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Stage fright can cost you big bucks in business

By Laura Laaman

A colleague of mine recently served on a panel reviewing high school senior exit projects. 

Every graduating senior in this school district has to complete the project to graduate, which has three parts: written, oral and a "product." 

My colleague told me she was surprised that even the students who were well-prepared were incredibly nervous. Some were visibly shaking. I, unfortunately, wasn't surprised at the students' nervousness. I've seen numerous studies of people's greatest fears showing that speaking in public ranked first, ahead of financial ruin and even death. 

One goal of this exit project is to help the seniors get comfortable speaking in public, a very important skill we probably realize, now that we're in business. I can't think of a job that doesn't encounter speaking in front others. Even though some positions seem more immune to the possibility of speaking in public than others, at one time or another, most everyone will have to present his or her ideas to someone else or even a group of people. 

Salespeople are used to speaking one-on-one. But in business-to-business sales, the possibility is pretty high that eventually a salesperson will have to speak to a group of decision-makers, such as a board or committee. 

Some businesspeople are so frightened of speaking to groups that they avoid taking more lucrative jobs or are passed over for these same jobs because they lack the ability to speak well in front of others. One study of top executives who earned more than $250,000 per year found these executives believed their communication skills were the No. 1 factor that carried them to the top. 

Although there are dozens of important steps and techniques, here are a few of the most important to help you conquer or minimize a fear of speaking in public or help you improve this career-advancing skill. 

Start early. The sooner you begin speaking in front of others, the better. That's why it's so impressive and important that many schools now teach this career-building skill. Almost every month, my two sons are asked to make some sort of oral presentation as part of their regular curriculum. Assuming you're out of school, the sooner you begin working on these skills, the better. 

Start small. Speaking in public can be defined in many ways, including just speaking to two people. I'm sure you agree that just the thought of speaking in front of hundreds or thousands is a bit more intimidating than speaking to a few, so start with literally two people. One small step may be giving a toast to a few friends while at dinner. Another little step, but hugely important, is just standing up and delivering your presentation standing instead of sitting. 

Start safe. Start with a small group of supportive people or better, friends. This could include your family. If that doesn't work for you, I've heard of people beginning with a group of stuffed animals. Hopefully since they were adults, it was their children's stuffed animals -- not theirs. 

Practice. Practicing not only helps you know your material, it helps you feel more comfortable. Being more comfortable produces better presentations. Even the best speakers, who seem to have a natural gift of speaking in public, don't do very well when they don't know their material. Sure we can wing it, but why risk it? A little practicing, or better a lot, helps you work out kinks, especially when you have a supportive audience watching. Ask friends or colleagues to watch you and offer you specific suggestions on how to improve your message or delivery. 

Your audience doesn't need to be experts on anything to be part of your practice team. They will naturally be able to see the little or big, verbal or nonverbal techniques that could be getting in the way of a great presentation. 

There are terrific books and groups to help you improve your public-speaking skills, including Toastmasters International. As gut-wrenching as the fear of speaking in public may be, developing your public speaking skills is just another initiative to ensure your increased success. 

