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Public speaking induces more fear in the average person than almost anything else on earth. According to several pieces of research, ‘public speaking’ is scarier than spiders and more dreaded than death itself!

The first step to overcoming fear is to put it into perspective; a good starting point is the acknowledgement that it is completely natural to feel some nervousness when speaking before a group of people. It shows you care about your topic and is evidence of the respect you have for those to whom you will be speaking. Like caffeine, a little anxiety can sharpen your focus and help you put forth your best performance. Too much anxiety – like too much caffeine – leaves you jittery and uneasy, making it difficult to establish and maintain a rapport with your audience.

The good news is that your audience wants you to succeed. Just like you wouldn’t go to a play hoping that the actors fail miserably, you can believe that your audience wants you to be interesting and informative. They want you to be successful. 

Here are a few suggestions to help you tame your fears and prepare for effective presentations.

-- Know your audience, their background and expectations. Read through any materials that have been sent to the attendees so you know what they think you will be talking about. Another trick is to greet attendees as they arrive. It keeps your mind off of your upcoming presentation, creates a rapport with your audience and gives you some familiar faces to look at as you speak later.

-- Get to know the room in which you will be presenting. Visit the room in advance, or at least arrive early, so you can familiarize yourself with your speaking area and determine the best location for any visual aids. You will also want to confirm the functionality of any technology you will be using to prevent any unwanted surprises.

-- Be sure you know your material and relevant background information. Comfort with your material is the first and most important step toward confidence in a public speaking situation. Your anxiety will be well-founded if you don’t know what you’re talking about.

One way to practice is to have a conversation with someone you trust who doesn’t know much about your topic. Invite them to listen to your presentation and ask you questions. Not only will this bring to light any knowledge gaps you should address, it will also help you notice any jargon or technical language that is going to be unfamiliar to your audience.

-- Dress the part. A good rule of thumb is to plan your attire so that you are equal to or slightly more formal than your audience. If you are unsure of your audience or if it will be a mixed crowd (an evening meeting open to the public, for example), business attire is a safe choice.


-- Set the stage with your facial expressions and body language. Look pleasant, enthusiastic, confident and relaxed. Remain outwardly calm, even if inwardly nervous. People will react to what they see, so if you look calm and confident, you will have more credibility. This is especially important if you are facing a hostile audience. Be mindful of how you look and give yourself time to think before responding to a heckler or critic.
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