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INTRODUCTION

The New Sound of Power


What we need is some old-fashioned consciousness-raising about what we mean by the “voice of authority” and how we’ve come to construct it.

—MARY BEARD, Women & Power: A Manifesto1



At my local indie bookstore on the Eastside of Los Angeles, I got to chatting with the cashier. She asked what I was going to call the book I was writing, and when I told her, the man behind me in the queue—tall, redheaded, and rosy-cheeked—piped up with a guffaw: “Permission to speak? That’s not something I’ve ever waited for!”

The cashier and I shared a delicious look. Precisely, sir. Precisely.

This book … is not for him.

When I was twenty-four, I lost my voice. I needed this book—pretty desperately. I remember most mornings I’d be able to speak, my voice tentative but at least audible, but by evening it’d be gone again. I would push through to talk during the day, feeling a constant scraping in my throat, the effort of it stealing my energy and thrashing my spirit. Something was very wrong, but I didn’t know what. Was I sick? Was I broken?

I was living in Providence, Rhode Island, halfway through a graduate program in acting—a dream I had fought for—but in truth, it was a terrible fit. I was desperately lonely, and now feeling ever more isolated because I couldn’t even talk. I dropped out of the play I was in. I attended classes like a ghost, aware of my every impulse to communicate and how I’d squelch each one. I stopped calling friends and my parents on the phone because it hurt too much. I definitely stopped laughing. Nights, in the dead of winter, I would huddle in the one-room guesthouse I was renting, drinking tea with honey, wondering what my voice was trying to tell me and why I couldn’t just be normal.

It turned out, I had the beginnings of vocal nodules, pissed off little blisters developing on my vocal cords. I still have the alien-looking photo of my V-shaped cords the doctor captured by running a tiny camera up my nose and down my throat, and remember him pointing out where they were rubbing against each other—aka, at the wrong spot. It turned out, I had picked up a habit of speaking that was a bit lower than my body’s preferred pitch. It turned out, the fix was relatively minor. And with the help of a speech pathologist during winter break, I worked on a slightly new way of speaking that felt strange until it didn’t, and ushered myself back into the land of the living.

But I was left with major questions: Why had I picked up this habit that had unleashed such chaos on my life? Had there been some sort of payoff for me to speak this way? Or was it simply “bad usage,” as the head of my acting program pronounced it in front of the whole class, with a tsk in his voice, when I’d first returned from the doctor with the diagnosis. Like he was accusing me of messing up my voice on purpose. Like I could have chosen good, healthy speaking, but I chose bad instead—out of, what? Laziness?

And there was the question that took shape more slowly as I began to share my brush with nodules post-graduation and began to hear others’ stories: Was I actually abnormal? I wondered how many others experienced a hard-to-place, out-of-sync feeling between their bodies and voices. How many women especially, it seemed, spoke in ways that weren’t natural and free because they had heard whispers in their own heads that said: You’re not talking right. Or You’re not speaking up like you should. Or You don’t sound like what powerful people sound like—what is wrong with you?

Maybe you’ve heard these whispers yourself. Maybe you’ve even heard them voiced aloud by well-intentioned mentors or bosses who took you aside for “just a word of advice.” Maybe you’ve been the recipient of a gentle warning that no one will take you seriously if you keep saying “like” so much, or if you remain so soft-spoken. Or maybe you’ve been told you sound too angry or strident or pushy or shrill, or you speak with an accent or a particular style of speech that codes for unprofessional or undereducated, according to those well-meaning educated professionals.

Bad usage, bad usage, bad usage.

Empowerment gurus and memes everywhere say “find your voice,” but we don’t talk enough about why these voices of ours may have gone missing. We don’t talk about why exactly it’s hard to give ourselves permission to speak as readily as that jovial gentleman behind me at the bookstore. Spoiler alert: it’s not our fault. There is a certain kind of voice we’ve all grown up hearing that sounds like command and conviction. It’s John F. Kennedy in the clips we watched in school and Winston Churchill’s rousing wartime oratory. It’s Steve Jobs delivering his famous Stanford commencement speech and Tom Hanks sitting on the late-night couch charming everyone and Stephen Colbert bantering with him across the desk.

Look, it’s not their fault either; they just said what they came to say. But these men—these straight, white, rich, remarkably large men—have defined easy authority for generations. They are what being taken seriously sounds like. They are who a whole lot of our parents, and their parents, and their parents, reflexively offered the benefit of the doubt. They are who we tend to believe. They are our experts and anchors and leaders and heroes. They represent the standard voice of authority as much as a symmetrical, light-skinned, youthful appearance represents the standard of beauty, even if we know ogling dumb photoshopped pictures of models in magazines and influencers on social media will only make us feel inadequate. Sometimes, when we’re not being vigilant, we don’t even realize we’re doing it—we just don’t like the way we look.

The problem with the voice standard is the same: when you or I want to become experts or leaders, we’re stuck trying to approximate the speech of powerful men, just as we might feel stuck spending too much time debating injections or trying to lose that extra weight. And maybe you don’t even realize you’re doing it—you just don’t like the sound of your voice. That’s how standards work; they’re everywhere, so, like a fish, you don’t notice the water.

But take a course on “executive presence” or do a search for how to sound like a leader, and the advice will be suspiciously consistent. Keep your voice “low” and “steady,” they’ll say. Avoid getting “emotional” or “sounding singsongy,” “tighten up” your words, don’t use “uptalk” at the end of your statements, for heaven’s sake, and keep a measured pace, at about “75 percent of your normal rate.” That’s the standard. That’s what power traditionally sounds like. That’s, as famed British classicist Dr. Mary Beard says, the voice of authority as we’ve come to construct it. Run all your own instincts through this rubric or run the risk of getting laughed at, undermined, or ignored.

I mean, honestly, is it any wonder we end up feeling uncomfortable speaking in public? Of course we worry we’re not talking right or using “um” or “uh” too much instead of speaking fluidly. Of course we wind up with mindgunk, complexes about sounding too soft or too harsh or too high-pitched or too girly or too informal or too foreign, and have picked up habits to counter these fears. There are traditions! Standards! And a whole industry—not as conspicuous as the beauty industry, but effectively reaching all corners of mainstream culture nonetheless—telling us how to sound if we want to succeed. And the answer is like a straight, white, rich, remarkably large man.

Hi. This book is for the rest of us. It’s for those of us who’d also enjoy knowing what it feels like to just say what we came to say. For those of us who wonder, is it possible? To really show up when we show up, as whole, coherent people in sync with our bodies and our voices, ready to land our message, own the room, and find ridiculous amounts of joy in speaking to our public? Joy, after all, is what those standards rob us of—having fun when we speak up. Anxiety about how we sound distracts us from loving on our audience and letting them love us back with wild abandon. It spoils the sheer pleasure of being seen and heard and absolutely adored for what we’ve come to say and do. How could we be seen and heard when we’re scrambling to hide the parts of ourselves that don’t fit the standard and squeezing our voices into the mold that was never meant to fit us? In philosopher Bertrand Russell’s Nobel Prize speech, he said, “Look at me is one of the most fundamental desires of the human heart.”2 Look at me, yes. Yes, Bertrand. But on my own terms. See me and hear me for who I am and what I need to do in the world. Listen to me speak in a voice that is shamelessly, utterly, wantonly mine.

So, instead of becoming an actor, I became someone who helps with that—the riotous process of bringing your best self into your most public moments. In a way, maybe I was preparing for it my whole life. I was a preteen obsessed with Shakespeare, sitting in the audience of my hometown theater festival watching modern takes of the plays performed outdoors in a redwood forest. I nerded out hard on the language and the heartbeat rhythm of the text, and was fascinated even then by what it is to open our mouths and change the energy in a space.

There was also my favorite movie as a kid, My Fair Lady, the musical about a poor British flower girl trained to sound fancy as a social experiment orchestrated by a misogynistic dialect coach. I would repeat the cockney phrases and practice doing impressions like I was the newest cast member of Saturday Night Live. My other favorite subject was Marilyn Monroe, who was also a social experiment in building a persona on a very public stage: The made-up name. The bottle blonde. But above all, the iconic breathy voice. Maybe I’ve always been intrigued by the relationship between how we sound and how we’re treated. Or, to put agency into the idea, the nitty-gritty means by which we come to own how we present in the world.

Of note: there were also these physics conferences all around the world that I grew up attending with my parents for my dad’s work—I didn’t realize quite how unconventional an upbringing this was till I went off to college. But I vividly remember brunching with Stephen Hawking and sitting in on endless talks about the universe at palaces in the Loire Valley in France and monasteries off Lake Como. Physicists have impressive taste in venues. But I had come to the conclusion quite young that no matter how magnificent the forum, apparently speaking in front of an audience was supposed to be dry and unemotional. (The few standouts from those years were of such a different nature, they stayed with me. Was it just dumb luck? Innate charisma? A stand-up comedian moonlighting in a serious field?)

And there was college. I got into Princeton and left the West Coast for adventure and all-nighters, pulling off the great trick of earning an English degree by reading plays—short and almost entirely dialogue. I acted in and directed plays too. I thought I was constructing a life in the theater; really, I was laying the groundwork for a life coaching people to express themselves on a much bigger stage.

At first, out of school, I coached actors focusing on accents and dialects. I lucked into collecting two of New York’s best dialect coaches as mentors and they graciously threw me jobs when they had surplus, even before I believed I was ready. I was a proud member of the Broadway and off-Broadway theater scene and then a giddy Angeleno as I began working in television and film—spending hundreds of hours prepping clients at dining-room tables and in quiet trailers right near set, easing them into speaking a slightly new way. A good ear isn’t the only art of it, I realized early on; giving clients permission to play and integrate and be bad at something before they’re good—that’s the secret.

Word spread and I got to coach on indie darlings like Loving and massive Hollywood blockbusters like Wonder Woman: 1984, and on TV series like American Crime Story: Versace, Black Mirror, and Hunters. Along the way, a program in Los Angeles that teaches people from any industry how to be a television host or on-camera expert asked me to lead voice classes, and I found I could consistently zero in on the participants’ vocal hang-ups and offer gentle advice that worked. With my dad in mind, I wrote to the Alan Alda Center for Communicating Science back in New York, and they flew me out to train in their method of coaching scientists to connect better to their students and the public. Then Microsoft called, and a social-media giant wanting a workshop for their female employees to help them speak up more freely. I developed presentations for Tory Burch’s foundation, Chief, and Create & Cultivate, and I partnered with MoveOn.org, who needed coaches to support first-time candidates for office. I coached TED Talkers and United Nations presenters and a delegate to W20 (the women’s G20 organization) and a global pop star on an award-show speech that was making him uncharacteristically nervous. I pitched a podcast to iHeartRadio—the first one about how we speak, in a medium made for it—and they bought it in the room.

My way into this work was dialect coaching, but the truth is, the tête-à-têtes I’ve had with my actors over the years during their career crises and bold power plays have shaped my work as much as coaching them on sounds has. This book isn’t a tell-all, and intimate details and most names have been changed. But suffice it to say: coaching movie stars has been an incredible lesson in how to work the power we have, generate the power we don’t, and find our people so we set fire, rise, and celebrate together.

And now I coach everyone. Or rather, I coach everyone who needs help uncovering a voice they might eventually call their own, independent of those ill-fitting, old-fashioned standards: entrepreneurs and CEOs and new political candidates and creative types and moms going back to work and celebrities too. I coach women on a mission, and not just women: immigrants, people of color, queer folks and those who reject binary labels, those of you who worry you’re too big or too small, those who are in toxic masculinity recovery, those who want to fit in and those who want to stand out. (By the way, I use “woman” and “her” a lot in this book, but that’s because centering women is a practice, not because this work is exclusive. If you see yourself in these pages, welcome. I bet even Bookstore Man could use a little help.)

Maybe you’re here because you’ve got a can’t-quite-put-your-finger-on-it sense that you’re not using your voice right. Maybe you feel stuck. Maybe you’ve got an itch to evolve your attitude about speaking up from I hate this to literally anything else. Or maybe you’ve got an urge for, I’m just gonna say it, more power. After all, a lot of us have begun to hear—perhaps quietly or perhaps so loudly it drowns out everything else—what civil rights activists and feminist firebrands have been shouting for hundreds of years: both prestige power (leadership roles in the workplace and government) and everyday power (getting through a conversation without interruption, or, hell, just getting home safely) aren’t doled out fairly.

On the one hand, duh. On the other hand, a whole lot of us who grew up in the ’80s and ’90s were sold a bill of goods that went something like: “Our mothers fought for equality so we wouldn’t have to,” and “Congratulations, we live in a post-sexist nation!” The inevitable tension between the moments in our own lives that didn’t fit this narrative and the sheer comfort of the narrative itself played on each of us differently; we turned a blind eye, we internalized it, we kept our heads down. Or maybe you actually did speak up and you were met by schools or institutions in no way equipped to handle a complaint that threatened to rend the beautiful lie. Everyone’s equal. Everything’s fair. Chill out. Shh.

I am here to say, please don’t shh. Thinking about your voice is thinking about your power. And that means looking at your own voice story—the lifetime of habits you’ve likely formed as a functioning member of a dysfunctional society—and then choosing to own those habits or scuttle them. This book will help, by offering you the permission and tools you need to change the story and find your voice. Maybe you’ve got a habit of going quiet when you’re uncomfortable or maybe your voice ends up sounding a bit disembodied. Maybe your throat clamps up and you strain when you speak so the sound comes out raspy. Or maybe you always sound “nice” when all eyes are on you. Maybe you speak in monotone, pressing down on your throat so you don’t come across as too enthusiastic in a context where you’d rather seem cool. Maybe you fear getting it wrong or not being perfect or taking up too much time.

When we step out of our comfort zone, whether it’s to try out new sounds in our mouths like those actors or to speak to a larger crowd than we ever have before, our bodies go wild. You’ve probably noticed this. Alongside general nerves, each of our unique insecurities comes into play, flustering our senses and waking up a lifetime of dormant messages. Maybe you were constantly told as a child to be quiet, or to speak up more. To stop mumbling or sound more proper. Maybe you’ve been rewarded because your voice makes you seem young in an industry that prizes youth, or unintimidating in a world that prefers you not threaten the powers that be. This voice of yours in high-stakes scenarios is riddled with habits based on where you’re from plus what you’ve done to get by in rooms of power every day since.

And whether you want to or not, all of these habits help you hide. Some of them can still help you get what you want some of the time, and that’s valuable intel. Some you’re likely sick of, and some soothe because they’re what you’re used to. But this is the important part: we are not our habits. Our habits have formed, more often than not, to serve someone who is not us. And they’ve formed to hold us back from our power.

Let me be clear. When I say power, what I mean is respect. When I say power, what I mean is control over our bodies and our finances and our destinies. When I say power, what I mean is the opportunity to run the show and feel our feelings and want what we want and love what we love and rest when we please and leave the room in gales of laughter. I mean, if we could all magically sound however we damn well please and still gain and retain power, we wouldn’t just embrace our voice and stop worrying about how we’re perceived. We would not have the voice we have today. We’d have one that’s richer, more relaxed, more expansive, expressive, unlimited by social norms and alive with possibility. We would sound like the person we are around our favorite people. We would sound free. We would speak with permission.

Fortunately, the world is changing and has changed, and experts and anchors and leaders and heroes have emerged from your community and mine who don’t fit any of those pat demographic labels we’d use to describe Tom Hanks. They represent a new sound of power, or an array of new sounds of power. (This new sound of power doesn’t sound only one way. It must not; the diversity is the point. That our voices reflect our life experiences is the point. That each of us sounds like a lifetime of lifetime is the point.) There’s Oprah, of course, and Jacinda Ardern and Lizzo and Ai-jen Poo and Jameela Jamil and Dolores Huerta and Mona Eltahawy and Bozoma Saint John and Dr. Amani Ballour and Rabbi Sharon Brous and Representative Katie Porter with her dry-erase board and Alok Vaid-Menon and others in the pages to follow. And men who dare to sound whole as well, Baratunde Thurston and Harry Styles and Senator Cory Booker and Justin Baldoni and the guests on his podcast, and my client Édgar Ramírez speaking against Latin machismo on behalf of the #heforshe campaign. And our emerging leaders, Amanda Gorman and Greta Thunberg and Malala Yousafzai and X González and local activists and your own kids and your friends’ kids.

And there’s you. I imagine you are on the precipice of launching yourself into fresh and exciting circles of power; it’s why you’re here and it’s what I wish for you, if it’s what you want. There are conferences and meet-ups and life-changing pitches just around the bend. Plus, thanks to what journalist Jia Tolentino calls the “monetization of selfhood,”3 the digital platforms that permeate our daily lives offer each of us the chance, or saddle each of us with the obligation, to jump onto the bully pulpit. These platforms nudge us to brand ourselves but also to show up with authenticity and vulnerability (which are just words to get at that experience of watching someone speak who seems like a whole, coherent person). They nudge us to rack up eyeballs and engagement, but also to stand for something. “In the end,”4 said Martin Luther King, Jr., “we will remember not the words of our enemies, but the silence of our friends.” So here we are, figuring out what exactly the opposite of silence sounds like.

This is what I know: breaking habits is about getting curious, trying out alternatives, and reveling in the new sounds that pop out, even if they’re strange at first. Breaking habits is about discovering what’s nonnegotiable (sometimes you don’t need to change at all—it’s the world that’s got to come around, and you find that line and you hold it). And breaking habits is a thing we do together, normalizing our vocal drama and talking about it at the level of the problem, which is global, not alone, huddled with a cup of tea and private doubts.

Because we are not individually broken. We are collectively creating new standards, which is confounding and awkward and hope-fueled and a true joy if we do it for one another and with one another.

Voice work is actually super fun. Navigating what bell hooks called our imperialist, white-supremacist, capitalist patriarchy … is not.5 But finding a space to grapple with how this inherited toxicity has shown up in our bodies and in our voices is a relief. It’s a chance to exhale, to be honest, to swing our ribs wide and take up space together, to get cozy with our alter ego (who might just be us plus permission), to turn the early rumblings of tentative giggles into full-throated laughter at the absolute absurdity of it all. I have come to see my coaching sessions and workshops and now this time with you as a chance to, with mischief in our eye, imagine a better world. And a chance to turn something invisible—a voice, many voices—into a revolution that leads us to that new world together. Because here’s the thing: when we change the story of what power sounds like, we change who has power.

We change who has power.

Keep track of those who speak up in voices that seem entirely unconcerned about the old standards, who just say what they came to say. Notice who’s already doing it. Listen for them and think of them as stars mapping the new sound of power across the sky. Just as it is with constellations, we have to search for them and describe the pictures that emerge to each other. Otherwise we blink and they blur back into oblivion—and when we get up to speak in public ourselves, we forget. And we revert to trying to sound like some dude we’re not, trying to talk low and slow and reflect the old sound of power, and the sky remains dark in the patch where our light could shine.

Using our voices well involves changing the way we speak sometimes, but other times deciding that how we speak is just fine, thanks. So, I’m calling it out: there is tension inherent in this work. For you, on any given day, giving yourself permission may be about daring to take big, dangerous risks or daring to make the safe choice and protect yourself. Sometimes we want the thing (the job, the promotion, the vote) and sometimes we want the feeling (integrity, pride, well-being), and if the thing and the feeling are at odds, it’s hard to pick one without self-recriminations.

There are also basic paradoxes of speaking in public that everyone, including JFK, has had to contend with for all of recorded history: how to practice enough that you’re prepared but think on your feet enough that you can pivot in the moment. How to seem confident enough to be credible yet human enough to be believed. How to have fun but speak with the gravitas your subject requires. How to be both a leader and a member of the community, special but relatable.

It can feel impossible, and a little why bother? And yet. The first time I offered a workshop called “How to Use Your Voice to Get What You Want”—at a women’s conference at my alma mater—I had been told to expect about fifty attendees. It was a small breakout workshop on the schedule, wedged in between sessions with power-pose legend Dr. Amy Cuddy and, I kid you not, U.S. Supreme Court justices Sonia Sotomayor and Elena Kagan. But 465 women signed up and the organizers had to move my workshop to the biggest auditorium on campus. Turns out, a whole lot of us are looking to scale up our lives, influence others, and honor our mission at the magnitude it deserves. To speak into the camera on our phones and broadcast ourselves to our followers, or to speak into a mic and amplify our voices to the back of the ballroom. To ask for that raise or lodge that formal complaint or speak on that panel or say yes to that podcast. To leave the safety and comfort of home to get up in front of an audience and say something that hasn’t yet been said.

As you might have noticed, I define “public speaking” pretty broadly—in fact, I think it might just be speaking in front of people who do not know everything about you already. No matter the forum, it does require courage. But not just courage to get up there despite your audience’s potential judgments across the chasm. No, the real courage is to reject the old conceit of a chasm between speaker and audience at all. Even if you’re the only one talking, it’s a dialogue. What that matters to me, matters to you? What do we share? What do we want in common? That’s like fundamental human coexistence stuff. It’s the promise of belonging and the pleasure of community. It’s saying, Let’s care about things together. Public speaking is just caring about things together, bigger.

How do you sound when you actually believe that? And how do you get there? This book is partly an exploration of how we got here, and mostly a path out. In the coming pages you’ll find stories I hope resonate, frameworks for thinking about how to be a whole person in front of other people, tools to notice and name your habits and try out new options, and shout-outs to public moments you can listen to and learn from with a keen ear. It’s a chance to consider who your role models are and what they really sound like. A chance to get coaching in the form of a hug or a kick in the pants (sometimes what we need is the opposite of what we think). And a chance to hear from luminaries in the fields of public speaking, linguistics, and social science, plus friends and clients in the thick of it, hacking their way out.

They know and I know and now you know: this is a movement, and you’re in it.




[image: Penguin walking logo]
1

Breath


I am willing to be seen.
 I am willing to speak up.
 I am willing to keep going.
 I am willing to listen to what others have to say.
 I am willing to go forward even when I feel alone.
 I am willing to go to bed each night at peace with myself.
 I am willing to be my biggest, bestest, most powerful self.
 These seven statements scare the absolute shit out of me. But I know that they are at the crux of it all.

—Emma Watson1



Hold on a second and just breathe. There’s the regular ol’ in-and-out rhythm that prevails while we sleep or perform mundane tasks; maybe you feel it now. And then there’s the sort of breath that accompanies moments of true surprise in our lives—a warm touch, a punch line, the unexpected sighting of a friend. The rhythm changes and we take in more air than usual. It’s an instinctive response to what’s new and original. It’s the moment I read aloud the pregnancy test pamphlet to my husband to figure out the symbol on the little stick—and stopped mid-word with a gasp. It’s the shaky sigh that followed, full of possibility and pure vulnerability. This breath is life on the move.

But breath is something else too. For almost a decade, “I can’t breathe” has been a rallying cry against the policing of Black bodies, a reminder of how easily a delicate windpipe—or a human—can be mishandled. And when the coronavirus hit, desperate cries for breath resounded in hospitals around the world, in every language humans speak. In order to avoid getting sick we locked ourselves away from others and covered our noses and mouths to literally keep our breath to ourselves. Gathering in a public space, mingling our aspirations and inspirations together, had become dangerous. That very first weekend of the lockdown in the United States, I remember sitting up in bed reading everything I could. Hyperventilating. Thinking, My God, sharing breath might now mean death.

Against this backdrop, it’s no small thing to start to notice your own breath, in trivial moments as well as in moments that scare the absolute shit out of you. Breathing is the easiest thing to do; it sort of just happens, like blinking. And breathing is the hardest thing to do when you’re taking a risk, when that in-breath is preparing to let a feeling or an idea from inside of you out, and the outcome is uncertain.

But in a way, sharing these breaths in public has always been dangerous. For those of us with fresh perspectives who are inevitably drawn to question conventions, the public has never entirely welcomed our feelings or ideas. We’ve been threatened and discredited and ignored. We’ve lost our jobs and been tried as witches. We’ve not been believed. For anyone outside traditional positions of power, to take a deep breath and speak requires undoing thousands of years of messaging about who gets to have a voice in public and how they get to sound. There’s a whole mythology to reckon with.

Because here’s the deal: when you take a real and full breath, air from outside your body is sucked in and then emerges a fraction of a second later as you—as your hopes and dreams, your furies and joys. Your demands. Of course we each need air simply to stay alive, but we each need air to activate our furies and joys as well, and we must activate them if we want to change the story—it’s how we reshape the mythology about who gets to speak in public and how they get to sound. It’s how we become our own new heroes. My dream for you is that when the stakes are enormously high, you step into the moment ready to breathe deeply and let yourself out.

But sometimes we find ourselves in rooms where we are the only one—the only member of our race, or the queer community, the only woman, only person in a wheelchair, only one wearing flashy colors or secondhand clothing or visibly pregnant or speaking with a different accent or willing to lose money to do what’s right. Sometimes we find ourselves in an arena that’s not designed for us to conquer, as Black Lives Matter activist Tamika Mallory says.2 That’s when we feel the deep desire to shrink or hide our difference, and a great way to accomplish this disappearing act is to stop taking real breaths.

But sometimes that room is due for a renovation—and maybe you’re feeling up for blueprinting the new design. I’ve seen it over and over, with the clients I’ve coached, with outsiders on big stages everywhere: we are ambitious and bold, on a mission and powered by purpose, primed to conquer the world. But then we get up in front of those whose lapels we are so ready to grab, and … we hold our breath, forcing air through a constricted throat that’s trying to both let us out and keep us in. We speak, but we stifle, and our voices come out raspy or flat. We sound halfhearted. We’re ready to change the story, but our voices haven’t gotten the memo. Maybe we’ve braced ourselves for so long—against not belonging, not being enough, against being misunderstood, discounted, or booed off the stage—that we do it now out of habit. And those lapels remain untouched.

I am here to help you break this habit, which is as much about giving yourself permission as it is about reacquainting you with your breath. You have to trust, truly trust, that your body belongs there, and invite yourself into spaces that scare you, wholeheartedly. This kind of trust takes practice, and I’ve got exercises that will help you get there.

And I’ve got some perspective, too, because you are not alone. You are not the only one who senses you don’t belong and whose breath hitches at the thought of declaring what you believe. Our discomfort with speaking in public, which is really discomfort with being public, is a story that belongs to so many of us, and to our mothers, and grandmothers, and all the black sheep, misfits, and dreamers. None of us were invited to the table when social conventions were drafted eons ago. It helps to keep an eye out for each other now, to notice the other “onlys” and make them feel welcome, allow them to breathe easier. Let yourself imagine us as a collective, let the camaraderie dance on your cheeks, and when you catch each other’s eye perhaps you will see your reflection and breathe easier yourself. There’s nothing like the power of solidarity to pick up the pen and rewrite old conventions. For all of our sakes.

When Vice President Kamala Harris accepted the nomination at the Democratic National Convention in the summer of 2020, she was at times fiery, at times playful. She was conversational and intimate but also drummed up the weight of ceremony and spoke with purpose. It’s worth rewatching as a master class on breath. She starts with “Greetings, America!”3 in a room devoid of the buzz of a crowd, without any of the organic feedback politicians relied on in a pre-pandemic world. But she nonetheless takes in a hearty breath before speaking further—as though breathing in everyone who has helped her get to that stage, as though breathing in her own sense of belonging. She could have shortchanged herself and sped on ahead without breath support, but she didn’t. “It is truly an honor to be speaking with you tonight,” she proceeds, breathing again after this thought. She centers herself with this pause, and uses the air to prompt the next thought, and the next.

You could call this pacing—but I don’t care about a measured tempo. I care that you’re breathing for the thought you want to convey, and for the people who need to hear it—which means that you must be present enough to continually read the room and read yourself. Some statements call for a deliberate delivery with silence at the end so the meaning can reverberate as you look out at your expectant audience. Maybe even a full cycle of breath, in and out and in again, before proceeding. Silence and nothing but a room breathing can be surprisingly powerful. But some statements deserve a hastening rhythm because the momentum itself lends meaning to the statement—often near the end of a speech or the end of an argument, as you build triumphantly toward your conclusion. And you can accomplish this with a speedier, more athletic in-breath. Kamala did it all: she took up space, she honored her message with the right-sized breath for the size of her thoughts, and she was deeply, keenly present.

When we take responsibility for our breaths like that, we have a shot at fully showing up. We have a shot at creating moments of true surprise, life on the move. Rebels take deep breaths; in fact, I believe we need breath support in order to rebel. Deep breaths allow us to be audible and visible in our full glory. Deep breaths allow us to bring our whole, human selves into rooms that may not be ready for us and then teach them what they’ve been missing. That’s what changes the story.

And so, this first chapter in a book about the voice is actually about the quiet moment before there’s a voice. It’s about the moment when you’re about to step onstage and you tell yourself, Breathe!, only to find that you lift your shoulders or puff out your chest and your body responds with more panic, not less. It’s about the moment you reach the mic, look out at your audience, and shortchange yourself by attempting to breathe into a body too sticky from stress or habit to accept the full breath. Or the moment you hold your breath in anticipation and then forget to let it go. It’s about everything that can go wrong and how swiftly, with a bit of help, it can go right.

“If you don’t support yourself, who will?” I remember the urge to roll my eyes when my high school chorus teacher said this, admonishing us for not breathing enough to hold the note. It sounded so cheesy. Breath support, moral support, get it? But now, I officially retract that eye roll.

There is an extraordinary mind-body connection between how well we allow ourselves to breathe and whether we allow ourselves to believe we’re worth it. And I mean worth anything: higher pay, attention, compassion, power. And it runs in both directions. The better we breathe, the more powerful we feel; the more powerful we feel, the better we breathe. And when we support ourselves—with breath, with belief—we change the world.

It’s funny, because when you and I were born, we knew everything we needed to know about how to breathe. It’s the first useful thing babies do for themselves the moment they’re out of the womb, and it remains the most useful thing we do for ourselves each and every day—if we do it well. By which I mean, if we do it with the ease we had as babies, before the world told us how to be—how loud to be, how gentle to be, how much space to take up, how powerful we aren’t.

Breathing well before we speak is the most fundamental way each of us has to either stand up for ourselves or undermine ourselves, and signal to others that they should do the same. If Vice President Harris had taken shallow catch-breaths and strangled her sound in her throat, we would have gotten an entirely different message from her speech that night. Had she done it habitually in the years leading up to that night, I bet she wouldn’t have made it to that stage to begin with. If you have a feeling that this might describe you, it’s not your fault. But you can and must reclaim your breath.

Breathing is deceptively simple. After all, we do it over twenty thousand times a day. And indeed, our body breathes by itself just fine, when we’re sleeping, or going for a run, or laughing with friends. It naturally expands to fuel the activity. But in our bigger moments, when how we speak could change our lives—the presentation, the pitch, the podcast, the promotion, even attempting to set boundaries with a partner or parent—nothing feels natural. And we don’t let ourselves expand nearly enough. Because on a biological level, our bodies still work just like our ancestors’ bodies did hundreds of thousands of years ago: when we’re anxious or sense danger, we release a burst of hormones that direct our breath to become shallow and fast so we can get oxygen to our brain quickly in order to combat the threat. And this occurs to the detriment of everything else. We become tunnel-vision focused on the threat, coked up on adrenaline, our heart pumping blood so loudly we can hear it, ready to rush or run.

When it comes to speaking in public, the threat is no longer physical, but rather “those people out there,” watching us and judging us. And even after our body performs this process, those people are still out there. Only now they’re watching a version of us that feels less and less recognizably like us; we’ve become a panicky, flushed parody of a person just trying to hold it together, let alone fulfill our purpose. Our body knows how to mobilize all of its fight-or-flight faculties to take on the challenge of a bear hurtling toward us. Yay, body! But if we want to take on the challenge of being our biggest, best, most powerful self in front of others, we’ve got to teach our body to mobilize other faculties entirely, and it’s less about biological imperatives and more about habits. Like, how we tend to think about ourselves in the spotlight, our relationship to our audience, our value to them, our patterns of behavior when we’ve got the floor.

How do you break a habit? I’m using “habit” to mean tendency you’re accustomed to that, like a drug, might offer comfort in the moment but is a crutch in the long run. The problem with habits is that most of them are formed unconsciously—and by others. Did anyone ever tell you, growing up, if you don’t have anything nice to say, don’t say anything at all? Did you get

























SHAPE 1: BIG-DECISION BREATHING





SHAPE 2: BREATHING TO UNSTICK




SHAPE 3: EASY BREATHING




SHAPE 4: HIGH-STAKES BREATHING
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