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 breathing 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 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 exercises 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.



One general technique for managing stress is positive visualization. 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 desensitization 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 acquirement
rather than a gift.”Carnegie, D. (1955). Public speaking and influencing men in

business. New York, NY: American Book Stratford Press, Inc.



