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Tips on Managing Public Speaking Anxiety

You have an in-class presentation looming.  You’ve chosen your topic, prepared your notes and practiced repeatedly.  But you’re still really troubled by how nervous you are!  If this sounds like you, you may find this handout helpful.  The concepts of Morita therapy, a counselling approach that originated in Japan, are briefly presented here and applied to public speaking anxiety.

Some Basic Assumptions about Anxiety

1. Emotions, both negative and positive, are a natural part of living and cannot be avoided or controlled, nor do they need to be.

2. The fear of failure and the desire to succeed are two sides of the same coin:  we feel anxious because we want to perform well.  This is a normal and healthy part of being human.

3. Anxiety is uncomfortable and inconvenient, but not unbearable.  It is when we start judging ourselves about our normal anxiety that we begin to create real problems for ourselves. 

4. A certain amount of anxiety is beneficial to one’s performance:  it motivates us and helps us to focus our energy and attention.

Destructive Beliefs about Anxiety

Have you ever found yourself thinking like this?

· “I should be able to control my feelings.  I should be able to rid myself of anxiety prior to my presentation.” 

· “If I’m this nervous, there must be something wrong with me.”

· “There’s no way I can give this presentation until I feel more confident.”

· “I’d rather die than have to talk in front of the whole class.”

What happens if you think like this?  It can be a vicious cycle.  By trying to resist the feeling of anxiety, you prolong your focus on it.  That leads you to reject your feelings and your emotional self.  Your attention gets stuck on the anxiety and on yourself, increasing your self-consciousness and making you feel even worse.  You’re critical towards yourself and your productivity to achieve the task at hand – in this case, the presentation -- is impaired.  Your belief that you can’t handle these kinds of situations is reinforced.  The next time you’re in the same situation, you have a heightened level of anticipatory anxiety because of your previous difficulty.

Constructive “Mantras” about Anxiety

If you find yourself thinking these kinds of things, consider these more helpful and healthy alternatives to the above statements.  Identify the ones that are most relevant to you and repeat them to yourself whenever you start getting anxious about your presentation.

· “Emotions ebb and flow.  I cannot and do not need to control my anxiety.”  

· “Anxiety is a natural part of being human and a reflection of my desire to live constructively.”

· “Anxiety is a cue to take action.  I don’t have to feel confident before I start speaking.”

· “It is okay to feel nervous and anxious before and during my presentation.  It reflects my desire to do well and succeed.”

· “There is no reason to fight the nervous and anxious part of myself.  I will not resist my nervousness and it will subside in its own time.  I will persevere without avoiding my presentation.”

· “My nervousness is a signal to actively engage in this presentation, by preparing thoroughly, by practicing repeatedly and by speaking slowly.  I can take these actions and make my presentation in spite of my fears and anxiety.”

· “I am not responsible for controlling my spontaneous emotional reactions, the ones that arise on their own.  I don’t blame myself for not being able to control them.  What counts is that I take the next step and focus on the task at hand.”

· “I have a presentation to make here and now and it needs to be done whether I am in a confident mood or not.  I will proceed with nervousness and take the appropriate action to help me accomplish my goals.”

· “I have a lot of information to offer people, such as my unique ideas, experiences and opinions.  It’s not fair to others or to myself not to express myself just because I am scared.”

· “An effective and constructive speaker does not have to be completely confident; people understand my nervousness.”

· “I do not have to wait until I feel confident before I make my presentation.  I can take action and make my presentation even while feeling nervous and scared.”

· “Feeling nervous and anxious is unpleasant and inconvenient but it is not unbearable.  I can bear with my unpleasant feelings and give my presentation in spite of them.”

What happens if you can begin to think like this?  It’s a positive cycle.  You temporarily acknowledge and focus on the anxiety.  That leads you to accept the emotion and your emotional self.  Your attention can then shift to the task and situation at hand.  Afterward, you appreciate and feel proud of yourself because you’ve achieved your goal.  You begin to believe you’re competent in handling emotional incidents.  The next time you’re in the same situation, you have a reduced level of anticipatory anxiety because of your previous success.

Final Words

Managing your anxiety is best used in combination with thorough preparation and practice for a presentation.  For more information on the practical aspects of presentations, see the Kwantlen Library (Guidepost) handout “Preparing an Oral Presentation”.  This is a different way of thinking about anxiety, but a potentially helpful one.  Try accepting your anxiety instead of battling with it, and you may find it becomes much less of a problem for you.  For more information or assistance on this topic, we encourage you to make an appointment with a Kwantlen Counsellor.

Credits:  Erlebach, A. (2001).  Morita therapy applied to the anxiety of a job interview.  (Unpublished notes from a conference presentation.)
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