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for AMY


All the world’s a stage,

And all the men and women merely players;

They have their exits and their entrances,

And one man in his time plays many parts . . .

 

—William Shakespeare, As You Like It


Author’s Note

All the World’s a Stage

 

YOU MAY HAVE PICKED UP THIS BOOK for many reasons. Perhaps you have a speech to deliver at an industry conference. Maybe you’re attempting to land a big project. You could be preparing for a job interview that will make or break your career. Maybe you’re cramming for a meeting you’ll be leading with senior staff in attendance eyeballing your performance. It’s possible you want to pitch a new business idea and you have to present it to a group of venture capitalists or bank executives. While these are distinct experiences they share a common thread: they all require you to perform.

Which is really scary. No matter how clever you are or how good you are at what you do, the performance side of these events can be anxiety provoking and intimidating.

And, when I say perform, I don’t just mean that you will do something or complete something. I mean that you will present, act, stage, show, or dramatize; put on a performance that delights, impresses, wows, connects, or moves people to think, feel, or do something different.


You may think that only actors perform—onstage or in the movies—but the reality is, we are all performers. Think about it. When you Skype for a conference call or speak on a panel, you’re performing. When you use social media or describe yourself on a dating site, you’re presenting yourself in a particular way and are therefore performing. When you express yourself in meetings, pitch a client, or walk into a job interview, you’re performing. Even when you’re trying to play it cool and keep a low profile, you’re performing. (C’mon, admit it—that time you were at your boss’s holiday party and you were sipping your drink casually by the pool with a look of quiet thoughtfulness, you were performing too.) Whether we want to admit it or not, our professional lives are full of public moments we can’t escape and can’t afford to screw up. In our personal lives, we’re often called upon to deliver toasts, eulogies, graduation remarks, or inspirational talks before a civic group—even a first date is a kind of performance.

The irony is, most of us have to perform, even though we don’t see ourselves as performers.

Yet, I can almost hear you saying, “Well, I’m not really a performer and I’m certainly not an actor; in fact, I’m far from it. Actors love the spotlight and can’t wait to get onstage. I’m shy and I get visibly nervous when I have to speak in front of others.”

Well, I have good news for you. That’s fantastic. No, it’s better than that. It’s a “you-just-won-the-lottery” kind of fantastic. You’re exactly the person for whom I’ve written this book.

In Steal the Show, you’ll discover the role you want to play in the show that is your own life. You’ll decide whether you are up for a leading or supporting role. Often we make the choice to play small because we haven’t given ourselves the chance to see the big opportunities in front of us. Not everyone is going to be a comedian or even a natural-born entertainer. But you don’t need to be an entertainer to be a performer. Performance can be about wowing an audience, but it can also simply be about connecting with others, which is a beautiful thing.

Through this book you will learn how to leverage performance skills along with what you know—your backstory, beliefs, expertise, and values—to find the authenticity in the roles you choose to play. Finding this authenticity and then having the courage to use it is how you become an effective communicator and leader—no matter how nervous you may feel reading this today.

As a writer, professional speaker, and owner of multiple businesses, I am often scared myself, but I have also learned that it’s what we do with that fear that makes us who we are. In this book, I reveal how I was only able to meet the goals I’d set for myself by fully embracing my fears and drawing upon what my classical training as an actor at NYU’s Graduate Acting Program taught me about the power of great performances.

You see, my first career was as an actor. This was well before I was a business owner and wrote five business books, including Book Yourself Solid, Book Yourself Solid Illustrated, Beyond Booked Solid, The Contrarian Effect, and The Think Big Manifesto. Maybe you saw me on some of your favorite TV programs in the ’90s, including Sex & the City, Third Watch, All My Children, and Law and Order, among others—only then with a full head of hair.

I’m buzzing with anticipation to share with you the most amazing way that the dramatic concepts of acting, stagecraft, and improvisation can help you communicate, speak, make deals, build and run a business, market your products, and try new things. I’m living proof that an actor’s knowledge can be translated into everyday tactics that anyone can adopt and use for professional success.

In fact, when I retired from the ranks of professional actors, I nailed my first corporate job interview (for which I was completely unqualified). I landed “the part” because of my ability to authentically “play the role” required. I pulled it off by in effect saying, “I know on paper I’m not qualified for this position, but here’s why I think you should hire me.” I was able to do this because of the principles and techniques I had mastered as an actor.

I have spent the better part of this decade creating a modern methodology that can help you become a better performer. Through this book, I will teach you everyday performance principles and techniques that I’ve designed specifically for nonactors so you can overcome your fears; silence your critics, both internal and external; find your voice; and become a confident performer in the spotlight.

Acting is not a metaphor but rather a model that you can apply to both life and work.

Why do I say this? Because, to paraphrase the legendary acting teacher Lee Strasberg, an actor’s work is about the ability to consistently create reality and to express that reality. And that is in large part the way that life works for all of us. Each day we have the ability to create our reality. I don’t mean this as an abundance theory, that we’re using affirmations or writing poetry (neither of which I do but both of which are perfectly good things to do), but rather that all of us inevitably make choices about what we want to achieve every day and over the course of years and decades. Those choices form a narrative, a narrative that tells the story of our lives. In parallel, we have choices about how we will express ourselves publicly to meet those aspirations. Performance, at its core, is about how you communicate and, by extension, how you connect with others on a daily basis. The truth behind why some performers captivate an audience while others lull an audience into checking their phones is found in the creative history and unique craft of acting, which can be used as a model for successful performance in both personal and professional life.

We may not have had the pleasure of meeting, but through the pages of this book we’ll be spending time together. I know that many people compete for your attention and that you have many demands on your time. I feel blessed and grateful to have the opportunity to be of service to you, and I never take that honor for granted. I’m here for you, as are my partners and team. If you or your organization ever needs help, please don’t hesitate to contact us at questions@michaelport.com, or visit StealTheShow.com for more information, including free tips and video training lessons on public speaking. And, most importantly, as you read through the pages of this book, please remember to think big about who you are and what you offer the world.

 


  Warmly,
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  Michael Port




Prologue

Make the Most of the Spotlight Moments in Your Life

 

FOR OUR WORK TOGETHER, please note the following:


	Steal the Show is about how you can use insights from the craft of acting to improve all the performances in your life: give better speeches, nail interviews, close deals, have effective conversations, lead teams, and, as crazy as it might seem, have even more love and romance in your life. Steal the Show is not about acting and is not for actors. It’s for you, the nonactor. Moreover, there’s nothing inherently special about actors as compared to people in any other profession. Rather, it’s what you learn from acting (as applied to all the performances in your life) that’s of great value.


	Throughout the book, when I say audience I’m referring to anyone who is party to or part of your performance in any way: an interviewer, a supervisor, your staff, a client, a romantic interest, a project team, wedding guests, students, the members of your local Chamber of Commerce, and, of course, a theater full of attendees at a convention.


	In the theater, the concept of “stealing the show” is a gift to the audience and your fellow performers. Sure, the performer who steals the show gets a standing ovation and benefits from the personal accolades her performance has brought about—but there is no greater gift to the audience than for someone to steal the show. The audience wants to be blown away by a performance. And the same applies in settings other than theater. Don’t confuse stealing the show with upstaging other performers, which is a big no-no. Stealing the show is ultimately about how you can make any performance better for your audience (remember my definition of audience from above).




Acting at its best is, in fact, grounded in reality. By learning from it, you’ll be more confident and comfortable (and less terrified) every time you’re expected to carry the moment as a speaker, presenter, leader, or player in any of life’s most important moments.

Through this book you will learn how to understand and act upon insights, including how to:


	Overcome stage fright and become comfortable in your own body, and then how to live in the moment during public presentations, from one-on-one meetings to sales calls to keynote talks;


	Take smart risks and raise the stakes in business and personal situations;


	Master the elements of writing and storytelling so you can change minds and lives;



	Use the underappreciated power of acting “as if . . .” to find your voice and confidence in new or nerve-wracking networking and speaking situations;


	Understand the technique of saying yes, and . . . , which leads to better meetings, conference calls, team performances, and presentations;


	Imagine and step into new roles personally and professionally without feeling phony;


	Draw on the power of performance to influence others and silence the critics;


	Master the elements of effective rehearsal for all situations where you need to impress and move people to think, feel, or act differently;


	Use the secrets of improvisation so when things go wrong, you can actually turn those moments into the best moments of your show and perhaps your life.




But that’s only the beginning. The techniques and principles I’ll teach you apply to the demands of just about any profession; consulting, professional services, management, marketing, small business and entrepreneurship, computing, teaching, nonprofit leadership—you name it. These techniques and principles also help in life’s many unpredictable moments, such as stepping in for the boss at a big meeting, attending a new professional meet-up when you’re tired and out of sorts, or delivering an improvised speech at a nephew’s graduation party.


 

EXPRESS YOURSELF WITH CLEAR INTENT AND PURPOSE

 

What I share with you in Steal the Show will also help you be honest and true to yourself and your abilities and not act in ways that can be seen as phony or self-promoting. The best performers in the world are the most honest ones. Many of the world’s best performers are quiet, dedicated, sensitive artists who reserve their energy for their work in service of an audience. In fact, the most important elements of preparing for a great performance have less to do with self-expression and more to do with self-understanding. Self-expression is often simply used as a means of emoting or sharing how you feel. Self-understanding allows you to express yourself with clear intent and purpose that resonates with the people around you.

The rub is that being honest, emotionally available, vulnerable, and transparent in front of others can be terrifying. To combat stage fright, people have been told that they should picture the audience in their underwear. That’s some of the worst (and weirdest) advice ever given, for two reasons: First, if you think about your audience in their underwear or, worse yet, naked, then it’s going to be really difficult to focus on your presentation. Second, seeing the people all around you in their full glory may, in reality, actually make you even more nervous. The truth is . . . it’s the performer who’s naked—metaphorically speaking, of course. As the great actress Rosalind Russell once observed: “Acting is standing up naked and turning around very slowly.”

Being worried about performing in public affects almost everybody. If you’re nervous about your next presentation or speech, well, that’s only natural. If the butterflies are propagating and swarming and making your stomach stew and your heartbeat hammer, that’s to be expected. But once you learn how to live with these fears, you will show the people on your team and many others the way forward.


Performing and communicating are always about building up, not tearing down. You can be a critic or a performer, I believe, but you can’t be both. Anyone can tear something down; the trick is to build something better in its place. As a performer and an active player in my own life and work, I have little interest in critics. Great performances require taking risks. To take those risks not only do you need to silence the external critics, you also need to let go of the inner critic that tries to worry you about the fear of rejection.

 

FIND YOUR VOICE

 

Great performances are developed and won from the inside out. You won’t communicate and speak successfully just by learning body language, stage tricks, and elocution tips. The benefits will fade and you’ll revert to old habits that those who get sucked into quick-fix diets know well; a loss of a few pounds is followed by the quick gain of a few more. The simplest way to overcome stage fright or performance anxiety is to actually know what you’re doing when you’re on the stage or in a high-pressure situation. Joni Zander discovered this firsthand during one of the most important moments of her life: “My training in Michael Port’s Heroic Public Speaking program came in handy this weekend. I was able to say my wedding vows clearly, confidently, and expressively. Before, I would have cried through the whole thing and not been able to get the words out. Public speaking skills are so important and I’m happy to have had the best training.” When you’re finished with this book, you will, without a doubt, know not only how to handle yourself but also how to make the most of the spotlight moments of your life in meetings, interviews, sales presentations, wedding toasts, on big stages, and in dozens of other situations that call on you to carry the day.

If performing were easy, you wouldn’t find 90 million Google results when you search for “public speaking.” Articles, videos, and books about communications, speaking, and persuasion are as common as actors in LA. But learning to become an effective speaker and performer isn’t like taking a Xanax to manage your anxiety for a day or two. You need more than just a typical laundry list of sophomoric bullet-point tips: know your material, relax, visualize yourself being fabulous, use your hands, make eye contact, gain experience. Rather, it’s about realizing a huge, underserved, and unexplored area of your creative potential in order to become far more successful both professionally and personally. As a participant at one of my public-speaking training events shared: “I thought I was coming to learn techniques to be a better communicator and speaker but I was astonished to find that you were able to help me—and every person in the room—find their voice, increase their confidence, be authentic, and think big. I thought that maybe acting or performing was about being phony or staged but what I discovered is that performing is about being more honest and more real. I am, for the better, forever changed. I am grateful.”

Maybe you avoid being center stage or in high-stakes situations so you hold yourself back from getting promoted or taking on a new sales territory or going after more sales meetings. Or maybe you think you’re clever and charming and have been getting away with winging it for far too long. Maybe you’re coasting on the laurels of past performances but not staying up to date with technology, with what audiences expect, and most of all, the expansiveness of your own talent. Or maybe you’re dreaming of sharing your message with thousands of people but just don’t yet know how to perform with skill, style, grace, and impact. Perhaps you’re just tired of sitting in the cheap seats of life watching others steal the show.

Whether you lack confidence or experience, or you do have experience but found you’ve hit a wall in your approach and want to discover how you can get even better, my answer is yes, you can steal the show.


 

HOW MY METHOD WORKS

 

Now that I’ve shared the premise of the book and why the techniques actors use are so essential to work-related and other performances, let’s discuss where we’re going and how this is all going to work. Steal the Show is divided into three parts that are made up of different chapters.

 


  
  
    Part I: The Performer’s Mindset
  


 

In Part I, you’ll learn the keys to the performer’s mindset. You’ll begin by finding your voice and the strength to use it. You’ll discover how to play the right role in any situation and learn that you can authentically (there’s that word again) play many different roles in many different scenarios. Of course, first you need to identify the various roles you already play, along with which ones you want to keep playing and which ones you want to retire. Then you will once and for all crush your fears and silence the critics . . . you know, the ones front and center inside your head as well as those in the cheap seats who invariably find fault with others. Through this process, the Performer’s Mindset will prepare you, psychologically and emotionally, to perform in ways that overcome objections and stir the heart.

 


  
  
    Chapter 1: Find Your Voice
  


 

This is the first step to mastering the inner game of standing out. You’ll finally embrace and choose to own your specific and unique strengths as a performer. This is where you dispel the doubts about the roles you want to play and the dreams you want to live. You’ll examine your self-image and prejudices about performing, inventory your mental filters, and scrape away your false personae.


 


  
  
    Chapter 2: Play the Right Role in Every Situation
  


 

You may see yourself as one kind of performer but have the potential to be another. By amplifying the most compelling parts of your personality, you will inspire and motivate others. You’ll feel comfortable in almost any situation.

 


  
  
    Chapter 3: Crush Your Fears and Silence the Critics
  


 

Learning how to deal with criticism and negativity is required if you want to perform. I’ll show you how to silence the critics, both your own internal voices of doubt and fear as well as the external voices of those who inevitably find fault with your message. I’ll help you see that it’s part of your job to hear the criticism and to move on or sometimes simply ignore it altogether. It’s also important to differentiate between toxic feedback and helpful objective support.

 


  
  
    Part II: Powerful Performance Principles
  


 

The next part includes six short, punchy chapters. In each one, I share one of the six performance principles that will help you win the day every day. These principles enable entrepreneurs, athletes, managers, and others to steal the show in their presentations, meetings, sales pitches, negotiations, and more. Think of this part as the “operating system” for each stage of your next performance.

 


  
  
    Chapter 4: Have a Clear Objective
  


 

This is the foundation. Your first step activates a clear vision of what you want to accomplish—your “why you do it.” That is, establish where you want to go, what you want to accomplish, and why.


 


  
  
    Chapter 5: Act “As if . . .”
  


 

This is an imagination-expanding technique that helps you overcome worrisome behaviors and fears so you can begin to make intentional choices about how you want to perform and what you want to achieve—even if you don’t yet believe you can.

 


  
  
    Chapter 6: Raise the Stakes
  


 

Discover how to evaluate and take smart risks to overcome your anxiety about stepping up and standing out. The truth is, no one ever succeeded by playing small. Do you want to set a new sales record for yourself? Then go out of your way to meet more people. Do you want to get booked to speak at the largest industry conference? Be willing to be provocative and boldly share your message in the face of potential criticism. We’re wired to stick with what’s familiar and view risk as something to avoid at all costs. But keep in mind that the good decisions you’ve already made in your life all carried some risk—from asking out your future partner to interviewing for a job in a new field. What’s more, the risk of inaction is stagnation whereas the reward of action is traction.

 


  
  
    Chapter 7: Say “Yes, and . . .”
  


 

Even in difficult conversations, or situations that you’d normally back away from because they’re overwhelming or seem just too challenging, you can be part of the solution by understanding and using the simple phrase yes, and . . .

 


  
  
    Chapter 8: Be in the Moment
  


 

This skill empowers you to respond to the changing realities and unexpected developments of the moment (while nonetheless being fully rehearsed) with choices that are authentic, fresh, and consistent. It’s the foundation for improvisation—not just onstage but also on sales calls, or even dates. Oh, and they come in handy when you need to think on your feet when negotiating the purchase of a new car or boat. (You can’t buy happiness, but you can buy a boat, and for me, that’s pretty much the same thing.)

 


  
  
    Chapter 9: Choose Early and Often
  


 

Get to where you want to go quickly. If what you’re doing works, carry on. If it doesn’t, scrap it and make a better choice. This is different than being fickle, flaky, or faithless. People who make strong choices are compelling, confident, and commanding. I don’t want to work with someone who perseverates or procrastinates and sits on his hands waiting for something to miraculously happen or for someone to tell him what to do. Do you?

 


  
  
    Part III: A Master Class in Public Speaking
  


 

This part draws on the mental work of Part I as well as the principles you learned in Part II to teach you the technical and practical aspects of performing and public speaking—so you can take center stage, own the room, and give show-stealing performances.

 


  
  
    Chapter 10: How to Craft Captivating Pitches, Speeches, and Stories
  


 

Whether you are a spreadsheet wizard who is put off by having to write a birthday card, a professional author looking for a few tips, or, more likely, someone in between these extremes, this chapter provides a nearly never-fail, faithful companion to content creation that will empower you to craft speeches, responses to interview questions, pitches, and performances.


 


  
  
    Chapter 11: How to Create and Tell Stories That Make ’Em Laugh or Cry
  


 

Most of us would like to have the ability to develop and tell a well-crafted story and effortlessly deliver a joke that people love in any setting. In this chapter, you’ll learn how to get there in a way that is authentic to you and your personality. You may be intimidated by telling stories or jokes but I will demystify how they work and give you a simple process to create and present your own material.

 


  
  
    Chapter 12: How to Rehearse and Stage World-Class Performances
  


 

If you want to steal the show and create a meaningful experience for your audience, and if you want to truly own your career’s spotlight moments, you probably need to prepare differently than you have in the past. This means rehearsing in a way that leaves little to chance for your big moment. I will guide you through a seven-step protocol for effective rehearsals that will keep your nerves at bay and help you achieve all the potential you have for a particular performance.

 


  
  
    Chapter 13: How to Produce Powerful Openings, Commanding Closings, and Amazing Audience Interaction
  


 

Get an invaluable storehouse of techniques and examples for openings, closings, and audience interactions, as well as creative finishing touches that are useful for any presentation. Everyone I’ve coached has seen significant benefits from these strategies over time. They also become a lot of fun to use, and they instill confidence by anchoring your presentation as one that you know will start and finish strong.


 


  
  
    Chapter 14: How to Improvise Your Way into the Hearts and Minds of the Toughest Crowds
  


 

Improvisation is one of the most powerful secrets from the world of acting. It is a creative, nonjudgmental, open-ended approach to unscripted scenarios and live possibilities. In this chapter I’ll show you how it works, how to use it to perk up your performances, and how to apply its underlying capabilities to many business situations.

 


  
  
    Chapter 15: How to Get a Standing Ovation Every Time—Really
  


 

It’s time to put it all together and to master the big move to the performance itself, with tips and strategies for connecting at a psychological, practical, and emotional level with your audience through my five keys to a show-stealing performance. They are the pre-show ritual, developing stage awareness, owning the room, creating intimate moments, and managing the post-show cycle.

 

You may have skipped ahead and checked out Part III, where there is lots of instruction, specifically for giving speeches, that you can use right away. So why didn’t I start the book from the outside in, with the techniques you’ll be learning in Part III? Why did I start from the inside out, with the more challenging issues of fear, anxiety, role-playing, and finding your voice, and then move into the performance principles? It would be easy to start with how-to techniques that you can layer on top of your performances immediately. However, I made this choice because I’m asking you to change the way you do things when it comes to speaking and communicating. I’m asking you to see the world in a different way. I’m asking you to find a new way of being around performance. By switching your perspective this way you will:



	Discover more about your strengths as a public speaker;


	See how the foundations of the actor’s craft can apply to you, the nonactor, in all performance situations in your life;


	Decide you’re ready to play a bigger role in your own career and life.




As a result, the instructional material in Part III will be easier to absorb, learn, and make your own when you get there.

The personal and professional challenges we all face are multifaceted and always changing. The truth is, you can be called on at any minute to appear in front of a client, boss, the entire office staff, or even onstage in front of hundreds of peers.

Yes, maybe you’ve survived so far by being a “good enough” performer because you think you’re good at winging it. But you know as well as I do that the stakes and expectations are changing—at least they are if you’re ambitious and have goals and dreams and you truly want to fulfill your potential.

All the choices you make in your life signal to people, This is what I want you to know about me.

I will teach you what the best actors, marketers, business managers, and entrepreneurs know: their success is empowered by public performance told through true stories they believe and characters they create. It’s time for you to step out of the wings, onto the stage, and steal the show . . . no matter what you want to do with your life.
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THE PERFORMER’S MINDSET


  We’re going to start with the performer’s mindset. This way, you’ll be prepared, psychologically and emotionally, to perform in ways that stir the heart and inspire action. In order to do this, your desire to perform needs to be stronger than your fear of criticism or failure, your voice must be powerful and in tune with your values and beliefs, and you’ll need to know how to play the right role in every situation. Once you’ve read through this first part of the book and adopted the performer’s mindset, you’ll see performance from a different, more empowering perspective and you’ll be on your way to stealing the show during the most important high-stakes situations of your life.





  
  1


Find Your Voice

THE MOST COMMON MISSING ELEMENT in the thousands of presentations and performances I’ve witnessed is the speaker’s true voice. But finding your voice can be difficult for many people in business and life, even for those building careers as top executives, thought leaders, or performers.

Here’s an illustration of why finding and trusting your voice matters even to advanced speakers. A client of mine appeared on a major broadcast network, and her program excelled in numerous ways. However, during the first segment, I noticed that she was apologizing for telling parts of her life story, along the lines of “I’m sorry for sharing about myself again,” or, “I apologize for sharing this . . .” I chatted with her during the break and told her she was doing great. She asked if I had any notes for her. So I offered: “How would you feel about doing away with all of your apologies for sharing? You’re on the stage to share. That’s why you’re there.” Apologizing for sharing is a way of saying you’re sorry for your own voice.


Research has shown that women tend to apologize more than men. Two studies by the University of Waterloo in Ontario and published in the journal Psychological Science in 2010 found that while men are just as willing as women to apologize, they have a higher threshold for what they feel they need to apologize for.

My client agreed to try dropping the unneeded apologies and we talked about how anyone, including the two of us, can get caught in the perfection trap, wondering if we’re worthy of the moment. In public speaking or, say, during the interview process for a new job, it’s easy to get distracted and start questioning yourself: What can I say that hasn’t already been said? What can I do that hasn’t already been done? Why should I be here rather than someone else? Finding your true voice can help you realize that none of those questions are as important as how you say what you say to put into perspective the personal journey that raised those doubts along the way.

So what is finding your true voice?

For starters, it’s about letting go of your inner critic, the voices in your head telling you you’re not good enough, don’t know enough, and don’t have enough. It’s about saying Goodbye, thanks for sharing, to those inner voices carping that you might not be ready, qualified, or worthy of the next opportunity.

Letting go of thinking you don’t have enough to offer is an incredibly rewarding aspect of what I am sharing in this book. It allows you to embrace your gifts so you have the confidence and natural conviction that you can get results from your performances and speeches. Even if you’re saying something that’s already been said, it’s your voice that matters. You don’t have to be different to make a difference. How many mothers sing the same lullabies to their children? A baby doesn’t care half as much about the song as she does about the sound of her mother’s voice.

Perhaps you are blessed with sturdy self-esteem, feel like you were born to stand in the spotlight, and don’t second-guess your performances. If so, feel free to keep your Superman costume. I suppose it comes easy for a lucky few. (Of course, it might just be bravado; the way you tell the difference is by assessing whether or not you continually raise the stakes and allow yourself to be comfortable with discomfort.)

Finding your voice is important for your results. If you want to play different roles authentically and amplify or downplay different parts of your personality to do so, it’s important to be comfortable with who you really are and what you stand for so you never lose sight of your values.

Too often, when you are given any opportunity to be in the spotlight, you get scared and lose the sense of being authentic and performing in the moment. Instead, you play at what you think a person in that situation is supposed to be like. As a result, you believe that you’re an imposter. However, by learning how to be yourself when you perform, while also embracing the fact that you can be a chameleon who plays lots of different roles with different styles of behavior, you will become a powerful performer and speaker.

It might seem like a contradiction—be yourself but also be a chameleon. F. Scott Fitzgerald saw “the ability to hold two opposing ideas in mind at the same time and still retain the ability to function” as the sign of a well-developed intelligence. I suspect you have that ability. So, please, for the time being, just hold this idea in your head: that you can play different roles and still be authentic. The payoff will be the discovery of the abilities, strengths, and enthusiasm that you possess as a performer.

Some of us will, at times, add on layers of personae to gain others’ approval while hiding parts of ourselves that we think are embarrassing. Authenticity really comes down to this question: do you have the courage to talk about who you really are, not just who you want others to think you are?

This is different than sharing inappropriate information or unnecessary historical details. It’s important to listen actively, to be curious about others, and to have a sense of proportion about how much you talk about yourself. We don’t need to know the details of Sam’s late-night rendezvous or how Susie feels like she isn’t worthy of the promotion she received. The former is inappropriate and something that Sam should keep private. The latter is self-destructive and should be discussed only with trusted mentors and advisors in order to overcome it; Susie could lose credibility with her
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