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Calming your nerves in public 
speaking 
Most people have some fear surrounding public speaking. So, it’s 
understandable for you to have “butterflies” in your stomach. 
Calming your jitters will help you relax and give a better talk. This 
resource is meant to give you some insight into controlling your 
stage fright. 
 

1. It’s about the message, not about you 
Bill Hoogterp writes about nervousness around public speaking 
as “trapped energy.” He emphasizes that an essential key to 
using this energy productively is remembering that any speaking 
occasion is not about you, but about the audience. To use his 
phrase “get over yourself” and think about what the audience can 
learn from what you have to tell them. So, reframe your focus on 
how to get the content you want to share from your head to your 
audience’s heads. 
 

2. Be prepared 
You likely realize that preparing for any assignment is a good 
pathway to better outcomes. But preparing for speaking 
assignment is also helpful because it will give you a greater sense 
of control over your situation. If you have planned a strong 
organizational structure and have rehearsed your presentation, 
you are more likely to deliver a good speech. In turn, that is likely 
to lower your anxiety. 
 
3. Tend to your physical self 
Don’t eat immediately before your talk. This will help regulate the 
“butterflies in the stomach” feeling a bit better. However, do 
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make sure to eat something, since protein fuels our bodies and 
helps us be mentally sharp. Exercising right before your talk, 
however, is a good idea to help reduce your adrenalin levels. A 
short burst of exercise can be useful. 
 
Use the restroom right before your talk, too. Keeping a bottle of 
water with you ask you speak will help combat a dry mouth (and 
can serve as an excuse to take a brief pause as you take a sip).  
 
4. Use pauses strategically 
For most of us, nerves often lead to a too-fast pace of speaking. If 
you notice that you are rushing, take a pause. If you have a bottle 
of water with you, you can take a sip, or otherwise you can take a 
deep, slow breath. Then try to keep your pace a bit more even. 
Since pauses can have a dramatic effect, it can help to time your 
pauses to happen after you have said something that you want 
the audience to notice – or you can time pauses so that they 
indicate the end of one part of your talk. 
 
5. Breathe! 
Slow, deep breathing has been shown to help calm nerves. 
Before your talk, practice this kind of breathing for a minute. 
Then, just before you begin to speak, take a long, slow, and deep 
breath as a starting point. 
 
6. Know you are not alone 
Fear of public speaking is the most common fear, outranking fear 
of death in most polls. So if you are afraid of giving a speech, you 
are not alone! In fact, Abraham Lincoln and Thomas Jefferson 
had this fear, as did Mahatma Gandhi. Many more contemporary 
figures, like Harrison Ford, Nicole Kidman, and Emma Watson, 
have a public speaking fear, too.  
 
So when you feel nervous before a speech, remember that many 
celebrities, great speakers, and impressive people have this 
same fear – but they haven’t let it interfere with their success. 
Neither should you! 
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