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This book is dedicated to storytellers, past and present. You turn ink and breath and voice into entire worlds; I am in awe.


It is our stories that make us uniquely human, and sharing those stories in every art form that connects us most intimately to one another. I believe that it is through storytelling that we can bridge the deepest divides between people, connect to one another through compassion and empathy, and create the possibilities for understanding and peace.


My gratitude for stories and those who tell them is beyond measure.




A note to the grammarians of the world


In this book, it is my goal to provide a coach’s voice to writers struggling to find the same courage in speaking as they find in their writing. I write here with an intentionally informal, conversational tone and have taken some liberties with the rules of grammar and punctuation to that end. I opt to vary my use of male/female pronouns to be inclusive, rather than always defaulting to one or the other. The skills and ideas taught here are valuable to anyone, of any gender identification. I hope you’ll appreciate the liberties taken due to my intention of serving the book’s ultimate purpose.




An Invitation to Every Writer
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“There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story inside you.”
—Maya Angelou, Author/Poet


You’re a writer: published or not, a bestseller or indie. You’ve spent years, perhaps decades, writing draft after draft of your works. You take classes, go to conferences, pay dues to writing groups and organizations, and hire coaches, all to hone your craft. You agonize over your stories, excavate your expertise, imagination, and experiences—sometimes painful ones—to create a collection of poetry, a novel, a nonfiction book, or a memoir. You spend hours in libraries and online doing research. But it doesn’t stop there.


Once your book is written, you’ll likely pay editors and proofreaders to make it publish-ready. You may hunt for an agent or self-publish, in which case you’ll need a cover designer and an interior designer. Then, you’ll either DIY or hire a publicist, a website designer, and a social media expert to help build your promotional platform.


After all of that effort, expense, and anguish, you might still sabotage your writing’s best chance at success.


But I’d never do that! you cry.


In fact, I meet authors and aspiring authors all the time—many with beautiful books and extraordinary stories to tell—who do exactly that. How? They sabotage their book’s success by either avoiding opportunities to speak in public (out of fear or lack of confidence) or they don’t prepare themselves to do it well and they squander the opportunities that they’ve created by white-knuckling it through a talk or an interview. They spent huge effort building their promotional platform, but forgot that the author herself is the best book promotion tool there is. Ahem. That’d be you.


Lots of people look at a skilled public speaker and think, I wish I could do that. I wish I could speak with such confidence. I wish I could be so engaging, dynamic, and fascinating. I wish I’d gotten that gift. Here’s a little secret that I’ve learned, first for myself and then through teaching and coaching literally thousands of reluctant speakers: Skilled public speaking is not a gift, but a set of simple, learnable skills that anyone willing to put in the effort can learn.


Just like writing well, public speaking is a set of skills, techniques, and practices. Sure, the skills come more naturally to some than to others, but anyone can improve his speaking skills. Poor public speakers can gain skills and become proficient. Proficient speakers can become polished. Polished speakers can hone the art and become stars. I’ve seen it hundreds of times, and from the most unlikely speakers you’d ever imagine. Your book and your ideas deserve the best, most skilled ambassador to share them, and that, dear writer, is you.


Why I Wrote This Book


“My morality was formed because booksellers put certain books in my way. We owe them and authors a great debt.”


—Gabriel Tallent, author, My Absolute Darling


I’m a lifelong reader and writer, turned author in 2013. As I heard Gabriel Tallent express his gratitude in the words above at his book launch event in my community, I was reminded of how much books, booksellers, and authors have meant to me throughout my life. I want to be a champion for the voices of creative people, particularly writers—my tribe.


Finding your speaking voice and making it as powerful and unique as your writing voice will help you publish and promote your book and your ideas. That means your stories will find their way into a broader world and give you a wider exposure. Whatever your purpose in writing stories, that purpose will be more possible if you can speak well in public.


I want to spare you the agony so many writers suffer. I want to offer you tools and inspiration to speak with authority, confidence, authenticity, and impact. You deserve it. Your book deserves it.


The world needs your voice—lofty, but true. I’m not the only one who thinks so.


“Done right, a talk can electrify a room and transform an audience’s worldview. Done right, a talk is more powerful than anything in written form. Writing gives us words. Speaking brings with it a whole new toolbox.”


—Chris Anderson, Head of TED, TED Talks


How to Use This Book to Maximum Effect


“I like a teacher who gives you something to take home to think about besides homework.”


—Lily Tomlin, comedian


Through this book I’ll offer plenty of examples, usable tools and techniques, and a whole lot of cheering for your efforts. Some of these you can apply instantly and see changes right away. Others require more practice and take more time to learn. In addition to the tools and techniques, I’ll offer other recurring features to help you along:


Quotes. Lots of quotes: I am inspired by beautifully crafted words and use them as inspiration sources, so I’m sharing lots of those with you. I hope they’ll inspire you, too.


Mental Shifts. While many of the techniques and tools we need for skilled public speaking are of the “how to” variety (which I’ll cover extensively), the biggest barrier to skilled public speaking is often in our thinking and our assumptions. I’ll offer Mental Shifts throughout the book to invite you to expand your thinking, challenge what you assume, and welcome new ideas about speaking with confidence and skill.


Make It Stick Segments. Because we all learn in different ways, I’ll offer suggestions for video, audio, TV, and radio examples as well as writing exercises that help make the concepts more vivid and give you a chance to see them in practice. Most are fun, some require reflection, others require you to stretch and take risks in order to grow.


In order to get the most out of this book, I’m going to ask a few things of you. I ask you to be open: mind, body, and spirit. Be open to shifting some of your assumptions and attitudes about yourself and about your ability to speak well to an audience of any size. If you simply read this book and welcome some pretty enthusiastic cheerleading on my part, I’m confident you’ll gather some tips, tricks, and tools that will help you to hone your skills. If you go deeper and actually do the exercises I offer, I predict your learning will be deeper and more lasting. View and listen to as many of the video and audio resources as you can, and take notice of events you witness on TV, radio, online, or in person. This type of learning—developing skills to speak with skill and confidence—is a process, not a single event. Speaking well, like writing or any other art form, is a lifelong learning process.


A bonus side effect of learning these skills is that you’ll become a more astute consumer of spoken presentations. You’ll start discerning what works when a speaker talks and, just as importantly, what doesn’t work. Whether you’re watching writers, teachers, members of the clergy, comedians, politicians, or late-night TV infomercials, you can learn by watching with a discerning eye. Rather than “liking” or “not liking” speakers as a reflex response, you’ll be able to identify what you’re responding to in their style. Just as reading great books and terrible ones teaches us how to write, watching great and terrible talks will teach us how to speak in public.


Why You Can Trust Me … and a Confession


If you’re going to learn from someone, you should probably know a bit about her background.


I am a writer and have been all my life—or at least since I could write. I’ve ghostwritten one published book and this is the third book of my own to date. I have also been a licensed psychotherapist for more than twenty-five years, so I know a bit about anxiety, its sources, and how to manage it. I’ve provided professional public speaking coaching and training to the hesitant, the downright phobic, and the falsely confident (rare, but occasional) since 1998 and have worked in Fortune 500 companies, start-ups, and nonprofit organizations across the U.S. and abroad, both for my own business and as a trainer for other companies, working at every level of organizations from executives to new-hires. I’m fortunate to have worked for training companies that charge an impressive amount of money for my services to companies who are glad to pay it, and do so repeatedly. They know the value of having their leaders and team members skilled to communicate their ideas. My client list also includes writers, artists, and entrepreneurs, with a few politicians thrown in the mix.


While all of the above are relevant as credentials for writing this book, what might be most relevant to you if you’re at all apprehensive about public speaking (or if the thought of it horrifies you) is that I suffered with glossophobia well into my late thirties, though few others in my life were aware of it at the time. Glossophobia is a profound fear of public speaking. The term comes from the Greek words glossa, meaning tongue, and phobos, meaning fear or dread. (Which sounds like fear of tongues, but maybe that’s just me.) Glossophobia is one the most common of all fears but, in its extreme forms, it’s no joke.


“I have big, big stage fright.”


—Andrea Bocelli, internationally renowned opera singer


Who knew I had something in common with Andrea Bocelli? Perhaps you do, too.


As a kid and well into my college and graduate school years, if I was called on in class, when all eyes turned on me I thought I was going to be ill. My ears got hot. Sweat trickled down my spine. My guts went to jelly. I felt the heat of blotchy hives climbing from my chest to my throat. Even if I knew the answer, I’d freeze and say nothing (in elementary and high school), and often had to fight back tears. Being looked at felt that intense, though I learned to mask it. Teachers soon learned not to call on me—some out of frustration, others out of mercy. Into adulthood, I’d be sick before job interviews and suffer anxiety and sleeplessness for weeks before I had to make a presentation or do a training at work. While I’ve always been verbal and communicated comfortably in a one-on-one or small group setting, it was not until late in my thirties that I addressed and largely conquered my biggest fears of public speaking. I did so by learning and practicing the simple skills and modified tools I’ll share with you here in this book.


I still get nervous sometimes when the stakes are high or when the topic is new. (I consider myself a recovering glossophobe. One day at a time.) But today I have the skills to manage those nerves and deliver the messages I want to deliver in the way I want to deliver them. Today, a fear of speaking no longer keeps me from doing anything I want to do.


This can be true for you, too.


Start by Giving Your Thinking a Good Scrub


“Your assumptions are your windows on the world. Scrub them off every once in a while, or the light won’t come in.”


—Isaac Asimov, author, professor of biochemistry


Perhaps you are holding assumptions about whether you do can do public speaking well, or even have the potential to do it well. I ask that you take the advice of Isaac Asimov in the quote above; scrub those assumptions off. The skills of good public speaking can be learned. The tools can be utilized. It’s not rocket science. The biggest obstacles for most potentially fabulous and inspiring speakers are the attitudes and assumptions they hold, and the lack of a few simple skills they can develop when willing.


I coached one author to help her prepare for her book launch. She wrote a stunning book. In the first moments of our time together, she boldly announced, “I know that I’ll never be one of those WOW kind of dynamic, charismatic public speakers. I just want you to help me to get through my book launch without humiliating myself.”


Doesn’t “not humiliating yourself” seem like a pretty low bar? Have you adopted a similar limiting belief about yourself and your capabilities that keeps you from even beginning to gain the skills to actually be dynamic, engaging, amusing, entertaining, informative, and inspiring?


What self-limiting beliefs do you hold about yourself as a speaker? I propose that these beliefs may or, more likely, may not be accurate. What’s more, even if they’ve been accurate in the past, they do not have to be so going forward.


By the way, that client of mine with the low bar—she was a WOW at her book launch after learning a few simple skills.


Breathe


“It’s never too late to be what you might have been.”


—George Eliot, author


Here’s my invitation: As you read this book and do the exercises, I invite you to set your resistance aside and let your freak-out muscles relax. Ahh. There.


If you’re a hopeful or newbie author or a highly nervous speaker, there’s something in this book for you. If you’re an experienced speaker or a natural extrovert, there’s a lot here for you, too. My hope is that one of the mind-shifting ideas or simple skills that I’ll describe will be that just-at-the-right-time nugget to inspire your confidence, and that the practical take-away skills will help you look and feel more polished. My sincerest hope is that you’ll get lots of nuggets.


I invite you to use these pages as your personal cheerleader, helping to inspire you to invest in yourself as the most important part of your book-promoting platform. I also invite you to connect with me via my website or my Facebook author page, which are listed in the resources in the Bonus Track chapter at the end of the book. Let me know what you think, ask me questions, tell me how you’re doing. I always like to know how the story progresses.


While I’m addressing writers and authors in these pages, the principles are applicable to any artist, musician, entrepreneur, or, indeed, anyone who wants to speak more effectively and confidently about his creative endeavors. Practicing a creative art and talking about that art are two different skills—both are invaluable.


What This Book Is Not



As much as I love books, not everything can be learned from reading alone. Someone could read a million pages about playing the piano, dancing ballet, or how to execute a perfect golf swing and still not be able to play Chopin, dance Swan Lake, or make a great drive down a fairway.


Public speaking skills are more akin to musical or athletic skills than intellectual knowledge alone. Mastery does not take place simply in your brain; it takes place in your body, in the “doing” of it. This book is not intended to replace the practice and live coaching for those who can benefit from it—which is anyone, really.


I always advise getting some live, in-the-room coaching if you can. If private coaching or professional classes aren’t an option for you, either because of cost or your location, consider Toastmasters. Toastmasters is a fabulous international organization with membership available for a nominal annual fee. Some workplaces sponsor membership for their employees. It’s is a great place to get support, encouragement, practice, and coaching in a low-stakes environment.


If you prefer (or need) private coaching, finding a good coach is important. If you have a friend who can recommend someone, great. Or check with your local Toastmasters chapter. They likely have local referrals, some from within their organization. New technology has made private coaching via videoconference another possibility. I’ve coached people via the telephone for years. Today coaches like myself can coach people in any geography using videoconference technology. It’s not quite the same as being there in person, but it’s pretty darned close.


What This Book Is


“The future belongs to those who believe in the beauty of their dreams.”


—Eleanor Roosevelt, politician, activist, First Lady of the United States


I’m a shameless writer-event junkie. Many of these are amazing, inspiring experiences by authors who have honed their speaking skills along with their writing craft. When I attend events featuring new authors or those whose work I’ve long admired, only to see them fearful and struggling—so overwhelmed by their fear that they looked more as though they were suffering than celebrating—it fills me with sadness. Speaking doesn’t have to be so miserable.


It really doesn’t.


I also attend events where the writer may not be obviously fearful, but he has habits or mannerisms that either distract from or contradict his message. This also seems a sad shame. With only a little coaching, a few tweaks, and some practice, these pesky problems can be eliminated so that the author and his work can shine.


Stretch to Get Warmed Up


Athletes always do some stretching before they begin a strenuous fitness activity. Given that I’m asking you to build some new strengths, it makes sense that we should start with a stretch. Let’s start our first Mental Shift and a Make It Stick exercise.








MENTAL SHIFT


You can grow to have fun speaking in public?


If you’d offered me this mental shift in 1997, the roar of my laughter would have blown you out of the room. (Well, maybe not a roar; I am an introvert, after all.) I know this today: not only is it possible for nearly anyone to become a skilled public speaker, it’s also possible to become much more than that—a person who enjoys sharing your ideas with groups of people assembled to hear them. You can gain the skills, change your experience as a speaker, and actually have a good time









Come on. Let that thinking percolate. Imagine yourself at the front of your favorite bookstore surrounded by interested readers. Imagine yourself and your ideas making a difference—entertaining, inspiring, educating, amusing, enlightening. Imagine yourself having fun! Walt Disney said, “If you can dream it, you can do it.”


I invite you to start dreaming.


Make It Stick


In each of the Making It Stick exercises, I’ll provide suggested titles of talks and podcasts. Because URLs change and links die, I suggest doing a Google search by title for each suggested link.


EXERCISE #1: REFLECTION
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Please write your thoughtful answers to the following. No … really write them. There’s learning to be had:


1. When you attend or view a writer event as an audience member, what do you look for from the experience?


2. Describe the best writer event you’ve attended. What elements made it so?


3. Describe the worst writer event you’ve attended. What elements made it so?


4. Can you think of any way that fear or lack of confidence has kept you from writing or from promoting your writing?


5. If you could be assured that you’d do it well, what would be your DREAM speaking event?


6. Start a “nugget” list of the insights you gain from reading this book, doing the exercises, and observing the videos, interviews, and other media moments I provide, or those you find on your own. Use a paper or electronic notebook to do the exercises and to make notes about what you observe when you follow the links I provide. Also make note of what you begin to notice in everyday life, at in-person events, or during media presentations you consume.


EXERCISE #2: VIEW J.P. SEARS’S TED TALK, “SAYING YES! TO YOUR WEIRDNESS”


[image: Images]


Sears is ridiculous and fun and his comedic videos are deliciously irreverent. Consider yourself warned. Still, there’s something to be learned from this inspiring clown.


Use your notebook to record the following:


1. What “nugget” of information or inspiration did you gain from the talk?


2. What delivery style did you notice in J.P. Sears? What did you like about his delivery? What didn’t you like?


EXERCISE #3: VIEW LIDIA YUKNAVITCH’S TED TALK “THE BEAUTY OF BEING A MISFIT”
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1. In what way might you be a misfit?


2. How has being a misfit helped you? Hindered you?


3. What “nugget” did you gain from Lidia’s talk?


4. What did you notice about her style?




PART 1
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It’s an Inside Job: Getting Your Heart and Mind Ready for Speaking
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“Being able to read well in public and talk about your work in an engaging fashion is part of most writers’ job specifications.”
—Sara Sheridan, author


Why This Information Comes First


When our younger son was about ten, my husband and I were preparing to paint our family room. “I want to help,” our son said with a gleeful look on his face, spinning a clean paint roller. “Sure,” my husband said. “First we have to organize all of our equipment to make sure we have everything, then we scrub the walls, fill the holes, and tape off all of the windows.” Our son practically wilted. Then he quickly dropped the roller and booked it to his buddy’s house. Smart boy. The prep work wasn’t as exciting as rolling paint on the walls, but it was necessary to make the next part of the work go faster and to get the desired result.


The same is true for developing skills as a speaker. When I coach people, their first urge is to dive into their content, or start making PowerPoint slides, or write a script for their remarks. (Many brands of presentation software exist, though PowerPoint is the most common. Like “Kleenex” and “Band-Aid,” some brands become the description of all brands. I’ll use this branded term to mean any presentation software.)


Before we get to content and delivery, some important and invisible internal prep work makes the design and delivery of our talks go more smoothly.


That’s what part 1 is about: the invisible, internal prep work that will make the skill development happen more smoothly: the inside job. Let part 1 be your cheerleader and your champion. We all need that now and then. Part 1 is not about “how” to speak, but why, and why you are the perfect person to speak about your writing. Think of this section as the primer coat; the color will go on a whole lot easier if you start here.


I invite you to go through part 1 with an open heart. By doing this internal work, and later adding the skills and techniques offered in parts 2 and 3, you’ll have much of what you need to speak with skill, authenticity, and passion to audiences of any size, about topics of your choosing.


“There is no passion to be found playing it small—in settling for life that is less than the one you are capable of living.”


—Nelson Mandela, revolutionary, president of South Africa


Here I’d like to give you the biggest spoiler for the whole topic of public speaking, right here in the first pages. You are already a skilled public speaker. No, wait. Don’t close the book. You are. Let me clarify here what I mean by “public” speaking by offering another of the many “mental shifts” that I’ll invite you to make throughout this book.








MENTAL SHIFT


If you’ve ever gotten a job, talked someone into something, or advocated for a loved one’s needs, YOU are already a skilled “public” speaker.


Whenever you’re talking to other humans, you ARE a public speaker. The skills required to talk in a job interview, when influencing a friend, or negotiating with family members are the precise skills you need for public speaking.









When writers think of public speaking, they’re usually envisioning a huge crowd of people with their eyes glued to the front of the room where the writer stands. We should all be so lucky to have a large group come to hear about our books. I wish that for every writer. This formal kind of presentation is just one of the many public speaking opportunities you’ll have as a writer and as a published author, but it’s not the most frequent one by far. Here are just a few:


• Book launches


• Agent/editor/publisher pitches (in person)


• Reading your work aloud


• Moderating panels, hosting events


• Being a panelist


• Conducting workshops and classes


• Media interviews (radio, podcasts, and TV)


• Talks with booksellers, asking them to stock your book or host an event


• Service group and writers’ group addresses


• Cocktail party talk (by which I mean any time you’re at an informal gathering and someone asks, “So, what are you writing about?”)


• Keynote addresses and other inspirational speaking


• Creating a podcast


• Speaking on a book trailer


• TED Talks


• Trade shows, county fairs, farmers’ markets


• Facebook Live events


All of these (and more) are public speaking. Some require preparation while others are impromptu. I invite you to start noticing yourself in your personal and informal environments. Notice when you capture attention. Notice when you entertain. Notice when others are intrigued by what you’re talking about. Yeah, you. That public speaker. I want to bring that you to the front of the room. I want that you to show up at your own book launch and slay it, and have a blast, and sell lots of books.


Getting that natural you, your most captivating and comfortable self, to show up for every kind of presentation—formal or casual, prepared or impromptu, large group or one-on-one—is the entire purpose of this book.


In Part 1, we’ll cover:


• The fear factors of public speaking and inspirations for quelling them


• Some assumptions we hold that can get in the way of our speaking skills


• Mental shifts we can make to approach speaking without assumptions or attitudes that hinder us


• The rewards, both measurable and intangible, for learning to speak with passion, confidence, and authenticity to audiences of any size


Let’s get started.





CHAPTER 1

What’s Sooooooo Scary about Public Speaking?
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“There are two types of speakers in the world: the nervous ones and the liars.”
—Mark Twain, author


Fear of public speaking can range from a minor annoyance to full-blown, paralyzing terror. Though by saying so I’m at risk of minimizing my work as a therapist, simply understanding why we get nervous about public speaking doesn’t change the fact that we do. Still, it’s useful to name our fears so that we can examine and overcome them by learning some skills and changing our mindset.


Most people’s fears of public speaking fall into a few categories:


Fear of Looking the Fool


“To be honest, I’m normally proudest of myself after I do something that frightens me.”


—J.K. Rowling, author of the Harry Potter series


Over and over again my coaching clients say things like, “I just don’t want to look foolish.”


For many of us, the simple fear is this: I just don’t want to feel embarrassed in front of a group of people. This fear may come from our past experiences of feeling embarrassed, being made fun of, or even being ridiculed. Those who’ve had such experiences deserve support and empathy, of course. You also deserve to have your own confident voice, even if you’ve had such experiences.


Can there be embarrassing moments in public speaking? Sure! I’ve had my share—perhaps more than my share. I did a pratfall of epic proportion in front of a group of more than a hundred. At an outdoor venue, a seagull, with great conspicuous spectacle, pooped on my microphone just as I began to address a group. Heck, I even started one presentation in the wrong ballroom at a conference (signage problem) and had to zip into the next room and start over. And still, I’m here to tell the tale. By the way, I was invited back to that conference with the bad signage the following year because people gave me high scores for my session, commenting especially about how much fun I made of the error.


I will not promise you that you won’t ever feel embarrassed in front of a group. I will offer you ways to make that a pink-faced moment rather than a down-to-the-core public humiliation. And, you can use those pink-faced moments to your advantage. For that you’ll need a safety net. Let’s start building one together.


Here’s where another mental shift is in order.








MENTAL SHIFT


If you connect vulnerably, intimately, and authentically to an audience, they’ll forgive you nearly any kind of natural mistake or mishap. Being flawed and human are strengths, not weaknesses.


It is our unrealistic, often perfectionistic drives that make us think we must be flawless in front of an audience. If handled with humor and heart, our mistakes may not only be unimportant, they can serve to connect us more intimately with our listeners by showing our humanity and compassion.









Think about it: If you’re an audience member and a speaker loses her train of thought, spills coffee, or stumbles in any way, do you dismiss what she’s saying? Do you lose admiration for her? Of course not, not if she’s built a connection to you and she laughs it off and moves on without letting it bother her.


Beware—the opposite of this mental shift is equally true. If you come across as cold, arrogant, indifferent, or ill-prepared, an audience will likely not feel connected, and small errors will become huge barriers. Authentic connection to listeners, to say nothing of a sense of humor, buys you huge leeway and eliminates the need for perfection. Knowing this is your safety net.


The “Too” Problem


“Cherish forever what makes you unique ’cuz you’re really a yawn if it goes.”


—Bette Midler, actor, singer


I hear a lot of people voice their fear by using the word too. I’m too old. I’m too inexperienced. I’m too shy. I’m too young. I’m too unknown. I’m too overweight.


If you are legitimately under-qualified to talk about a given topic, either get qualified or don’t talk about it. Seems simple. That’s not what the “too” problem is. What we’re talking about here is unfounded self-doubt or what a lot of people call the “inner critic.” This fear is uttered by some of the most highly qualified people in their fields.


I once coached a double-PhD chemist who had served as lead in discovering and developing a revolutionary pharmaceutical product. His amazing product will make the lives of lots of very sick people a whole lot easier. (I wish I could tell you all about it, but ethics require my confidentiality.) I coached him for an upcoming presentation of his team’s research findings, a prototype, and business analysis to a group of venture capitalists in order to gain multimillion-dollar funding to bring the product to market. Despite his education, his qualifications—and what I assert is his freaking genius—this scientist feared that he was “too young” to be perceived as credible. He suggested that a more senior member of his team should make the pitch. “They’ll never take me seriously and grant millions of dollars to someone they think of as a kid,” he said. When I probed, I determined that though he had a youthful appearance, he was no more than a few years younger than the investors to whom he was presenting and senior by far to all of them in his experience and education. His perceived “too young” problem became a little laughable when we did the math. (He was the youngest of four brothers, so perhaps that was the root of his “too” problem.) Finally, he surrendered. “I think I’m just looking for something to disqualify myself, aren’t I?”


When we feel we are “too” something, it’s usually self-doubt and little more.


After crafting his story and practicing its delivery, my chemist client not only got his funding, he got more than triple what he requested. The investors saw not only the value of his idea, but also the importance of him being the public face of the product as it goes to market. His age was never a factor to them, just a smoke screen of his self-doubt and fear.


Imagine how powerful you’ll be if you stop disqualifying yourself when there’s no legitimate basis to do so. This is the work of your own inaccurate “inner critic,” a voice worth learning to identify and ignore.


“I’ve been on a diet for two weeks and all I’ve lost is two weeks.”


—Totie Fields, actress, comedian


I once coached a writer, helping her finish a novel. Her writing was skilled, her story a moving one. After much collaboration, her book neared the point where she could submit it to agents and publishers—her originally stated goal. “I can’t submit it yet,” she said. “I have to lose forty pounds first so that I’ll look better on my jacket photo and if I go on a book tour.” No amount of discussion, logic, or reassurance mattered.


How many writers—most of them women, I presume—have squelched their own opportunities because of shame and body image issues? To date, that writer never has submitted that work or any other for publication. Her “too” problem was too much for her to overcome.


The “too problem” often arises from either our family history or personal experience of someone asking that oh-so-damaging question in one of its hundreds of forms: Who do you think you are? This question is a scold for an act of confidence or boldness. It says, You’re nothing special. Go back to being small. It says that you’re “too” something. Who do you think you are? is rhetorical, and not meant for a rational reply. What should our voiced reply to it be? How about, I’ll tell you who I am. I’m me. Experience, knowledge, strengths, warts and all, with my utterly unique vantage on the world that’s valuable enough to share. I’m me.


Time to outgrow those old messages.


For many years I’ve written the following quote into the front of my datebook where I’ll see it every day:


“Anything or anyone who does not bring you alive is too small for you.”


—David Whyte, poet, philosopher


This “too” problem doesn’t bring us more alive. Time to chuck it. Take that, inner critic!


The “Not Enough” Problem


“Comparison is the death of joy.”


—Mark Twain


The fraternal twin of the “too” problem is the “not enough” problem. I’m not smart enough. I’m not experienced enough. I’m not charismatic enough. I’m not funny enough. I’m not fill-in-the-blank enough.


The “not enough” problem stems from comparison. We measure ourselves—and all of our perceived shortcomings—against someone we estimate as superior. Introverts envy extroverted presenters who appear at ease, funny, dynamic, engaging, and charismatic and think, “I could never be as good as that.” Extroverts, who have plenty of dynamic energy, may envy a calm, poised, focused, self-possessed speaker, and say, “I could never be as good as that!” Others are more beautiful, more famous, more educated, more whatever. In the game of comparison, the one comparing always comes up short.


We compare our own speaking abilities to those of iconic orators in history, movie stars delivering memorized scripts written by Oscar-winning screenwriters, and even to TED Talk speakers who have prepared and practiced and often memorized their ten-to-eighteen-minute talks for months.


I cry foul! While I offer TED Talks as examples in this book so you can see what I’m writing about more vividly, I do not offer them as a way to compare our more informal talks to those that are rehearsed, often down to the word.


The irony here is that when they are in casual conversations, the same people who feel they are not funny/engaging/interesting/smart/calm/poised enough are often all of those things. In my casual encounters, the preponderance of my coaching clients are authentic, at ease, funny, engaging, confident, and so on. It’s just when they stand up and feel that they’re doing a “presentation”—when they’re “public speaking”—that they clam up, look down, shut down, and indeed appear “not enough” for the task when they are more than qualified to speak about their topic.


Every suggestion I make in this book is to help you to bring your natural, most comfortable self to the front of your speaking opportunities. You. You’re enough.


What If They Don’t Like Me?


“There are very few monsters who warrant the fear we have of them.”


—Andre Gide, author, Nobel prize winner


Most people never say aloud, What if people don’t like me? Instead, it’s often the unspoken undercurrent of what people fear. It’s disguised as What if I’m boring? What if they don’t take me seriously? There’s nothing wrong with wanting to be liked. It’s human nature.


Ironically, it is sometimes our fear of not being liked that causes us to stiffen up and flatten out. Our nerves can make us appear distant, angry, judgmental, or arrogant. Our anxiety about not being likable can make us seem less likeable. I know that seems a little like an M. C. Escher drawing folding back on itself, so let it sink in. Simply stated, our fears become reality … if we let them.


“Be yourself. Everyone else is already taken.”


—Oscar Wilde


Here’s the bad news: not everyone is going to like your books or your ideas.


I’ve attended many book clubs that selected one of my books for their group and invited me to attend, some in person and some via Skype or other video-conferencing platforms. These can be big fun. It’s been my pleasure to enjoyed warm and wonderful evenings in a host’s home, talking books with a group of book lovers.


In one book club, one of the readers of my novel was very tight-lipped as the rest chatted about the story and asked me loads of questions. Observing this, I invited all to participate in the discussion, and also reassured them that I’d truly welcome their honest reactions to the book—I had a feeling. The quiet one eventually spoke up, saying (as kindly as possible), “I’m so sorry, but I just didn’t enjoy the book. It made me feel uncomfortable.” I asked if she’d be willing to share why, because it might help me to learn something about my writing. “Because of all of the graphic sex,” she finally confessed. She was not a fan of the intimate scenes between my two lead characters, nor of the potty-mouthed supporting character that the rest of the book club members said was their favorite. This reader held specific religious feelings and had legitimate personal objections to several of the story lines and themes in the book. To my sensibilities, the intimate scenes are tender, modest, and far from explicit, but that doesn’t matter; to this reader, they were graphic.


I’ll admit that this exchange was a little awkward at first. By resisting getting defensive, and by letting her know I respected her views, she was able to talk about the parts of the book she did enjoy. The whole group ended up laughing a lot, shared some wine, and talked about books, family, and travel. It turned out to be a lovely evening. That particular book club member doesn’t like my book; I can live with that. If you’re going to publish your books, whatever the genre, you’ll meet some people who don’t like them. If your book contains highly controversial topics, you may have a large percentage that don’t like it. Not all of them will be as pleasant as my book club friend.
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