
For many people, public speaking is one of their greatest fears. What is it that makes public speaking as terrifying as 
death in some people’s minds? Sian Beilock, PhD, is a psychology professor at the University of Chicago, and one of 
the world’s leading experts on the brain science behind “choking under pressure.” In April 2012, she published an 
article in Psychology Today called “The Fear of Public Speaking,” asserting that it’s the threat of social evaluation that 
makes public speaking so nerve-racking. 

Even if they’ve come prepared to give a speech, why do some people thrive and others lose their composure when 
put on the spot? What is the right strategy to minimize nervous tension and maximize impact? For over twenty 
years researchers have been inviting people into their laboratories to stress them out by asking them to prepare 
a speech and deliver it to others. The goal is to determine what makes these situations so stressful and how to 
overcome the associated challenges. The result proved to be pretty interesting.

THE KEY TO
OVERCOMING YOUR
FEAR OF SPEAKING 



WHAT’S GETTING YOU STRESSED OUT: SOCIAL SCRUTINY 

The research described is based on the Trier Social Stress Test, where each 
study contributor enters a room, faces a three-member panel, and is asked 
to create a five-minute presentation. The goal is to convince the panel that 
he or she is the right candidate for a position in their laboratory. They 
have ten minutes to prepare, and are told that their evaluation is based on 
content and presentation style. 

With the video cameras rolling, each person stands and delivers. To 
add more stress, when the speech is over, they are then asked to count 
backward from 1,022 by 13 out loud as quickly and accurately as possible. 

Beilock cites this research to underscore that public speaking is a “clear 
and reliable way” to elicit a stressful response. But it’s not only the act of 
giving a speech that causes the tension. The Trier Social Stress Test triggers 
anxiety because it includes elements of social evaluation. In other words, 
when people are judging you and your performance, you as a speaker are 
afraid of being evaluated on the chance you may look foolish, because who 
wants to be look like a fool? No one. But . . . 

YOU NEED TO MAKE A FOOL OF YOURSELF MORE OFTEN 

Beilock’s suggestion is to condition yourself to lessen the pressure that 
comes with public speaking. But how? She concludes that if you spend 
a little time each week making a fool of yourself in some way, those 
experiences will help diminish your fear when you are ready to deliver. 
She recommends everyone take an acting or improvisation class.

I couldn’t agree more. With most of my clients and students I teach 
principles from a book called YES, AND: How Improvisation Reverses 
“No, But” Thinking and Improves Creativity and Collaboration. Based on 
lessons from the Second City, an improvisational theater group, this idea is 
not just about developing comedic skills. You become conditioned to think 
and respond quickly on your feet. It helps you learn how to overcome the 
fear of public speaking in a nonthreatening and nonjudgmental way.

Beilock’s research emphasizes that when you have already experienced 
the worst thing that can happen when you give a speech, you’re less likely 
to stress out about it with each successive attempt. Eventually, you’ll be 
so accustomed to scripted and spontaneous communication that your 
reduced anxiety will translate into a more confident public speaker. 

A FEW MORE TIPS AND TRICKS

We could all benefit from being a fool a little more often, or at least not 
taking yourself so seriously all the time. However, if you fall anywhere on 
the fear spectrum for public speaking, simply telling yourself to act like a 
fool more often may not give you the confidence you need to tackle your 
fear. But I’m here to tell you that you can overcome the anxiety you feel 
and become an effective speaker. Doing so will allow you to climb higher 
up your career mountain. The following are ten additional ways to calm 
your nerves for the next time you speak, in addition to your improv and 
acting practice:

1. It’s Just an Extended Conversation

 The presentation is nothing more than an extended conversation. Rely 

on the familiarity of your subject matter to put you at ease. You’re the 
expert. Most people in the audience are not. 

2. Visualization is Key

 Visualize what you want the experience to be prior to stepping on the 
stage. Adjust accordingly if things don’t seem as you expected. Some of 
the best speeches I’ve seen went off-script and were improvised. 

3. Don’t Worry

 Don’t worry about the things you can’t control. Unproductive 
worrying sucks out the energy you need to stay focused on your 
energetic and compelling presentation. 

4. Keep Moving

 Don’t stop for mistakes. The odds are good that no one but you will 
even notice your error. Keep talking. 

5. Forgive and Forget

 Don’t punish yourself for things you may have forgotten. The audience 
will never know what you meant to include. 

6. Watch Your Audience

 Watch the audience and how they react. Remember that great 
speakers have a heightened sense of situational awareness. Make 
immediate adjustments in response to the room dynamic. 

7. Forget the Notes

 Forget the notes you wanted to keep in your hand. They are a crutch 
and get in the way. They break your rhythm by looking down and up 
too much. Look at your audience the entire time. 

8. Eliminate Barriers

 Eliminate any barriers. Stay as close to your audience as possible as it 
is difficult for you to establish rapport from a distance. Rapport is what 
will help you feel more at ease with your audience. 

9. Loosen the Tension

 Bend your knees and/or stretch your arms to loosen the tension. It 
is best to step on stage after the body is warmed up. This isn’t that 
different from exercise!

10. Be Prepared

 Don’t wait until the last minute to prepare for a presentation—never 
wing it! Feeling unprepared is a huge source of anxiety and adds to 
the preserved social scrutiny you fear. Being unprepared is inexcusable, 
unnecessary, and can cause serious self-inflicted harm. 

It’s natural to feel a bit nervous—everyone does. However, if you 
incorporate the methods of improv along with these ten strategies, 
you’ll be able to channel what feels like negative energy into delivering a 
passionate and inspiring presentation. 
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