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INTRODUCTION

Most people not only detest public speaking, the mere thought of it fills 
them with dread. But others seem to thrive on it. They step up in any 
situation and command the room, without breaking a sweat. 

These people can even rise to political, professional or artistic success 
partially on the strength of their oratory powers. The camera and the 
audience loves them.

Think of these attitudes as polar 
ends of a continuum. On one end: 
terror and dread. On the other: 
cool savoir-faire and dry palms.

By the time you’re finished 
reading this, you’ll be 
on your way to the 
confident and relaxed 
end of the scale

If you’re reading this, odds are 
you dwell closer to the dread-
end. 

But, by the time you’re 
finished, you’ll be on your way 
to the confident and relaxed 
end of the scale. 

“According to most studies, people’s number one fear is public speaking. 
Number two is death. Death is number two. Does that sound right? This 

means to the average person, if you go to a funeral, you’re better off in the 
casket than doing the eulogy.” – Jerry Seinfeld
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Before we go any further, let’s explore what public speaking really is. 

It’s useful to think of presenting as more than just ‘talking to a group’. Public 
speaking isn’t all TED Talks and speeches in conference halls.

A job interview is a presentation, telling a story at the pub or convincing 
your mates to order Thai food instead of pizza is presenting, and so is 
speaking to camera. Even a date is a type of presentation (well, it’s actually 
two simultaneous presentations). 

While the context for this ebook is public speaking, the applicability of 
its lessons is quite broad. Even if you’re just thinking about professional 
contexts, boosting your public speaking skills can help you...

AN EXPANDED VIEW OF 
PRESENTING

Now, there’s no reason to think 
that you’ll become a pitch-perfect 
presenter overnight, but a little 
knowledge goes a long way. 

How far exactly? That’s up 
to you.

 � Make the case for your next promotion

 � Win others over to your ideas in a meeting

 � Build your own personal brand at events 

 � Come off as self-assured and knowledgeable in media interviews

 � Successfully pitch for investments in your startup
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You’re probably not yet presenting in your true, ideal style. You may have 
already identified some things you do well, and some things that still need 
work. There’s a gap in your skills and comfort level. You’re not yet where 
you want to be, but you will get there. So long as you’re willing to make 
some mistakes.

That’s the thing: to truly get great, you’ve got to try things you’re not yet 
good at. In order to find your true style, embrace it and truly nail it, you’ll 
need to take a few wrong turns and suffer some setbacks. The fact is: in 
order to succeed, failure needs to happen.

Just like a gymnast, a public speaker who is afraid to fall will never improve.   

It might be a big memorable opening that falls flat, or a Q&A session 
in which there’s a Q you’re unable to A, or some other element of your 
presentation that lands awkwardly. Whatever failure you have, just know 
that it’s all part of the process. Any experience where things don’t go to 
plan means you’re learning.

The fact is: in order to succeed, failure needs to happen 

One of the reasons that there are so many instances of ‘death by 
PowerPoint’ is that people are afraid to fail. They prefer to make their 
presentations boring and safe rather than great; they’d rather be 
anonymous than effective.

Be willing to try new things and make mistakes and you’re already well on 
your way to being impactful and memorable.

GO AHEAD AND MAKE 
MISTAKES

“Success consists of going from failure to failure without  
loss of enthusiasm.”– Winston Churchill
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Of course public speaking makes people nervous. And part of why you 
may be reading this book is to help calm those nerves; you want to be 
relaxed about presenting. But in reality, those nerves can be a great asset. 

Obviously, if you’re too nervous and intense, the audience will have 
trouble relaxing. It’s hard to enjoy a presentation – let alone absorb the 
information being presented – when the speaker is sweating profusely and 
yelling. 

A great presenter is alert and focused, living in the moment. 
Yet, they’re also loose and limber,  

breathing deep full breaths.

On the other end of the spectrum, a totally calm and blissed-out presenter 
is likewise not an effective one. They are just more likely to put their 
audience to sleep. 

The secret to audience engagement lies in the middle ground. A great 
presenter is alert and focused, living in the moment 
they’re also loose and limber, breathing deep full 
breaths.

They move with confidence and precision, like a 
martial arts expert. They are living in the 
moment, present in the room with the 
audience. 

This is the Prime Presentation State (PPS). 
And however unlikely it may seem, a sense of 
relaxed, confident engagement is possible for 
you to achieve as well.

CHILL OUT (OR AT LEAST 
GET FOCUSED)

“Being heavy is easy, being light is hard” – GK Chesterton
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An audience unconsciously mirrors the presenter. If the presenter is nervous 
and awkward, the audience will also feel nervous and awkward. If the 
presenter is confident, interested in their subject matter, and seems to enjoy 
talking about it... well, the audience will also feel confident and interested 
and enjoy hearing about it.

This is of course an oversimplification, but there’s a truth in it. An essential 
and powerful truth: a self-assured and relaxed presenter will make the 
audience confident and relaxed (and ready to hear what you have to say).

That’s not to say you need to swagger on stage and start barking orders, 
or blow kisses to the crowd like an opera diva. Your ‘stage self’ is just a 
confident version of you. 

Your ‘stage self’ is just a confident version of you.

Think of a time in your life when you were totally on your game, be it on 
a date when things just clicked, or that home run you hit in Little League 
baseball when you were 12, or that unexpected compliment your barista 
gave you last week. 

That you, the one who walks a little taller, smiles a bit more, yet is 
unmistakably you, that’s the person you want to be on stage.

SPEAKING BODY LANGUAGE

“I listen better with earplugs in, so I can see what your 
body is really saying.” – Jarod Kintz
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Imagine you’re trying to get a child to fall asleep by reading or singing to 
them. What’s your voice like? Probably soft, melodic, continuous, slow, quiet, 
with little variation.

For soothing a child, that’s ideal. For entertaining and persuading a crowd: 
you’re looking to do the exact opposite. You’re trying to engage people, 
keep them alert, have them follow your train of thought, be inspired, be 
inquisitive.

There are a number of vocal levers we can use to inspire these types of 
reactions. Levers that can help us keep people focused, draw attention to 
particular points, create suspense, convey emotion, and so on. 

Here are a couple of key ways we can play with our voice and engage our 
audience.

A VOICE TO LISTEN TO

RATE: How quickly or slowly we speak, and 
how often we vary the pacing. Note that slow 
speakers tend to be seen as more credible, 
while people who speak more quickly are rated 
as more exciting and dynamic. 

VOLUME: Do we speak loud or softly, how much 
variation do we have in our volume. Contrary to 
popular opinion, loud isn’t always better.

PITCH: Do we raise up our voice or drop it 
down? And when and how do we do this? High 
and low inflections provide variation and carry 
different meanings.

PAUSES: By pausing in our presentations we 
can create interest and... expectation. Plus, it 
automatically changes up the rhythm.

“The human voice is the most perfect instrument of all” – Arvo Pärt 
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The keys to making the above elements work are personality and 
context. So you may be a person whose delivery is naturally slow and 
serene (personality). But if we’re trying to get our team excited about a 
championship game we may speed up and get louder (context).

And if we’re naturally a loud talker, we may turn our natural volume 
down a couple notches when we’re giving a eulogy to be appropriate 
to that specific context. 

It’s all about finding the right mix at the right time. Just remember that 
you have these levers. 

And make sure you use them.
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This last section has a few quick and easy focus points for you, so you can 
start immediately making a difference in how you present. Remember: 
you’re not trying to transform overnight, you’re trying to improve bit by bit.

Practicing any one of these tips below will significantly improve both the 
experience and results of your presentations. Do more than one and the 
effectiveness (and enjoyment) will compound. 

1. Smile – Smiling makes you seem approachable and human. Audiences respond to 
speakers who seem human. Plus, smiling puts your audience at ease, and helps make 
you appear confident. And by smiling, your mouth will tell your brain and body to 
calm down, putting you more at ease. That’s a lot of wins. 

1. Eliminate filler words – We all use Uhhhs, umms, and likes, and you know, uh 
well, y’see, thing is... (Or maybe you use different ‘filler’ words. Mine is “uhhhhh”). 
Whatever they are, get rid of them. Pauses actually make people tune in, and those 
long drawn out hmmmmms have the opposite effect. 

1. Practice the general – Start now. Stand in front of the mirror and sing along to 
the radio. Or speak up at a meeting, propose yourself as a public speaker, join 
Toastmasters, take an improv class, do some yoga, go for a quiet walk in the park, 
join a choir, try yodelling. Learn new things and meet new people. 

1. Practice the specifics – If you have a specific presentation in mind that you need 
to work on, practice it. Write it out, do it in front of the mirror, run it by friends and 
colleagues. Make your cat, flatmate or spouse watch and give notes. Don’t memorise 
it, but get comfortable with the content.

1. Film yourself – Since you’re doing all this practice, and since you’ve got a camera 
on your smartphone, you may as well. Film yourself doing your presentation (or 
introducing yourself for two minutes). Then watch it. You’ll see things you like and 
things you don’t. Next time, do more of what you like and less of what you don’t.

1. Get into criticism – Negative feedback helps you improve, and positive feedback 
is encouraging. So they’re both worthwhile. Seek out feedback from people whose 
opinion you trust, and let them know you want to hear what they really think. The 
more input you get, the faster you’ll improve.

SIX QUICK PUBLIC 
SPEAKING TUNE-UPS
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