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PRO T IPS

BANISH YOUR
PUBLIC  SPEAKING

NERVES

that really help
i
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   hen clients come to me with crippling speech anxiety, they often expect me 
to teach them 10 different ways to relax. 

So they’re surprised by my advice...

W
Stop trying to relax.
Start getting excited!

Here’s why...

Research by Alison Wood Brooks at Harvard Business School shows that people 
who focus on getting excited before a presentation actually perform better than 
those who try to calm down. 

It makes sense...

Excitement and nervousness elicit similar responses in our bodies, like sweaty 
palms, racing heart, and shortness of breath. The key to performing well is to 
reframe our nervousness as excitement. So instead of trying to calm down, here are 
six of my favorite ways to transform my nerves and get excited before a big talk. 
(Yes, I still get nervous too!)
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Rock out to your power soundtrack.

Instead of listening to spa music before your next presentation, crank up the 
music that makes you feel powerful and alive. I often think of Michael Phelps 
before he swims in the Olympics: He has his headphones on, swinging his arms 
in big circles and pumping himself up. Whether you love Garth Brooks or Katy 
Perry, try using music to get yourself excited before your big event.

Get some exercise.

Instead of sitting still before your next big meeting and letting your nervous 
energy build up like a giant tidal wave, try taking a brisk walk around the building 
or doing a few yoga stretches or jumping jacks in your office. The idea here isn’t 
to get all sweaty and ruin your outfit but rather to use movement to dispel your 
nervous energy and get yourself energized for your presentation.

Practice out loud.

Clients often tell me that they prepare for a talk by scrolling through their decks 
and thinking about what they’ll say about each slide. This is about as effective as 
thinking about going to the gym: It doesn’t do you any good. Instead, open your 
mouth and practice what you want to say. It feels awkward at first, but as you 
keep practicing aloud, your ideas become crisper and more concise, and you’ll 
feel more confident and excited about sharing your ideas in public. I call this oral 
drafting, and it’s one of the most powerful speaking tools I know. 
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Change your self talk.

It’s hard to get excited about speaking if there’s a loop of negative self-talk on 
constant repeat in your head. So tune in to what you’re telling yourself about 
public speaking and make those messages more positive: “I have to do this” 
becomes “I get to do this,” and “I’m no good at this” becomes “I’m excited to 
improve.” Try posting positive messages where you’ll see them often. (Mine go on 
the bathroom mirror.) Yes, this new self-talk can feel hokey at first, but keep 
going. A combination of oral drafting and positive self-talk will help you 
transform the way you speak in public.

Act like you love it.

Instead of hiding in your office until the last possible minute, pretend like you’re 
excited for your presentation and arrive early to work the room. Shake hands and 
learn people’s names. Make small talk and smile. Practice your introduction 
beforehand so you can open with a big, confident gesture and solid eye contact. 
By “faking it til you make it,” you can eventually shift your mindset from fear to 
excitement.

I          to do this!
I’m so excited

get   
to improve!
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Practice deep belly breathing.

There’s one exception to the “get excited instead of calming down” rule, and 
that’s deep breathing. I like a practice called four-square breathing. To start, place 
your hand on your belly and find your diaphragm. (When you’re breathing into 
your diaphragm, it will feel like a balloon is inflating and deflating in your belly.) 
Inhale for a slow count of four and fill that balloon, then hold for four. Exhale and 
deflate the balloon for a count of four, and hold for another four. You can picture 
yourself tracing the four sides of a square as you breathe. When practiced 
regularly, deep belly breathing prepares your body and mind for presentation 
success.

Let’s do this!
These tips are the basics to get you started. I hope you practice 
them because—based on my experience working with thousands 
of professionals and as a former fearful, introverted speaker—I 
know they work. 

I help individuals and teams overcome public speaking anxiety 
and craft compelling presentations from start to finish. Whether 
you need to nail your next keynote, wow your board, or teach 
your team to lead better meetings, I invite you to learn more 
about my 1:1 coaching and team trainings on my website.  
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