to be a leader, this uncertainty brings up other unsettling issues—low self-esteem and all of the feelings of shame and self-dislike that accompany this condition.


And about that question-and-answer segment—don’t underestimate the strangeness of that situation, where you alone are fielding a lot of friendly or unfriendly questions from a body called “the audience.” People are rarely prepared to stand alone, singled out, to respond and talk to an entire group. These subtle and not-so-subtle deviations from your habitual behavior and expectations, can wreak havoc with your sense of familiar reality.


I can remember one incident when I was in the middle of a very confrontational Q & A. Fortunately I was behind a lectern. By the end of the talk I was leaning on the lectern just to keep from falling over.


—Frank, entrepreneur


Inner Attention


Another important difference between a conversation and a presentation is one’s mind-set. In social conversation your attention is outer-directed as you listen to what your partner in the conversation is saying. When you stand in front of a group, however, different rules apply. You must shift your customary social behavior to the unfamiliar state of inner-attention. The shift will allow you to think and concentrate properly on your presentation while the audience observes and evaluates you. (We will discuss inner-attention in more detail in Chapter 6.)


This ability to focus within empowers the speaker with the authority to withstand the scrutiny of the audience. The audience presses in; the speaker stands her ground. If you can stand up to this kind of pressure, you will own your role as the leader. As your talk progresses, your steadfast concentration draws the audience to you, and a magnetic field is created. Thus, the audience is engaged.


Leaders Know How to Perform


Once an audience is engaged, it is possible for the speaker to project a belief to each person that he will do any or all of the following: help, protect, cure, rescue, guide, teach, support, uplift, entertain, enrich, inspire, or transform them. This, of course, is an illusionary dynamic. Actually, the leader needs the support of the audience in order to maintain his leadership. And yet, because of his leadership skills and the ability to ground himself and stand firm, the audience responds with primal trust and attention.


This is exactly what happens when the powerful concentration of a good actor engages the audience with the persona of his character. As the actor Ed Asner once said, “I had those three hundred people in the palm of my hand. I could have asked them to jump off a cliff. That’s the kind of power I felt.”


The fearful speaker is afraid the audience will ask him to jump off a cliff. That’s the kind of helplessness he feels. Lacking performance skills, he is unable to support himself in front of the scrutiny of the audience. Looking to see if he is winning the approval of the audience, he is totally distracted and cannot concentrate on his presentation.


When I was in elementary school, I was not a good speller. Once a week we had a Spelling Bee. We had to stand in front of the class and spell the words our teacher gave us. I was always wrong, and it was so humiliating to hear my teacher make clucking sounds with her tongue at every wrong letter. The other kids would get quiet and when they heard me going wrong, they’d snicker. I felt as if I was being roasted alive. That went on every week for a whole term, and I never spoke in class or anywhere after that. If someone asks me a question, I still get all hot and my mouth gets very dry and I feel as if I can’t breathe.


—Becky, accountant


What About People Who Bask in the Limelight?


Not everyone has a fear of speaking in public. Even though many people feel uncomfortable and nervous when they first stand before the audience, they are able to overcome their initial discomfort and actually enjoy themselves. Their willingness to speak in public soon makes them comfortable with an audience. Without proper training, however, even if they are unafraid, they will probably never reach a level of professional elegance and authority.


The other day on television I saw a very famous businessman on a talk show. Even though this man is enormously popular and speaks with absolutely no difficulty, he came across as a fast-talking self-promoter with questionable credibility. His responses were defensive, he grimaced, and he expressed his nervousness by shrugging his shoulders after every few sentences. These mannerisms do not come across well on TV. With no technique for pausing, looking thoughtful on his feet, or projecting a mature image, the impression he left upon the audience was less than memorable.


Another celebrity I happened to catch really surprised me with his lack of physical control. Even though he seemed to be having an absolutely wonderful time, he fidgeted constantly and said “umm” after every other sentence.


Just as golfers and tennis players take professional instruction to improve their game—people who are in the limelight also need training for performance techniques that will polish their presentations.


Inconsistent Performance


Sometimes when I do a presentation, I feel as if I am flying by the seat of my pants.


—Susan, sales manager


Since most speakers have no fundamental technique to rely on, their presentations are inconsistent. One week, Bob J. did a sales talk that, as his manager commented, “. . . knocked the socks off all those guys.”


The following week, in Minneapolis, with a bigger, more intimidating client, Bob felt so pressured that he omitted a very important part of the presentation and did not do well on the Q&A.


Lacking the basic skill of a trained speaker, Bob was unable to take control of his physical, emotional, and mental reactions. And so he could not concentrate properly during this highly competitive event. As a result, his anxiety grew until he lost his composure and his presentation fell apart.


The untrained speaker hopes to improve by speaking frequently. This is unlikely. Repeating the same mistakes over and over, like incorrect breathing, poor concentration, nonverbal fillers, and too-rapid speech, will keep her as unpolished as ever. Even if she were to give one hundred talks a year for one hundred years, her bad habits would be incorporated into every presentation. Usually people give up and say, “That’s the way I am, and that’s that.”
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