
Public Speaking 

III. Speech Fright  

A. Definition of communication anxiety: fear induced by the act of communicating or the anticipation of it. 

   1.  Synonyms include: 

     a.  Speech fright. 

     b.  Stage fright.  

     c.  Performance anxiety.  

     d.  Shyness, etc. 

   2.  Communication anxiety is shyness. 

     a.  Reticence/chronic shyness:  across-the-board fear of communicating. 

     b.  Situational (much more common):  e.g., fear of public speaking, job interview, etc. 

B.    Commonality of problem. 

   1.  Survey results: 

     a.  Prevalent in speech classes. 

     b.  Prevalent in the general public. 

   2.  Many examples of famous speakers and entertainers with severe speech fright. 

C.    Our basic philosophy for dealing with it: 

   1.  Reduction, control more realistic than elimination. 

   2.  Can be transformed into constructive energy (dynamism). 

 D.   Five-point plan for reducing and controlling speech fright: 

   1.  Understand it: 

     a.  Psycho-physiological basis. 

       1.) Psychological basis: 

          a.)  Fear of rejection.  

         b.)  Irrational beliefs make it worse. 

           i.)  Belief in catastrophic failure. 

           ii.) Belief in need to be accepted by everyone. 

           iii.) Belief that failure is only alternative to perfection.  

           iv.) Belief that an effective communicator must be totally confident. 

       2.) Physiological basis: bodily changes based on stress reactions in body. 

         a.) Secretion of adrenaline. 

         b.) Various "fight or flight" symptoms that reflect and enhance anxiety.  

       3.) Cyclical reaction of physical, psychological basis that reinforce each other. 



     b.  Benefits of understanding it: 

       1.) Objectification:  fear diminished because it is understood. 

       2.) Possibility of breaking cycle. 

         a.) Ignoring symptoms. 

         b.) Realizing they naturally diminish during effort. 

  2.  Reduce and utilize excess tension constructively (the body is prepared for physical action). 

     a.  Avoid the two mistakes. 

       1.) "Trapping" tension in body (e.g., gripping lectern). 

       2.) Nervous mannerisms that communicate nothing helpful. 

     b.  Strategies to reduce and utilize the tension: 

       1.) Before the speech: 

         a.) PRACTICE, PRACTICE, PRACTICE! 

           i.)  Start right away, even before the speech is done. 

           ii.)  A little is much better than none. 

           iii.) Use systematic desensitization as necessary.     

          b.) Exercise. 

         c.) Deep breathing. 

         d.) Systematic relaxation (one body part at a time). 

       2.) During the speech, use the extra energy for purposeful movement: 

         a.) Gestures, movement, etc. 

         b.) Interaction with visual aids a shortcut to purposeful movement. 

  3.  Redirect your attention (to more positive perceptions, emotions). 

     a.  Before the speech:  

       1.) Avoid the two mistakes: 

         a.) Avoidance (so prepare, even starting with “baby steps”). 

         b.) Pre-occupation (so take breaks from it). 

       2.) Helpful techniques: 

         a.) PRACTICE, PRACTICE, PRACTICE. 

         b.) Visualize success. 

         c.) Other mental techniques: 

           i.)  “Go to your happy place.” 

           ii.) Self talk. 

         d.) Motivate yourself, even if it starts with “fake it until you make it.” 



     b.  During the speech: 

       1.) Focus on interest in, commitment to the message (emotional content). 

       2.) Concentrate on friendly feedback. 

  4.  Protect your memory. 

     a.  Memory loss and fear of it is a major contributor to speech fright. 

     b.  Memory lapses will happen and need not be a problem. 

       1.) Strategies to avoid the problem: 

         a.) PRACTICE, but NEVER DEPEND ON THAT ALONE! 

         b.) A well-organized speech. 

         c.) Easy-to-use notes, e.g., an outline. 

         d.) Visual aids. 

       2.) Dealing with a lapse: 

         a.) Do not panic. 

         b.) Show no distress. 

         c.) Keep talking. 

           i.)  “When in doubt, summarize.” 

           ii.) Improvise. 

         d.) Make a pause look natural. 

         e.) Use your notes like you meant to. 

  5.  Evaluate your communication role. 

     a.  Strive for excellence, never perfection. 

     b.  Be realistic about your role. 

       1.) Your role is to communicate, not perform. 

       2.) Do not exaggerate the importance of the speech – it is not meant for the history books. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rev. 6/’20 

 


