Speech Phobia

This article is for students who have read Chapter 2 (Controlling Nervousness) in the textbook and still feel an overwhelming fear of public speaking.

Introduction

Speech phobia goes far beyond the normal fear of public speaking that most people have. It is a crippling fear that is so severe that the phobic individual often goes to great lengths to avoid giving a speech. In schools that require a public speaking course for graduation, some phobics will take every other course they need and then drop out of school rather than take the dreaded class. Some will forego jobs or promotions if public speaking is a requirement—even though they know they are hurting themselves financially.

When there is no escape, and phobics are forced to give a speech, they suffer tremendous agony. In addition to the symptoms displayed by the average speaker, phobics may experience dizziness, faintness, nausea, loss of memory, breathing problems (such as hyperventilation), and overwhelming feelings of terror and panic. It is estimated that one out of 100 Americans 


suffers from this kind of phobia. If you are among the unlucky one percent, there is hope for you. You don’t have to go through life with this crippling disability. By using some or all of the methods outlined below, you can bring down your anxiety to manageable levels. Thousands of speech phobics, either working alone or with a therapist, have conquered their problem.

The first step is not to run away: if you are in a speech class, don’t drop out; if you are scheduled to give a talk to your fellow employees next month, don’t quit your job. Get help. If the information below helps you, fine; if it is not enough for you, seek out someone who can work with you—a counselor, speech teacher, psychologist, psychiatrist, or anyone else who is sensitive to speech phobia (ask around for someone who has a good reputation for helping phobics).

Taming Dragons

If you are like many phobics, your fears become ferocious, fire-breathing dragons that prey on your mind. To tame these dragons, use the following two-step system.
1. Confront Worst-Case Scenarios 

You have probably heard the old saying, “Hope for the best, but prepare for the worst.” Applying this advice, make a realistic, objective appraisal of your plight. Get out a piece of paper and write down at the top, “The Worst That Can Happen.” On the left-hand side put down the terrible things that you fear might happen during 


your speech. On the right-hand side jot down possible ways of handling each catastrophe (I will give you some hints as we go along.)

If you wrote, “I may die,” you can scratch this off our list. No one ever died from speech phobia. If you wrote, “I will faint,” you can probably scratch this one too. Though some phobics feel dizzy or start hyperventilating, it is extremely rare for a speaker to actually faint. But what about the other items on your list? If you are like most phobics, you have written at least one of the following.

“I will lose my voice”

If you get choked up by a dry throat or lack of air, stop your speech for 5-15 seconds—or however long you need to regain control. You may want to take a long, slow drink of water (from the glass you have arranged to have on the lectern). If there is no water, ask a volunteer from the audience to fetch you a glass. There is no need to apologize or explain.

“My mind will go blank”

Fearing that your mind will go blank is realistic because this problem does happen to some speakers.

If your mind goes blank, what can you do? You can try the water glass technique mentioned above, and hope that your thoughts will get back on track during the long, slow drink. You can look at your notes to try to pick up where you left off. (While you are looking at your notes, take a deep breath.) You can ask your audience a question that you have planned ahead of time for such an emergency: “Let me interrupt my speech a moment,” you say confidently. “Can anyone tell me…” And you proceed to ask an easy question that someone in the audience is sure to answer. This little intermission may give you a chance to get your mind back in gear. If all else fails, you can say—not in desperation, but with a smile—“I’ve lost my train of thought. Let’s see, what was the last thing I said? Could someone help me out?” You will be happy to find that audiences are very sympathetic and eager to help.

If you have done a good job of preparing your notes, you should be able to get back on track if your mind does go blank. One thing you can do is write out your entire introduction and put it at the bottom of your stack of cards as an “ace in the hole.” The beginning is the most stressful part of your speech—the time when you are most likely to have a memory lapse—so if you need to, you can simply pull the card out and read it. I hesitate to give this advice for two reasons: (1) reading your introduction will cause you to lose vital eye contact with your audience and therefore hurt your effectiveness and (2) you may be tempted to draw out an “ace” and read it even though you are nowhere near a true crisis. With these warnings in mind, you may want to try this. Simply knowing that you have that ace will help your self-confidence. When I first gave speeches, I always made my note cards the correct way—jotting down nothing but a few words and phrases—but I put my written introduction at the bottom of the stack in case of emergency. I never had to pull the card out, but knowing it was there reassured me.

“I will throw up”

Nauseated phobics usually vomit before or after a speech. I have never seen or heard of anyone vomiting during a speech. But if this fear plagues you, plan beforehand what you will do: for example, place a trashcan outside the room you will be speaking in. If you feel sickness coming on, tell you audience that you will be right back, rush to the trash can and vomit, and then come back and resume your speech. If you don’t act panic-stricken, your audience will politely wait for you. It is not the end of the world; people get sick all the time.
“I will omit an important part”

Omitting part of your speech is not likely to happen if you make good note cards (with just a few key phrases to jog your memory) and if you practice many times. But if it does happen, go back to the part you left out (“Oh, yes, let me tell you something I meant to talk about a few minutes ago…”) or simply omit the material. The audience does not know what you planned to say; they don’t have a copy of your outline or notes. If you omit something, they probably will never suspect it.

“I will shake all over”

If shaking is your worst-case scenario, you have little to worry about. You may remember that in Chapter 2, I explained that the audience is not aware of most of your physical distress. And I gave you some hints on how you can dissipate excessive nervous tension. If your shakiness is quite extreme, however, you should make sure that you don’t advertise it any more than is necessary (so that you don’t add to your own misery). For example, don’t use notebook paper for notes or for visual aids because your shaking hands might cause the paper to rustle and distract your audience. And if you have shaky hands, don’t try the water glass technique mentioned above—you might spill the water on the lectern or yourself.

“My voice will be shaky”

In chapter 2, I noted that if you are having a problem with your voice, the audience usually doesn’t notice. Your voice may sound raspy or shaky to you, but your listeners simply don’t notice. I must admit, however, that there are times when your voice is trembling so badly that the audience does become aware of it. If you are afraid this will happen to you, keep two things in mind: (1) Even if your voice is shaky, it will not sound as awful as you think it does; various studies have shown that some speakers rate their own voices as extremely shaky and uneven, while the people who listened to the speeches rated the speakers’ voices as being only mildly tremulous. (2) Your listeners will not hold a quivering voice against you; they know that this is beyond your control. If they judge you on anything, it will be on the quality of your remarks; fortunately for you, high quality is achieved in an unscary way—by spending many hours at home in good, solid preparation.

What can you do to control a wobbly voice? Your main problem may be that you inhale and exhale too much air. To correct this, use the breathing exercises that I shall describe shortly. At the same time you are learning to control your breathing, practice lowering your pitch so that your voice sounds deeper and richer. You can do this at home with a tape recorder as you rehearse your speech.

2. Visualize Your Response

Go through your list of worst-case possibilities and nail down your plans for handling each. As you do this, visualize each problem and your way of coping with it. If possible, practice your response. At home, for example, actually rehearse what you are going to say or do if your mind goes blank and you have to pause.

Visualizing a problem doesn’t mean that you dwell on it in a brooding, self-defeating way. What I’m recommending is a rational, healthy process—what psychologists call “the work of worrying,” an important technique for handling stress. In a study of patients who underwent surgery in a hospital, it was found that those patients who had no fear before surgery had difficulty in adjusting to post-surgery pain and helplessness. Those who had moderate levels of fear had a much better adjustment; they had done “the work of worrying” necessary for anticipating and rehearsing the future discomforts.

Does my advice on visualizing problems contradict what I said in Chapter 2 about the need for visualizing success? No, while you are visualizing your worst-case scenarios, you should also visualize yourself triumphing over them. For example, if you imagine yourself forgetting your introduction, you should picture yourself reaching into the bottom of your notes and pulling out your ace in the hole—your written-out introduction —and using it to get you through the crisis.
In your visualization — and during the speech itself — concentrate on getting your ideas across to your audience. Aiming your energy at your audience will make you a dynamic speaker and prevent an unhealthy obsession with your own discomfort.

Reducing Tension and Fear

Here are some techniques that can help you to bring your tension and fear to a manageable level:

Relaxation

Your body may become so agitated before a speech that you need to find some way to calm yourself down. You may already have experience with techniques such as yoga or meditation. Use whatever works for you.

Chemical Relaxers. Don’t try alcohol. It is likely to cloud your brain, tangle your tongue, and weaken your coordination. If your throat tends to get dry, you will need water (right before or during your speech) but stay away from soft drinks (they might make you burp) and avoid coffee (caffeine stimulation is the last thing you need for your jitters).

What about tranquilizers or beta-blockers (a kind of pill some musicians use for stage fright)? This is a matter you should discuss with a physician or therapist. Musicians who use beta-blockers need a medication to prevent tremors while they are playing an instrument; as a public speaker, trembling is not as important an issue— by using gestures and movement, you can dissipate the nervous tension that causes tremors. I lean against medications, for the following reasons: (1) You need to learn how to control your phobia because you might have to speak in a surprise situation someday (for example, you walk into the office and your boss says, “In five minutes, I want you to tell the board of directors about your new plan.”) (2) Any pill can have harmful side effects, though it may be months or years before you discover what they are. If, after consulting your physician, you do plan to use medication, a word of caution: You should never take any kind of medicine right before a speech if you have no experience with it; you can never predict how it may affect you.

Breathing Exercises. In the days and weeks before your speech and during the minutes immediately preceding your speech, you may want to try breathing exercises to lower your tension level.

The wrong kind of breathing can be harmful. If you take rapid, shallow gulps, you can hyperventilate and feel dizzy. If you breathe with your upper chest (the way you would do if you were running a race), you might stimulate your central nervous system—just the opposite of what you want.

The kind of breathing that will truly relax you is done through the diaphragm (the muscular part of your respiratory system that separates the chest from the abdomen). To practice this, lie on your back and put a hand lightly on your stomach. Keeping your mouth closed, breathe through your nose in such a way that you feel your stomach rising as you inhale and falling as you exhale. Make your inhalation and exhalation last the same amount of time, and count to yourself (One, two, three, four…). Count as high as you want, but make sure you don’t strain yourself. The idea is to be relaxed. After you have practiced this lying down, practice it sitting in a chair. Once you have become proficient, you will be able to do the exercise while waiting to be called to speak, and no one in the audience will realize what you are doing. The counting part, by the way, is a very good way to get your mind distracted from your anxiety.

Muscular Relaxation. Here is a technique you can do a few hours before you leave home to give your speech: Lie down on a bed or a reclining chair and make yourself as relaxed and comfortable as possible. Clench your left fist as tight as you can, then relax. Observe the contrast between tension and relaxation. Clench your left fist again as hard as you can, then relax. Once more notice the difference. Now do the same thing with your right fist. Proceed in this way through all you major muscle groups—arm, lips, jaw, neck, shoulders, chests, stomach, hips, thighs, calves, etc. Tense each muscle, then relax it. If you practice this technique often enough, you may become so attuned to our body’s tension patterns that you can quit doing the tensing part and do only the relaxing.

Desensitization

Many phobias have been cured by a psychological therapy called desensitization. Let’s say that a man has such an extreme fear of snakes that he will not go on picnics in the summertime, let alone take a hike. In therapy, he puts himself into a state of deep relaxation and then goes through a series of events. First, he looks at pictures of snakes in a book; he does this until he feels no trace of fear. Next, he views real snakes through a window. When he becomes comfortable with this stage, he goes on to the next: perhaps he enters a room where snakes are being held by a person 10 feet away. Then as the days go by and he becomes less and less frightened, he moves closer and closer to the snake—perhaps even to the point of touching it himself. At the end of such therapy, many phobics are able to resume their normal lives—such as going outdoors in the summertime —without being terrified by fear of snakes.

This same sort of therapy has worked with speech phobics. The stages might go something like this: (1) Stand in front of one person and read from a book, (2) Stand in front of the person and give your name, address, and other basic information, (3) Stand in front of three people and give a one-minute speech, (4) Stand in front of five people and give a two-minute speech, and so on… The idea is that you start with a small, unthreatening situation and work your way up to larger audiences and longer speeches.

If you don’t have the time or the opportunity for such an involved sequence, there is another form of desensitization you can try: Write down on cards a series of fearful events (starting with mildly frightening and going up the ladder to extremely frightening). Your hierarchy might look like this: (1) Practicing the speech at home, (2) Walking into the room where the speech will be given. (3) Being introduced, (4) Walking to the lectern, (5) Looking out at the audience, (6) Giving the speech.

Take each card in order and imagine the scene. If you feel anxiety, use breathing or muscle-relaxation exercises to calm yourself. When you have reached the point where you can visualize the scene without anxiety, you are ready to go on to the next card. When you reach the most important card—giving the speech—fantasize success. Imagine yourself as a confident, self-assured, poised speaker. Visualize the audience looking at you with interest and respect.

Cognitive Therapy

One therapy that can be used in conjunction with those already mentioned is designed to change your cognitions—or thoughts—about yourself as a public speaker. On a piece of paper write down your negative thoughts about yourself and your speech on the left-hand side; then on the right-hand side write down positive alternatives. Here are some examples:

Negative Thought: “When I get up there in front of all those people, I just know I’ll fall apart.”

Positive Alternative: “I will be very nervous, but if I practice a lot and prepare myself mentally, I can succeed.”
Negative Thought: “The audience will think that I’m a blushing, stammering, trembling incompetent.”

Positive Alternative: “No one in the audience is expecting me to be a Winston Churchill. They will be so busy listening to my ideas that they won’t pay much attention to my delivery.”

The next stage may sound silly to you, but give it a try: put a heavy rubber band around your wrist and as you go about your business in the days preceding your speech, if you have any negative thoughts about your speech, snap yourself with the rubber band and say to yourself, “Stop!” Then force yourself to substitute a positive alternative. The reason this sort of therapy works is that when your start thinking of yourself as a “winner” instead of as a “loser,” you often slip into the role of winner and start acting like a winner,s and acting like a winner can make you one.

Some speakers handle their fright by pretending to themselves that they are someone else, like actors on a stage. If your name is Sandra Smith, for example, you could pretend that the person giving the speech is Sandra Smith, the world famous orator, a person who is highly confident in talking to audiences.

Giving Your Speech

When you stand up to deliver your speech, bear in mind two important pieces of advice:

1. You must NEVER end your speech prematurely. No matter how miserable you are, no matter how bad your panic, no matter how constricted you throat, you must finish your remarks. Running away from a speech is a sure way of trapping yourself in a never-ending cycle of defeat, for the next time you try to speak, you will be tormented by the thought, “I blew it the last time and I probably will this time, too.” And sure enough, your negative thought will turn out to be a self-fulfilling prophecy. Therefore, long before the day of your speech, vow to yourself that under no circumstances will you sit down before your speech in completely finished.

2. No matter how serious your problem, you can “save” yourself from disaster by employing a brief pause. It is important that you stop your speech the instant you feel yourself losing control. Don’t wait until your symptoms pile up and you are a hopeless wreck. How long should you pause? As long as it takes for you to regain control of yourself. Yes, I know that silence is terrifying, but it is terrifying to no one but you. The listeners don’t mind if you pause five, ten, fifteen seconds. It seems like an eternity to you, but they will scarcely notice. And when you resume your speech, they will be so interested in following your ideas that in a few minutes they will have forgotten all about your pause.

What should you do during the pause? That is up to you. You may want to prepare an emergency kit in advance—a handout or a visual aid such as a chart—something you can pull out during your pause so that attention is diverted away from you. While your audience is looking at the chart or handout, you of course have a chance to pull yourself together. (This advance planning, by the way, might insure that your worst fears will not come true; it is like a barf bag on an airplane —if you have one handy, you will not throw up, but if you don’t have access to one, you are sure to need it.)
Being a Winner

If you are phobic, being a winner sometimes means doing nothing more than giving a speech from start to finish—never mind how good it is. The important thing is to confront your problem head-on. As one wise person said, “The only way to conquer fear is to do the thing your fear.” The only way you can conquer your extreme fear of giving a speech is to give a speech.

I am not going to pretend that your task will be easy. But I will say that if your worst fears are realized (you pull a mental blank, for example), it is not the end of the world. Your only task (right now) is to get through the speech. Even if you shake like a leaf, keep going until you reach the end. And then, whether the speech was good or bad, you will have established the fact (to yourself) that you can give a speech.

If you do panic or choke up, remember that most people in an audience know from first-hand experience what stage fright feels like and they are very sympathetic. They are not expecting a brilliant performance.

In his inaugural address as our first President, George Washington was “so visibly perturbed that his hand trembled and his voice shook so that he could scarcely be 


understood,” according to one writer of that time. I don’t know what reaction his audience had, but I would bet their affection for him increased as a result of this display of nervousness, for he showed them that although he was a great military leader and statesman, he was also…human. Just like them.

Just like you and me. 
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