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Chapter 3

Speaking Confidently

Battling Nerves and the Unexpected

One of your biggest concerns about public speaking
might be how to deal with nervousness or unexpected
events. If that’s the case, you’re not alone—fear of
speaking in public consistently ranks at the top of lists
of people’s common fears. Some people are not joking
when they say they would rather die than stand up and
speak in front of a live audience. The fear of public
speaking ranks right up there with the fear of flying,
death, and spiders.Wallechinsky, D., Wallace, I., &
Wallace, A. (1977). The people’s almanac presents the book
of lists. New York, NY: Morrow. See also Boyd, J. H., Rae,
D. S., Thompson, J. W., Burns, B. J., Bourdon, K., Locke, B. Z., & Regier, D. A. (1990).
Phobia: Prevalence and risk factors. Social Psychiatry and Psychiatric Epidemiology,
25(6), 314–323. Even if you are one of the fortunate few who don’t typically get
nervous when speaking in public, it’s important to recognize things that can go
wrong and be mentally prepared for them. On occasion, everyone misplaces
speaking notes, has technical difficulties with a presentation aid, or gets distracted
by an audience member. Speaking confidently involves knowing how to deal with
these and other unexpected events while speaking.

In this chapter, we will help you gain knowledge about speaking confidently by
exploring what communication apprehension is, examining the different types and
causes of communication apprehension, suggesting strategies you can use to
manage your fears of public speaking, and providing tactics you can use to deal with
a variety of unexpected events you might encounter while speaking.
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3.1 What Is Communication Apprehension?

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Explain the nature of communication apprehension.
2. List the physiological symptoms of communication apprehension.
3. Identify different misconceptions about communication anxiety.

“Speech is a mirror of the soul,” commented Publilius Syrus, a popular writer in 42
BCE.Bartlett, J. (comp.). (1919). Familiar quotations (10th ed.). Rev. and enl. by Nathan
Haskell Dole. Boston, MA: Little, Brown, and Company. Retrieved from Bartleby.com
website: http://www.bartleby.com/100 Other people come to know who we are
through our words. Many different social situations, ranging from job interviews to
dating to public speaking, can make us feel uncomfortable as we anticipate that we
will be evaluated and judged by others. How well we communicate is intimately
connected to our self-image, and the process of revealing ourselves to the
evaluation of others can be threatening whether we are meeting new
acquaintances, participating in group discussions, or speaking in front of an
audience.

Definition of Communication Apprehension

According to James McCroskey, communication apprehension1 is the broad term
that refers to an individual’s “fear or anxiety associated with either real or
anticipated communication with another person or persons.”McCroskey, J. C.
(2001). An introduction to rhetorical communication. Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon, p. 40.
At its heart, communication apprehension is a psychological response to evaluation.
This psychological response, however, quickly becomes physical as our body
responds to the threat the mind perceives. Our bodies cannot distinguish between
psychological and physical threats, so we react as though we were facing a Mack
truck barreling in our direction. The body’s circulatory and adrenal systems shift
into overdrive, preparing us to function at maximum physical efficiency—the
“flight or fight” response.Sapolsky, R. M. (2004). Why zebras don’t get ulcers (3rd ed.).
New York, NY: Henry Holt. Yet instead of running away or fighting, all we need to
do is stand and talk. When it comes to communication apprehension, our physical
responses are often not well adapted to the nature of the threat we face, as the
excess energy created by our body can make it harder for us to be effective public
speakers. But because communication apprehension is rooted in our minds, if we
understand more about the nature of the body’s responses to stress, we can better

1. The fear or anxiety associated
with either real or perceived
communication with another
person or persons.
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develop mechanisms for managing the body’s misguided attempts to help us cope
with our fear of social judgment.

Physiological Symptoms of Communication Apprehension

There are a number of physical sensations associated
with communication apprehension. We might notice
our heart pounding or our hands feeling clammy. We
may break out in a sweat. We may have “stomach
butterflies” or even feel nauseated. Our hands and legs
might start to shake, or we may begin to pace nervously.
Our voices may quiver, and we may have a “dry mouth”
sensation that makes it difficult to articulate even
simple words. Breathing becomes more rapid and, in
extreme cases, we might feel dizzy or light-headed.
Anxiety about communicating is profoundly
disconcerting because we feel powerless to control our bodies. Furthermore, we
may become so anxious that we fear we will forget our name, much less remember
the main points of the speech we are about to deliver.

The physiological changes produced in the body at critical moments are designed to
contribute to the efficient use of muscles and expand available energy. Circulation
and breathing become more rapid so that additional oxygen can reach the muscles.
Increased circulation causes us to sweat. Adrenaline rushes through our body,
instructing the body to speed up its movements. If we stay immobile behind a
lectern, this hormonal urge to speed up may produce shaking and trembling.
Additionally, digestive processes are inhibited so we will not lapse into the relaxed,
sleepy state that is typical after eating. Instead of feeling sleepy, we feel butterflies
in the pit of our stomach. By understanding what is happening to our bodies in
response to the stress of public speaking, we can better cope with these reactions
and channel them in constructive directions.

Any conscious emotional state such as anxiety or excitement consists of two
components: a primary reaction of the central nervous system and an intellectual
interpretation of these physiological responses. The physiological state we label as
communication anxiety does not differ from ones we label rage or excitement. Even
experienced, effective speakers and performers experience some communication
apprehension. What differs is the mental label that we put on the experience.
Effective speakers have learned to channel their body’s reactions, using the energy
released by these physiological reactions to create animation and stage presence.
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Myths about Communication Apprehension

A wealth of conventional wisdom surrounds the
discomfort of speaking anxiety, as it surrounds almost
any phenomenon that makes us uncomfortable. Most of
this “folk” knowledge misleads us, directing our
attention away from effective strategies for thinking
about and coping with anxiety reactions. Before we look
in more detail at the types of communication
apprehension, let’s dispel some of the myths about it.

1. People who suffer from speaking anxiety
are neurotic. As we have explained,
speaking anxiety is a normal reaction. Good speakers can get nervous
just as poor speakers do. Winston Churchill, for example, would get
physically ill before major speeches in Parliament. Yet he rallied the
British people in a time of crisis. Many people, even the most
professional performers, experience anxiety about communicating.
Such a widespread problem, Dr. Joyce Brothers contends, “cannot be
attributed to deep-seated neuroses.”Brothers, J. (2008, July 1). Public
speaking among people’s top fears. Seattle Pi. Retrieved from
http://www.seattlepi.com

2. Telling a joke or two is always a good way to begin a speech.
Humor is some of the toughest material to deliver effectively because it
requires an exquisite sense of timing. Nothing is worse than waiting for
a laugh that does not come. Moreover, one person’s joke is another
person’s slander. It is extremely easy to offend when using humor. The
same material can play very differently with different audiences. For
these reasons, it is not a good idea to start with a joke, particularly if it
is not well related to your topic. Humor is just too unpredictable and
difficult for many novice speakers. If you insist on using humor, make
sure the “joke” is on you, not on someone else. Another tip is never to
pause and wait for a laugh that may not come. If the audience catches
the joke, fine. If not, you’re not left standing in awkward silence
waiting for a reaction.

3. Imagine the audience is naked. This tip just plain doesn’t work
because imagining the audience naked will do nothing to calm your
nerves. As Malcolm Kushner noted, “There are some folks in the
audience I wouldn’t want to see naked—especially if I’m trying not to be
frightened.”Kushner, M. (1999). Public speaking for dummies. New York,
NY: IDG Books Worldwide, p. 242. The audience is not some abstract
image in your mind. It consists of real individuals who you can connect
with through your material. To “imagine” the audience is to misdirect
your focus from the real people in front of you to an “imagined” group.
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What we imagine is usually more threatening than the reality that we
face.

4. Any mistake means that you have “blown it.” We all make mistakes.
What matters is not whether we make a mistake but how well we
recover. One of the authors of this book was giving a speech and
wanted to thank a former student in the audience. Instead of saying
“former student,” she said, “former friend.” After the audience
stopped laughing, the speaker remarked, “Well, I guess she’ll be a
former friend now!”—which got more laughter from the audience. A
speech does not have to be perfect. You just have to make an effort to
relate to the audience naturally and be willing to accept your mistakes.

5. Avoid speaking anxiety by writing your speech out word for word
and memorizing it. Memorizing your speech word for word will likely
make your apprehension worse rather than better. Instead of
remembering three to five main points and subpoints, you will try to
commit to memory more than a thousand bits of data. If you forget a
point, the only way to get back on track is to start from the beginning.
You are inviting your mind to go blank by overloading it with details.
In addition, audiences do not like to listen to “canned,” or memorized,
material. Your delivery is likely to suffer if you memorize. Audiences
appreciate speakers who talk naturally to them rather than recite a
written script.

6. Audiences are out to get you. With only a few exceptions, which we
will talk about in Section 3.2 "All Anxiety Is Not the Same: Sources of
Communication Apprehension", the natural state of audiences is
empathy, not antipathy. Most face-to-face audiences are interested in
your material, not in your image. Watching someone who is anxious
tends to make audience members anxious themselves. Particularly in
public speaking classes, audiences want to see you succeed. They know
that they will soon be in your shoes and they identify with you, most
likely hoping you’ll succeed and give them ideas for how to make their
own speeches better. If you establish direct eye contact with real
individuals in your audience, you will see them respond to what you
are saying, and this response lets you know that you are succeeding.

7. You will look to the audience as nervous as you feel. Empirical
research has shown that audiences do not perceive the level of
nervousness that speakers report feeling.Clevenger, T. J. (1959). A
synthesis of experimental research in stage fright. Quarterly Journal of
Speech, 45, 135–159. See also Savitsky, K., & Gilovich, T. (2003). The
illusion of transparency and the alleviation of speech anxiety. Journal of
Experimental Social Psychology, 39, 601–625. Most listeners judge speakers
as less anxious than the speakers rate themselves. In other words, the
audience is not likely to perceive accurately the level of anxiety you
might be experiencing. Some of the most effective speakers will return
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to their seats after their speech and exclaim they were so nervous.
Listeners will respond, “You didn’t look nervous.” Audiences do not
necessarily perceive our fears. Consequently, don’t apologize for your
nerves. There is a good chance the audience will not notice if you do
not point it out to them.

8. A little nervousness helps you give a better speech. This “myth” is
true! Professional speakers, actors, and other performers consistently
rely on the heightened arousal of nervousness to channel extra energy
into their performance. People would much rather listen to a speaker
who is alert and enthusiastic than one who is relaxed to the point of
boredom. Many professional speakers say that the day they stop
feeling nervous is the day they should stop speaking in public. The goal
is to control those nerves and channel them into your presentation.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

• Communication apprehension refers to the fear or anxiety people
experience at the thought of being evaluated by others. Some anxiety is
a normal part of the communication process.

• The psychological threat individuals perceive in the communication
situation prompts physiological changes designed to help the body
respond. These physical reactions to stress create the uncomfortable
feelings of unease called speech anxiety and may include sweaty palms,
shaking, butterflies in the stomach, and dry mouth.

• A great deal of conventional advice for managing stage fright is
misleading, including suggestions that speech anxiety is neurotic, that
telling a joke is a good opening, that imagining the audience naked is
helpful, that any mistake is fatal to an effective speech, that memorizing
a script is useful, that audiences are out to get you, and that your
audience sees how nervous you really are.

EXERCISES

1. Create an inventory of the physiological symptoms of communication
apprehension you experience when engaged in public speaking. Which
ones are you most interested in learning to manage?

2. With a partner or in a small group, discuss which myths create the
biggest problems for public speakers. Why do people believe in these
myths?
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3.2 All Anxiety Is Not the Same: Sources of Communication
Apprehension

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Distinguish among the four different types of communication
apprehension.

2. Identify various factors that cause communication apprehension.

We have said that experiencing some form of anxiety is a normal part of the
communication process. Most people are anxious about being evaluated by an
audience. Interestingly, many people assume that their nervousness is an
experience unique to them. They assume that other people do not feel anxious
when confronting the threat of public speaking.McCroskey, J. C. (2001). An
introduction to rhetorical communication. Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon. Although anxiety
is a widely shared response to the stress of public speaking, not all anxiety is the
same. Many researchers have investigated the differences between apprehension
grounded in personality characteristics and anxiety prompted by a particular
situation at a particular time.Witt, P. L., Brown, K. C., Roberts, J. B., Weisel, J.,
Sawyer, C., & Behnke, R. (2006, March). Somatic anxiety patterns before, during and
after giving a public speech. Southern Communication Journal, 71, 87–100. McCroskey
argues there are four types of communication apprehension: anxiety related to
trait, context, audience, and situation.McCroskey, J. C. (2001). An introduction to
rhetorical communication. Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon. If you understand these
different types of apprehension, you can gain insight into the varied
communication factors that contribute to speaking anxiety.

Trait Anxiety

Some people are just more disposed to communication apprehension than others.
As Witt, Brown, Roberts, Weisel, Sawyer, and Behnke explain, “Trait anxiety2

measures how people generally feel across situations and time periods.”Witt, P. L.,
Brown, K. C., Roberts, J. B., Weisel, J., Sawyer, C., & Behnke, R. (2006, March).
Somatic anxiety patterns before, during and after giving a public speech. Southern
Communication Journal, 71, 88. This means that some people feel more uncomfortable
than the average person regardless of the context, audience, or situation. It doesn’t
matter whether you are raising your hand in a group discussion, talking with
people you meet at a party, or giving speeches in a class, you’re likely to be
uncomfortable in all these settings if you experience trait anxiety. While trait

2. Anxiety prompted by a
personality trait that describes
how people generally feel about
communication across
situations and time periods.
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anxiety is not the same as shyness, those with high trait anxiety are more likely to
avoid exposure to public speaking situations, so their nervousness might be
compounded by lack of experience or skill.Witt, P. L., Brown, K. C., Roberts, J. B.,
Weisel, J., Sawyer, C., & Behnke, R. (2006, March). Somatic anxiety patterns before,
during and after giving a public speech. Southern Communication Journal, 71, 87–100.
People who experience trait anxiety may never like public speaking, but through
preparation and practice, they can learn to give effective public speeches when they
need to do so.

Context Anxiety

Context anxiety3 refers to anxiety prompted by specific
communication contexts. Some of the major context
factors that can heighten this form of anxiety are
formality, uncertainty, and novelty.

Formality

Some individuals can be perfectly composed when
talking at a meeting or in a small group; yet when faced
with a more formal public speaking setting, they
become intimidated and nervous. As the formality of the
communication context increases, the stakes are raised,
sometimes prompting more apprehension. Certain
communication contexts, such as a press conference or
a courtroom, can make even the most confident
individuals nervous. One reason is that these
communication contexts presuppose an adversarial relationship between the
speaker and some audience members.

Uncertainty

In addition, it is hard to predict and control the flow of information in such
contexts, so the level of uncertainty is high. The feelings of context anxiety might
be similar to those you experience on the first day of class with a new instructor:
you don’t know what to expect, so you are more nervous than you might be later in
the semester when you know the instructor and the class routine better.

Novelty

Additionally, most of us are not experienced in high-tension communication
settings. The novelty of the communication context we encounter is another factor

3. The anxiety prompted by
specific communication
contexts such as group
discussions, interpersonal
interactions, or public
speaking.
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contributing to apprehension. Anxiety becomes more of an issue in communication
environments that are new to us, even for those who are normally comfortable with
speaking in public.

Most people can learn through practice to cope with their anxiety prompted by
formal, uncertain, and novel communication contexts. Fortunately, most public
speaking classroom contexts are not adversarial. The opportunities you have to
practice giving speeches reduces the novelty and uncertainty of the public speaking
context, enabling most students to learn how to cope with anxiety prompted by the
communication context.

Audience Anxiety

For some individuals, it is not the communication context that prompts anxiety; it
is the people in the audience they face. Audience anxiety4 describes
communication apprehension prompted by specific audience characteristics. These
characteristics include similarity, subordinate status, audience size, and familiarity.

You might have no difficulty talking to an audience of your peers in student
government meetings, but an audience composed of parents and students on a
campus visit might make you nervous because of the presence of parents in the
audience. The degree of perceived similarity between you and your audience can
influence your level of speech anxiety. We all prefer to talk to an audience that we
believe shares our values more than to one that does not. The more dissimilar we
are compared to our audience members, the more likely we are to be nervous.
Studies have shown that subordinate status can also contribute to speaking
anxiety.Witt, P. L., Brown, K. C., Roberts, J. B., Weisel, J., Sawyer, C., & Behnke, R.
(2006, March). Somatic anxiety patterns before, during and after giving a public
speech. Southern Communication Journal, 71, 87–100. Talking in front of your boss or
teacher may be intimidating, especially if you are being evaluated. The size of the
audience can also play a role: the larger the audience, the more threatening it may
seem. Finally, familiarity can be a factor. Some of us prefer talking to strangers
rather than to people we know well. Others feel more nervous in front of an
audience of friends and family because there is more pressure to perform well.

Situational Anxiety

Situational anxiety5, McCroskey explains, is the communication apprehension
created by “the unique combination of influences generated by audience, time and
context.”McCroskey, J. C. (2001). An introduction to rhetorical communication. Boston,
MA: Allyn & Bacon, p. 43. Each communication event involves several dimensions:
physical, temporal, social-psychological, and cultural. These dimensions combine to

4. The communication
apprehension prompted by
specific types of audiences.

5. Communication apprehension
created by the specific
combination of audience, time,
and setting.
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create a unique communication situation that is different from any previous
communication event. The situation created by a given audience, in a given time,
and in a given context can coalesce into situational anxiety.

For example, I once had to give a presentation at a general faculty meeting on
general education assessment. To my surprise, I found myself particularly nervous
about this speech. The audience was familiar to me but was relatively large
compared to most classroom settings. I knew the audience well enough to know
that my topic was controversial for some faculty members who resented the
mandate for assessment coming from top administration. The meeting occurred
late on a Friday afternoon, and my presentation was scheduled more than an hour
into the two-hour meeting. All these factors combined to produce situational
anxiety for me. While I successfully applied the principles that we will discuss in
Section 3.3 "Reducing Communication Apprehension" for managing stage fright,
this speaking situation stands out in my mind as one of the most nerve-wracking
speaking challenges I have ever faced.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

• Communication apprehension stems from many sources, including the
speaker’s personality characteristics, communication context, nature of
the audience, or situation.

• Many factors exaggerate communication apprehension. Formality,
familiarity, novelty, perceived similarity, and subordinate status are a
few of the factors that influence our tendency to feel anxious while
speaking.

EXERCISE

1. Make a list of sources of your communication apprehension. What
factors contribute most to your anxiety about public speaking?
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3.3 Reducing Communication Apprehension

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Explain steps for managing anxiety in the speech preparation process.
2. Identify effective techniques for coping with anxiety during delivery.
3. Recognize the general options available for stress reduction and anxiety

management.

Experiencing some nervousness about public speaking is
normal. The energy created by this physiological
response can be functional if you harness it as a
resource for more effective public speaking. In this
section, we suggest a number of steps that you can take
to channel your stage fright into excitement and
animation. We will begin with specific speech-related
considerations and then briefly examine some of the
more general anxiety management options available.

Speech-Related Considerations

Communication apprehension does not necessarily remain constant throughout all
the stages of speech preparation and delivery. One group of researchers studied the
ebb and flow of anxiety levels at four stages in the delivery of a speech. They
compared indicators of physiological stress at different milestones in the process:

• anticipation (the minute prior to starting the speech),
• confrontation (the first minute of the speech),
• adaptation (the last minute of the speech), and
• release (the minute immediately following the end of the speech).Witt,

P. L., Brown, K. C., Roberts, J. B., Weisel, J., Sawyer, C., & Behnke, R.
(2006, March). Somatic anxiety patterns before, during and after giving
a public speech. Southern Communication Journal, 71, 89.

These researchers found that anxiety typically peaked at the anticipatory stage. In
other words, we are likely to be most anxious right before we get up to speak. As we
progress through our speech, our level of anxiety is likely to decline. Planning your
speech to incorporate techniques for managing your nervousness at different times
will help you decrease the overall level of stress you experience. We also offer a
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number of suggestions for managing your reactions while you are delivering your
speech.

Think Positively

As we mentioned earlier, communication apprehension begins in the mind as a
psychological response. This underscores the importance of a speaker’s
psychological attitude toward speaking. To prepare yourself mentally for a
successful speaking experience, we recommend using a technique called cognitive
restructuring6. Cognitive restructuring is simply changing how you label the
physiological responses you will experience. Rather than thinking of public
speaking as a dreaded obligation, make a conscious decision to consider it an
exciting opportunity. The first audience member that you have to convince is
yourself, by deliberately replacing negative thoughts with positive ones. If you say
something to yourself often enough, you will gradually come to believe it.

We also suggest practicing what communication scholars Metcalfe, Beebe, and
Beebe call positive self-talk7 rather than negative self-talk8.Metcalfe, S. (1994).
Building a speech. New York, NY: The Harcourt Press; Beebe, S.A., & Beebe, S. J.
(2000). Public speaking: An audience centered approach. Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon. If
you find yourself thinking, “I’m going to forget everything when I get to the front of
the room,” turn that negative message around to a positive one. Tell yourself, “I
have notes to remind me what comes next, and the audience won’t know if I don’t
cover everything in the order I planned.” The idea is to dispute your negative
thoughts and replace them with positive ones, even if you think you are “conning”
yourself. By monitoring how you talk about yourself, you can unlearn old patterns
and change the ways you think about things that produce anxiety.

Reducing Anxiety through Preparation

As we have said earlier in this chapter, uncertainty makes for greater anxiety.
Nothing is more frightening than facing the unknown. Although no one can see into
the future and predict everything that will happen during a speech, every speaker
can and should prepare so that the “unknowns” of the speech event are kept to a
minimum. You can do this by gaining as much knowledge as possible about whom
you will be addressing, what you will say, how you will say it, and where the speech
will take place.

Analyze Your Audience

The audience that we imagine in our minds is almost always more threatening than
the reality of the people sitting in front of us. The more information you have about

6. A technique of deliberately
replacing negative cognitions
with positive ones.

7. A habit of thinking in positive
terms about your capabilities.

8. A habit of thinking in negative
terms about your skills and
abilities.
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the characteristics of your audience, the more you will be able to craft an effective
message. Since your stage fright is likely to be at its highest in the beginning of your
speech, it is helpful to open the speech with a technique to prompt an audience
response. You might try posing a question, asking for a show of hands, or sharing a
story that you know is relevant to your listeners’ experience. When you see the
audience responding to you by nodding, smiling, or answering questions, you will
have directed the focus of attention from yourself to the audience. Such responses
indicate success; they are positively reinforcing, and thus reduce your nervousness.

Clearly Organize Your Ideas

Being prepared as a speaker means knowing the main points of your message so
well that you can remember them even when you are feeling highly anxious, and
the best way to learn those points is to create an outline for your speech. With a
clear outline to follow, you will find it much easier to move from one point to the
next without stumbling or getting lost.

A note of caution is in order: you do not want to react to the stress of speaking by
writing and memorizing a manuscript. Your audience will usually be able to tell
that you wrote your speech out verbatim, and they will tune out very quickly. You
are setting yourself up for disaster if you try to memorize a written text because the
pressure of having to remember all those particulars will be tremendous. Moreover,
if you have a momentary memory lapse during a memorized speech, you may have
a lot of trouble continuing without starting over at the beginning.

What you do want to prepare is a simple outline that reminds you of the
progression of ideas in your speech. What is important is the order of your points,
not the specifics of each sentence. It is perfectly fine if your speech varies in terms
of specific language or examples each time you practice it.

It may be a good idea to reinforce this organization through visual aids. When it
comes to managing anxiety, visual aids have the added benefit of taking attention
off the speaker.

Adapt Your Language to the Oral Mode

Another reason not to write out your speech as a manuscript is that to speak
effectively you want your language to be adapted to the oral, not the written, mode.
You will find your speaking anxiety more manageable if you speak in the oral mode
because it will help you to feel like you are having a conversation with friends
rather than delivering a formal proclamation.
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Appropriate oral style is more concrete and vivid than written style. Effective
speaking relies on verbs rather than nouns, and the language is less complex. Long
sentences may work well for novelists such as William Faulkner or James Joyce,
where readers can go back and reread passages two, three, or even seven or eight
times. Your listeners, though, cannot “rewind” you in order to catch ideas they miss
the first time through.

Don’t be afraid to use personal pronouns freely, frequently saying “I” and “me”—or
better yet, “us” and “we.” Personal pronouns are much more effective in speaking
than language constructions, such as the following “this author,” because they help
you to build a connection with your audience. Another oral technique is to build
audience questions into your speech. Rhetorical questions, questions that do not
require a verbal answer, invite the audience to participate with your material by
thinking about the implications of the question and how it might be answered. If
you are graphic and concrete in your language selection, your audience is more
likely to listen attentively. You will be able to see the audience listening, and this
feedback will help to reduce your anxiety.

Practice in Conditions Similar to Those You Will Face When Speaking

It is not enough to practice your speech silently in your head. To reduce anxiety and
increase the likelihood of a successful performance, you need to practice out loud in
a situation similar to the one you will face when actually performing your speech.
Practice delivering your speech out loud while standing on your feet. If you make a
mistake, do not stop to correct it but continue all the way through your speech; that
is what you will have to do when you are in front of the audience.

If possible, practice in the actual room where you will be giving your speech. Not
only will you have a better sense of what it will feel like to actually speak, but you
may also have the chance to practice using presentation aids and potentially avoid
distractions and glitches like incompatible computers, blown projector bulbs, or
sunlight glaring in your eyes.

Two very useful tools for anxiety-reducing practice are a clock and a mirror. Use
the clock to time your speech, being aware that most novice speakers speak too fast,
not too slowly. By ensuring that you are within the time guidelines, you will
eliminate the embarrassment of having to cut your remarks short because you’ve
run out of time or of not having enough to say to fulfill the assignment. Use the
mirror to gauge how well you are maintaining eye contact with your audience; it
will allow you to check that you are looking up from your notes. It will also help you
build the habit of using appropriate facial expressions to convey the emotions in
your speech. While you might feel a little absurd practicing your speech out loud in
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front of a mirror, the practice that you do before your speech can make you much
less anxious when it comes time to face the audience.

Watch What You Eat

A final tip about preparation is to watch what you eat immediately before speaking.
The butterflies in your stomach are likely to be more noticeable if you skip normal
meals. While you should eat normally, you should avoid caffeinated drinks because
they can make your shaking hands worse. Carbohydrates operate as natural
sedatives, so you may want to eat carbohydrates to help slow down your
metabolism and to avoid fried or very spicy foods that may upset your stomach.
Especially if you are speaking in the morning, be sure to have breakfast. If you
haven’t had anything to eat or drink since dinner the night before, dizziness and
light-headedness are very real possibilities.

Reducing Nervousness during Delivery
Anticipate the Reactions of Your Body

There are a number of steps you can take to counteract the negative physiological
effects of stress on the body. Deep breathing9 will help to counteract the effects of
excess adrenaline. You can place symbols in your notes, like “slow down” or ☺,
that remind you to pause and breathe during points in your speech. It is also a good
idea to pause a moment before you get started to set an appropriate pace from the
onset. Look at your audience and smile. It is a reflex for some of your audience
members to smile back. Those smiles will reassure you that your audience members
are friendly.

Physical movement helps to channel some of the excess energy that your body
produces in response to anxiety. If at all possible, move around the front of the
room rather than remaining imprisoned behind the lectern or gripping it for dear
life (avoid pacing nervously from side to side, however). Move closer to the
audience and then stop for a moment. If you are afraid that moving away from the
lectern will reveal your shaking hands, use note cards rather than a sheet of paper
for your outline. Note cards do not quiver like paper, and they provide you with
something to do with your hands.

Vocal warm-ups are also important before speaking. Just as athletes warm up
before practice or competition and musicians warm up before playing, speakers
need to get their voices ready to speak. Talking with others before your speech or
quietly humming to yourself can get your voice ready for your presentation. You
can even sing or practice a bit of your speech out loud while you’re in the shower
(just don’t wake the neighbors), where the warm, moist air is beneficial for your

9. A relaxation technique that
involves expanding the
diaphragm to increase air flow.
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vocal mechanism. Gently yawning a few times is also an excellent way to stretch the
key muscle groups involved in speaking.

Immediately before you speak, you can relax the muscles of your neck and
shoulders, rolling your head gently from side to side. Allow your arms to hang down
your sides and stretch out your shoulders. Isometric exercises10 that involve
momentarily tensing and then relaxing specific muscle groups are an effective way
to keep your muscles from becoming stiff.

Focus on the Audience, Not on Yourself

During your speech, make a point of establishing direct eye contact with your
audience members. By looking at individuals, you establish a series of one-to-one
contacts similar to interpersonal communication. An audience becomes much less
threatening when you think of them not as an anonymous mass but as a collection
of individuals.

A colleague once shared his worst speaking experience when he reached the front
of the room and forgot everything he was supposed to say. When I asked what he
saw when he was in the front of the room, he looked at me like I was crazy. He
responded, “I didn’t see anything. All I remember is a mental image of me up there
in the front of the room blowing it.” Speaking anxiety becomes more intense if you
focus on yourself rather than concentrating on your audience and your material.

Maintain Your Sense of Humor

No matter how well we plan, unexpected things happen. That fact is what makes
the public speaking situation so interesting. When the unexpected happens to you,
do not let it rattle you. At the end of a class period late in the afternoon of a long
day, a student raised her hand and asked me if I knew that I was wearing two
different colored shoes, one black and one blue. I looked down and saw that she was
right; my shoes did not match. I laughed at myself, complimented the student on
her observational abilities and moved on with the important thing, the material I
had to deliver.

Stress Management Techniques

Even when we employ positive thinking and are well prepared, some of us still feel a
great deal of anxiety about public speaking. When that is the case, it can be more
helpful to use stress management than to try to make the anxiety go away.

10. A form of exercise in which you
systematically tense and then
relax certain muscle groups.
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One general technique for managing stress is positive visualization11.
Visualization is the process of seeing something in your mind’s eye; essentially it is
a form of self-hypnosis. Frequently used in sports training, positive visualization
involves using the imagination to create images of relaxation or ultimate success.
Essentially, you imagine in great detail the goal for which you are striving, say, a
rousing round of applause after you give your speech. You mentally picture yourself
standing at the front of the room, delivering your introduction, moving through the
body of your speech, highlighting your presentation aids, and sharing a memorable
conclusion. If you imagine a positive outcome, your body will respond to it as
through it were real. Such mind-body techniques create the psychological grounds
for us to achieve the goals we have imagined. As we discussed earlier,
communication apprehension has a psychological basis, so mind-body techniques
such as visualization can be important to reducing anxiety. It’s important to keep in
mind, though, that visualization does not mean you can skip practicing your speech
out loud. Just as an athlete still needs to work out and practice the sport, you need
to practice your speech in order to achieve the positive results you visualize.

Systematic desensitization12 is a behavioral modification technique that helps
individuals overcome anxiety disorders. People with phobias, or irrational fears,
tend to avoid the object of their fear. For example, people with a phobia of elevators
avoid riding in elevators—and this only adds to their fear because they never
“learn” that riding in elevators is usually perfectly safe. Systematic desensitization
changes this avoidance pattern by gradually exposing the individual to the object of
fear until it can be tolerated.

First, the individual is trained in specific muscle relaxation techniques. Next, the
individual learns to respond with conscious relaxation even when confronted with
the situation that previously caused them fear. James McCroskey used this
technique to treat students who suffered from severe, trait-based communication
apprehension.McCroskey, J. C. (1972). The implementation of a large-scale program
of systematic desensitization for communication apprehension. The Speech Teacher,
21, 255–264. He found that “the technique was eighty to ninety percent effective”
for the people who received the training.McCroskey, J. C. (2001). An introduction to
rhetorical communication. Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon, p. 57. If you’re highly anxious
about public speaking, you might begin a program of systematic desensitization by
watching someone else give a speech. Once you are able to do this without
discomfort, you would then move to talking about giving a speech yourself,
practicing, and, eventually, delivering your speech.

The success of techniques such as these clearly indicates that increased exposure to
public speaking reduces overall anxiety. Consequently, you should seek out
opportunities to speak in public rather than avoid them. As the famous political
orator William Jennings Bryan once noted, “The ability to speak effectively is an

11. Using the imagination to
control stress and create
images of success.

12. A behavioral modification
technique that reduces anxiety
by gradually exposing the
individual to the object or
situation they fear while
teaching them basic relaxation
techniques.
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acquirement rather than a gift.”Carnegie, D. (1955). Public speaking and influencing
men in business. New York, NY: American Book Stratford Press, Inc.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

• There are many steps you can take during the speech preparation
process to manage your communication apprehension, including
thinking positively, analyzing your audience, clearly organizing your
ideas, adapting your language to the oral mode, and practicing.

• You can employ a variety of techniques while you are speaking to reduce
your apprehension, such as anticipating your body’s reactions, focusing
on the audience, and maintaining your sense of humor.

• Stress management techniques, including cognitive restructuring and
systematic desensitization, can also be helpful.

EXERCISES

1. Go to http://www.hypknowsis.com and practice a few of the simple
beginning visualization exercises presented there.

2. Make a plan for managing your anxiety before and during your speech
that includes specific techniques you want to try before your next public
speaking assignment.
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3.4 Coping with the Unexpected

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Identify common difficulties that may fluster even experienced
speakers.

2. Describe some basic strategies for dealing with unexpected events
during a public speech.

Even the most prepared, confident public speaker may
encounter unexpected challenges during the speech.
This section discusses some common unexpected events
and addresses some general strategies for combating
the unexpected when you encounter it in your own
speaking.

Speech Content Issues

Nearly every experienced speaker has gotten to the
middle of a presentation and realized that a key notecard is missing or that he or
she skipped important information from the beginning of the speech. When
encountering these difficulties, a good strategy is to pause for a moment to think
through what you want to do next. Is it important to include the missing
information, or can it be omitted without hurting the audience’s ability to
understand the rest of your speech? If it needs to be included, do you want to add
the information now, or will it fit better later in the speech? It is often difficult to
remain silent when you encounter this situation, but pausing for a few seconds will
help you to figure out what to do and may be less distracting to the audience than
sputtering through a few “ums” and “uhs.”

Technical Difficulties

Technology has become a very useful aid in public speaking, allowing us to use
audio or video clips, presentation software, or direct links to websites. However,
one of the best known truisms about technology is that it does break down. Web
servers go offline, files will not download in a timely manner, and media are
incompatible with the computer in the presentation room. It is important to always
have a backup plan, developed in advance, in case of technical difficulties with your
presentation materials. As you develop your speech and visual aids, think through
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what you will do if you cannot show a particular graph or if your presentation slides
are hopelessly garbled. Although your beautifully prepared chart may be superior
to the oral description you can provide, your ability to provide a succinct oral
description when technology fails can give your audience the information they
need.

External Distractions

Although many public speaking instructors directly address audience etiquette
during speeches, you’re still likely to encounter an audience member who walks in
late, a ringing cell phone, or even a car alarm going off outside your classroom. If
you are distracted by external events like these, it is often useful, and sometimes
necessary (as in the case of the loud car alarm), to pause and wait so that you can
regain the audience’s attention and be heard.

Whatever the unexpected event, your most important job as a speaker is to
maintain your composure. It is important not to get upset or angry because of these
types of glitches—and, once again, the key to this is being fully prepared. If you
keep your cool and quickly implement a “plan B” for moving forward with your
speech, your audience is likely to be impressed and may listen even more
attentively to the rest of your presentation.

KEY TAKEAWAY

1. Plan ahead for how to cope with unexpected difficulties such as
forgetting part of your speech content, having technical trouble with
visual aids, or being interrupted by external distractions.

EXERCISES

1. Talk to people who engage in public speaking regularly (e.g., teachers
and professionals) and find out what unexpected events have happened
when they were giving speeches. What did they do to deal with these
unexpected happenings?

2. Fill out the Personal Report of Communication Apprehension (PRCA24).
The measure can be found at http://www.jamescmccroskey.com/
measures/prca24.htm.
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3.5 Chapter Exercises

TEST  YOUR KNOWLEDGE  OF  COMMUNICATION
APPREHENSION

T A B L E  3 . 1 M Y T H S  O R  F A C T S  A B O U T  C O M M U N I C A T I O N
A P P R E H E N S I O N

Instructions: For each of the following questions, check either “myth”
or “fact.”

Myth Fact

1. Audiences will be able to tell how nervous you feel.

2.
Some stage fright might be a good thing, as you can channel it to make
your delivery more energetic.

3.
Most audiences are basically hostile, looking to see you make a fool of
yourself.

4. Experienced speakers don’t feel any stage fright.

5. Most speakers tend to relax as they progress through their speeches.

6.
Moving around the front of the room during your speech will make you
less nervous.

7. Most audiences would rather see a speaker do well.

8.
Focusing on yourself rather than the audience is an effective way to
reduce your stage fright.

9.
The positive or negative label you ascribe to the public speaking
situation will influence how nervous you feel.

10.
Telling a joke in your introduction is guaranteed to get the audience on
your side.

Scoring: Myths: 1, 3, 4, 8, and 10; Facts: 2, 5, 6, 7, and 9
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