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Public speaking is being practised increasingly as a

broader range of people are being called upon to ‘say a

few words’ before an audience. Many speakers are seized
with stage fright as they rise to their feet. The way to conquer
this is also the way to make good speeches: Be prepared!

More and more people these days are finding
themselves having to speak in public. In addition to
the usual occasions when they may be asked to
address a club or other social body, the number of
situations in which they may be obliged to face an
audience has grown.

For instance, the gracious custom of delivering
eulogies at funerals has been revived, and partici-
pants in new-style wedding ceremonies are often
expected to say a few words or give a reading.
Whereas at one time only senior managers made
presentations or speeches as part of their jobs,
almost anyone in today’s workplace may be called
upon to talk to a quality circle or similar group.

Executives who once thought they could spend
their lives quietly administering affairs are now
summoned before gatherings of financial analysts,
regulators, and community leaders to explain cor-
porate policies and promote the interests of their
industries. Public speaking has been included in
their job descriptions whether they like it or not.

And many people don’t like it at all. Often the
most insincere line in a speech comes when the
speaker attests to what a pleasure it is to be there,
when in fact he or she would sooner be almost
anywhere else on earth at that moment. Yet it is an
absolute fact that public speaking can be a pleasure
for both the speaker and the audience if it is
approached with due care.

The first step to making good speeches is to
subdue one’s fear of appearing in public. This
trepidation is as old as the Old Testament, in which
Jeremiah protested that he was too young to be a
preacher, and Moses was reluctant to assume the
leadership of the Israelites because “I am slow of
speech, and of slow tongue.”

Modern psychologists have a rational explana-
tion for the phenomenon known as “stage fright.”

What people are really afraid of, they say, is the
possibility of humiliation resulting from criticism
or failure. Being on guard against such psychologi-
cal harm provokes an instinctive “fight or flight
response.”

As our bodies prepare to fight or flee in the face
of a threat, our muscles become so taut that we
begin to tremble. Our faces grow pale as blood
leaves the skin so that we will not bleed so much if
wounded; our hearts pound as blood pumps more
quickly through our systems to lend us extra
strength.

At the same time, our glands shoot adrenalin into
our blood to add to our alertness and energy. Our
mouths go dry so that we will not choke on our
saliva — which explains why public speakers so
frequently clear their throats.

All of these conditions are classic signs of stress.
As Dr. Hans Selye and his disciples have declared,
stress can be a strong positive force if we know how
to capitalize on it.

In the context of public speaking, stress provides
an edge of tension which brings out a dynamic
performance. Legions of veteran actors and ac-
tresses have testified that they could never perform
as well as they did if chronic stage fright had not
kept them at a high pitch of intensity.

Perhaps the first thing a prospective speaker should
know about stage fright is that almost everybody in
a like situation has it. Shy people tend to think that
their shyness is “worse” than anyone else’s even as
they try to hide it. In fact, many others are just as
shy, and are hiding it just as well.

Some of the most outwardly masterful speakers
in history have felt their knees knock when they
first faced an audience. The eloquent Welshman
David Lloyd George was known as one of the most
able parliamentary debaters of the 20th century, an






