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INTRO 

You are sitting in a meeting, perfectly calm, while someone 
else is talking. Your heart is functioning normally. Your hands 
have remembered how hands work. Breathing has been fully 
automated, as nature intended. Then somebody says, “Great. 
Why don’t you come up and walk us through your idea?” 

And suddenly your body reacts as if “walk us through your 
idea” means “fight a bear in front of forty witnesses.” 

Your pulse accelerates. Your mouth becomes a storage 
facility for industrial-grade dryness. The presentation you 
understood perfectly twelve seconds ago now appears to 
have been written by a stranger using advanced mathematics. 
You stand up, walk toward the front, and become intensely 
aware of things you have never previously needed to think 
about: Where should my arms go? Am I walking strangely? 
Why are there so many people with faces? 

Then comes the microphone. 

A microphone is an interesting object because it contains 
absolutely no judgment, yet somehow manages to look 
disappointed in you. 

If public speaking makes you anxious, you may already 
know this sequence. Perhaps your version happens before a 
presentation at work, a wedding toast, a classroom 
discussion, a conference call, a sales pitch, or the terrifying 
moment when somebody says, “Let’s go around the room and 
introduce ourselves.” There are people who can hear that 
sentence without experiencing emotional consequences. We 
must assume they exist. Scientists may eventually locate 
them. 
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For everyone else, public speaking anxiety can make a 
completely ordinary situation feel wildly out of proportion to 
the actual danger. You are not being chased. Nobody has 
released wolves into the conference room. The audience is 
mostly hoping the meeting finishes early enough for them to 
get coffee. Yet your nervous system may behave as though 
your social survival depends on pronouncing every sentence 
flawlessly. 

That mismatch is the first thing you need to understand. 

Public speaking anxiety is not proof that you are bad at 
speaking. It is not proof that you lack confidence, intelligence, 
charisma, leadership ability, or whatever other quality your 
brain decides to confiscate five minutes before you begin. 
Anxiety is a response to perceived threat. When being 
watched, evaluated, or judged feels threatening, your body 
prepares to protect you. Your heart speeds up. Your attention 
narrows. Your muscles tense. Your brain becomes unusually 
interested in possible mistakes. 

Unfortunately, the body’s ancient emergency system was 
not designed specifically for PowerPoint. 

It knows danger. 

It does not know quarterly sales updates. 

This is why telling yourself, “There is nothing to be nervous 
about,” often works approximately as well as telling yourself 
not to sneeze while already inhaling pepper. You may logically 
understand that the presentation is safe while another part of 
your brain is preparing testimony for the International Tribunal 
of People Who Mispronounced One Word During a Meeting. 

The problem can become even stronger because anxious 
speakers usually start trying very hard not to look anxious. 
Now you are not merely giving a presentation. You are giving 
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a presentation while monitoring your voice, hands, breathing, 
face, posture, memory, speed, eye contact, and whether 
anybody in the third row has suddenly crossed their arms. 

This is a lot of administrative work. 

You say one sentence while another part of your mind runs 
quality control. 

Did that sound stupid? 

Too fast. 

Slow down. 

Not that slow. 

What do I do with my hands? 

Why did he look away? 

I forgot the next point. 

Everyone noticed. 

This internal surveillance creates a nasty little paradox: the 
harder you try to control every sign of nervousness, the less 
attention remains for the thing that would actually help you—
communicating with the people in front of you. You stop 
having a conversation and start supervising yourself having 
one. 

Then there is avoidance, the most polite accomplice 
anxiety has ever hired. Avoidance rarely introduces itself by 
saying, “Hello, I would like to make this problem stronger over 
time.” It sounds much more reasonable. 

“I’ll let Sarah present this one. She’s better at it.” 

“I don’t really need to speak at the wedding.” 

“I’ll keep my camera off.” 

“I’ll send the information by email.” 
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“I’ll volunteer next time.” 

Next time is an extraordinary place. Many plans live there 
permanently. 

Avoidance feels good immediately because the threat 
disappears. Your body relaxes, and your brain receives a very 
convincing lesson: Excellent decision. Speaking was 
dangerous. Escaping saved us. Please repeat this strategy 
whenever microphones are visible. 

That is how the circle keeps going. The less often you 
speak, the fewer opportunities you have to discover that you 
can survive discomfort, recover from mistakes, and speak 
effectively without feeling perfectly calm. Anxiety therefore 
remains mysterious and powerful because it is never given 
enough chances to become ordinary. 

This book is about changing that. 

Not by turning you into a motivational speaker who wakes 
up craving auditoriums. Not by teaching you to imagine the 
audience naked, which raises several practical and ethical 
questions while doing surprisingly little for sentence 
structure. And not by promising that you will eventually feel 
zero nervousness before speaking. 

That is not necessary. 

The goal is much more useful: to make anxiety manageable 
enough that it stops deciding what you do. 

You will learn how to prepare without overpreparing, 
because rehearsing a five-minute presentation until it has the 
emotional atmosphere of a hostage negotiation is not the 
same as being ready. You will learn how to work with physical 
symptoms instead of treating every heartbeat as breaking 
news. You will learn how to stop monitoring yourself so 
intensely, how to recover when your mind goes blank, how to 
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handle visible nervousness, how to practice in a way that 
actually builds confidence, and how to deal with the moments 
that anxious speakers secretly fear most: losing your place, 
being questioned, making a mistake, noticing someone 
looking bored, or hearing your own voice do something 
strange. 

Voices occasionally do strange things. 

They remain employable. 

We will also separate useful preparation from anxiety 
rituals. These can look almost identical from the outside. 
Reviewing your opening once may be preparation. Rewriting 
it seventeen times because sentence two does not yet feel 
spiritually complete may be anxiety wearing office clothes. 
Practicing your presentation is useful. Practicing until 1:14 
a.m. because you believe one more run-through will finally 
eliminate uncertainty is usually your nervous system 
demanding a guarantee that public speaking cannot provide. 

You do not need certainty. 

You need a method. 

And that method will involve doing something anxiety 
dislikes very much: speaking while allowing some 
nervousness to come with you. Not fighting it. Not waiting for 
it to disappear. Not treating it as evidence that something is 
going wrong. You will gradually teach your brain that 
discomfort is uncomfortable—not dangerous. 

There is an important difference. 

This does not mean forcing yourself into the most terrifying 
speaking situation you can find tomorrow morning. If 
addressing six coworkers currently feels difficult, renting a 
stadium would be unnecessarily ambitious. We will use 
practical steps, realistic exposure, better preparation, 
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attention control, recovery strategies, and simpler standards 
for what “good speaking” actually means. 

Because another major cause of public speaking misery is 
the belief that competent speakers never hesitate, never lose 
their train of thought, never say “um,” never need notes, and 
apparently deliver every sentence with the effortless 
authority of someone announcing the winner of an 
international award. 

Real speakers pause. 

They forget words. 

They restart sentences. 

They drink water. 

Sometimes they look at a slide and briefly wonder who 
created it. 

The audience usually survives. 

So will you. 

By the end of this book, you will not need to become 
fearless. You will need to become less impressed by fear. You 
will know what is happening when anxiety appears, what 
behaviors accidentally keep it alive, how to prepare 
efficiently, how to practice without turning practice into 
punishment, and what to do when a presentation does not go 
exactly as planned. 

Most importantly, you will learn that confidence does not 
always arrive before action. 

Very often, confidence is the receipt. 

You speak while nervous. Nothing catastrophic happens. 
You do it again. You discover that a shaky beginning can 
become a solid middle, that forgetting one sentence does not 
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erase your professional reputation, and that most audiences 
are far less interested in examining you than your anxiety 
would like you to believe. 

They have their own problems. 

Someone is thinking about lunch. 

Someone forgot to reply to an email. 

Someone is wondering whether everyone can see that they 
spilled coffee on their shirt. 

And you? 

You have something to say. 

Let’s make sure anxiety stops saying it for you. 
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Chapter 1 - Your Body Thinks This Is an 
Emergency 

You are five minutes away from speaking. The slides are 
ready. Your notes are ready. You have checked that the 
laptop is connected, the presentation opens, and the 
mysterious conference-room cable manufactured in 
approximately 1997 is somehow cooperating. Everything is 
fine. 

Your body has reviewed the same evidence and reached a 
different conclusion. 

Heart rate: increase. 

Palms: activate moisture. 

Stomach: remove all nonessential personnel. 

Mouth: discontinue saliva production. 

You have apparently been scheduled for combat. 

This is one of the strangest things about public speaking 
anxiety: the situation can be objectively ordinary while your 
physical reaction feels enormous. You may be standing 
beside a screen explaining a project to eight coworkers, yet 
your nervous system behaves as if those coworkers have 
formed a tribunal and will decide by lunchtime whether you 
may remain in society. 

The first useful change is understanding that these 
sensations are not random. They are part of a threat 
response. Your brain detects something that might involve 
danger—in this case social evaluation, uncertainty, possible 
embarrassment, or loss of status—and your body prepares 
you to respond quickly. 

That preparation is not subtle. 


