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Dedication



To every person who ever held back

out of the fear of being judged,

may this book be a mirror, a megaphone, and a map.

And to my younger self, hiding behind silence:

From stutter to stand-up, who saw that coming?






Epigraph

The cave you fear to enter holds the treasure you seek.

—JOSEPH CAMPBELL
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Prologue

I never saw this coming. Me, Joze, writing a book about conquering fears? Not in a billion years. I genuinely believed I was destined to live a life punctuated by the rhythms of fear and discomfort. The truth is, dear reader, I avoided speaking for 25 years not just because of fear, but because of a debilitating stutter.

Growing up in Lebanon, I was terrified of being judged for sounding different. The moment I awoke, extreme social anxiety from dealing with a stutter flared up—and it lasted the entire day. Imagine you see a field that is full of explosive mines. Rationally you would avoid that field of doom altogether, right? Well, that field was my life. The mines were my speech blocks exploding with all the shame, embarrassment and anger caused by having a stutter. And although the explosions didn’t cause physical damage, every time that I got stuck and stepped on a metaphorical mine, my self-esteem, self-confidence and self-love were destroyed.

Once, when I was about 11 years old, a teacher asked me to read a paragraph in front of the class. I started stuttering and I got badly stuck on a word. In fact, I must have repeated that same word five or six times. I felt utterly incapable of finishing that sentence. One of my classmates, thinking he was hilarious, loudly commented, “The record got stuck!” Everyone started laughing. Ouch. I not only instantly froze; I also bowed my head and shielded my face with my hands to avoid making eye contact with any of my classmates. I absolutely despised the fact that I had to be so different all the time, and that I was unable to say the words to express my thoughts and emotions.

Naturally, the sound of silence came to the rescue. Thanks, Simon & Garfunkel! I would often ask myself, why engage in the world and risk embarrassment when I could just hide in the isolating (yet comforting) cocoon of my silence? While I didn’t make a conscious choice to “play it safe,” avoidance was the only reliable way for me to get away from the scary experience of being judged for being different. As Maya Angelou eloquently said, “We do the best we can with what we know, and when we know better, we do better.” At that time, I genuinely didn’t know better. Unfortunately, playing it safe by chronically avoiding speaking proved to be the single-most-dangerous thing I could possibly do. This way of living constantly eroded my potential and filled my life with an ever-evolving folder of regrets.

Fast forward to today, and I can confidently say that my life would be utterly unrecognizable to the person I was back then. Quite frankly, he would be absolutely baffled to find out that the self-conscious young man somehow went on to perform stand-up comedy on three continents and in four languages. He would be shocked to hear that the guy who begged his university professors at McGill University in Montreal to exempt him from all presentations has since delivered five different TEDx Talks. Most importantly, he would not comprehend the fact that the man who once avoided speaking at all costs now speaks for a living at organizations, educational institutions and conferences around the world in places such as Dubai, Los Angeles, Madrid, Kuwait and Seattle—to name a few. In fact, my younger self would have placed “professional speaker” at the bottom of any list of likely future professions.

In spite of the fact that I almost failed my grade 9 physics class, becoming an astronaut would have seemed a far more plausible future than the path I somehow forged. For a very long time, I would have gladly chosen to become a monk who takes a vow of silence over any career that involves the slightest need to speak at work. Why am I telling you any of this? To get you to start thinking about what you currently fear to do and then start imagining what currently unthinkable exploits might be possible for you, too. To be honest, moments before I step onto any of the many international stages where I have spoken, I sometimes pinch myself to acknowledge the hilarious absurdity of my life. “How did I get here?” I ask myself.

Although I might not know you personally, I believe you have picked up this book to find a solution to an obstacle that you are currently facing. No matter how similar or different our obstacles might be, our journeys share a fundamental commonality: We have held back from doing the things we wished to do. Whether you have held back due to the fear of judgment, rejection, failure or success, you may be dealing with your own “inner stutter” (more about this concept shortly). I want you to know right away that radical change is possible. Quite simply, the way your life is today does not have to dictate the way your life will be in the future. Former US secretary of state William Jennings Bryan said that “destiny is not a matter of chance; it’s a matter of choice.” Similarly, Ralph Waldo Emerson reminded us that “the only person you are destined to become is the person you decide to be.”

If you hold back because of fear in areas of life that matter to you, and if you have decided to do something about it, this book is for you. If you have already started your personal growth journey and are looking to take yourself further into realms of outstanding possibilities, this book is also for you. However, if you are looking for rosy affirmations and empty platitudes about visualizing your way into success without doing uncomfortable things that currently scare you, we might not be the best fit. No hard feelings. While this might not be the book for you now, you might change your mind when you discover that the words solution and action are often two sides of the same coin. Indeed, the word transformation might as well be spelled transformaction! As you embark on this journey with me, you will learn that with the right approach, mindset and action steps, your greatest fear might just become your greatest asset. This isn’t a cliché—it’s the wildly unexpected journey I’ve lived. This book is a blueprint containing all the concepts, mindsets and strategies that I’ve uncovered and discovered by direct experience and through academic research and conversations with people from all walks of life who have overcome a once seemingly insurmountable fear of their own.

I simply cannot wait to guide you on this path of conquering fear. It’s time to stop holding back and turn your fear into action one micro-moment of bravery at a time. Why settle for “No way José” when the “Yes way Joze”* philosophy awaits. Ready? Let’s go!






Introduction

Did I stutter?

In the sixteenth episode of the fourth season in the hit TV show The Office, Michael Scott, the well-meaning yet awkwardly gregarious boss, asks his employees to help him come up with an idea to reinvigorate the office. One of the salespeople, Andy Bernard, suggests that they change their answering machine message so that it has “a little more zing and a little more pep.” His colleague Jim Halpert, known for being a prankster, suggests they come up with an even newer message that has “even more zing and pep.” Naturally, Jim’s very sarcastic response infuriates the painfully competitive Andy who is known for reminding everyone that he is a proud alum of Cornell University, the Ivy League college. (Having delivered a speaking engagement in Ithaca, I have walked through the Cornell campus and I can understand why Andy was so proud—it’s gorgeous . . . I mean, it’s “gorges.”*) Looking for more input from other team members, Michael asks salesperson Stanley Hudson to participate in the group discussion. Hudson is regarded as a laid-back yet hardworking employee with limited patience for nonsense and useless meetings. Busy and committed to finishing his crossword puzzle, Stanley initially declines the request. But his boss continues to try to draw him into the group. Finally, an annoyed Stanley erupts, boldly expressing his frustration: “Did I stutter?” he asks.

The conference room goes completely quiet.

Every time I’ve watched this episode—and The Office remains one of my all-time favorite shows—this scene has been uncomfortable for me to sit through. Fans might argue that no episode exceeds the cringe factor of “Scott’s Tots,” where Michael Scott has to face the consequences of a promise that he would pay university tuition for a whole class now that they’re graduating high school, but all he’s got to offer them are laptop batteries. But I naturally find myself being most affected by the aptly titled episode “Did I Stutter?” I’ve always felt the phrase indirectly implies that if someone does in fact stutter, their words would be worthless (or at least, worth less). And if the character did stutter, what would be so wrong about that? While I am fully aware that the writers were merely using a common idiom, I cannot help but feel stung by that line and what it implies about stuttering and people who stutter. As it happens, art does imitate life. And a year after that episode first aired, I experienced my own version of this scene during a summer internship in New York City.

In the summer of 2009, I had the opportunity to spend two months in Greenwich Village, right by New York University, with a group of 40 university students from the United States, Canada, Latin America, Europe, the Middle East and Australia. This internship program, called NYSIP (the New York Summer Internship Program*), was created by the Armenian General Benevolent Union (AGBU) to get young Armenians from around the world to connect with their roots and with one another. During the week, I was interning at a nonprofit run by Dr. Ani Kalayjian, a professor and clinical psychologist who studied post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and post-traumatic growth (PTG) among refugees and other conflict-affected individuals. In case you are wondering about the difference, whereas PTSD is a negative reaction to an actual or perceived severe threat, injury or act of violence, PTG is defined as a positive psychological change in response to an extremely challenging life situation.1 The concept of post-traumatic growth beautifully aligns with the premise of Nassim Nicholas Taleb’s book Antifragile: Things That Gain from Disorder. According to the Lebanese author, antifragility refers to systems that do not merely withstand a shock; rather, they actually improve because of it.2 In other words, exposure to adversity can, under the right circumstances, add an unexpected benefit to the individual’s life that they wouldn’t otherwise have gained. As you’ll soon see, these concepts are deeply connected to much of what my book is about.

Coping strategies, resilience and social support, as well as making meaning out of the difficult experience and subsequently finding purpose, can all contribute to potentially turning trauma into triumph.3

When I was not assisting the Columbia university professor, I was enthusiastically enjoying my life in New York City. After work and on weekends, all the interns, who were placed at different organizations across diverse industries, congregated to explore the dining and nightlife scenes of one of the most exciting cities in the world. With over 25,000 restaurants, bars and nightclubs and only 60 days in the city, we would have to go to over 400 establishments per day to get through that entire list! While we didn’t take on such an obscene goal, we discovered so many venues that I can’t remember many of the names of the places we went to. And I typically have a great memory! One Saturday night, I was at some bar in the East Village with my fellow interns, who had now become good friends. Upon seeing a pool table, two of the guys from our group headed towards it and started racking the balls for a game. Moments later, I overheard their altercation with another group of young men who claimed they had been there first. After one of my friends let the group know that we would be playing our game first, whether they liked it or not, the other group pushed back. Not liking what he saw or heard, our other friend came to the rescue and loudly reminded the foes that our friend had already made it clear that we would be playing first. “He didn’t stutter,” he exclaimed. There was that line again.

While I know with utmost certainty that this comment was neither targeted at me nor indirectly meant to belittle people who stutter, I could not help but feel saddened by the truly negative implications of the phrase. I would have thought, perhaps naively, that the fact that they had all spent time with me over the past weeks would have made him a bit more sensitive. Stuttering has been my single-biggest source of insecurity. Why would one use that term as an insult? Whether it’s Ken Pile being mocked by Otto for having a stutter in the movie A Fish Called Wanda, stuttering public defender John Gibbons being ridiculed by the judge and the jury in My Cousin Vinny or Billy Bibbit being manipulated by Nurse Ratched in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, I had to wonder, why does stuttering have such a negative connotation in society? Don’t we all have a stutter in one way or another?

You read that right. I would argue that while you might not have a physical stutter, you, dear reader, might have your own version of a stutter that holds you back. We can call it your inner stutter. I know you’re thinking “Joze . . . I picked up this book to get rid of an obstacle and not find out about an impediment I didn’t even know I had.” Stay with me for a minute and you will see how this metaphor not only makes sense but constitutes a helpful framework to think about your own obstacles and the best way to overcome them. If an actual stutter is hesitant speech with a chronic lack of fluency, an inner stutter could be described as not taking action due to fear and therefore experiencing a lack of momentum in your life.

Picture this: You are in a meeting at work and you think of an idea that could positively impact the way a certain project is done. This idea would not only improve the experience of your colleagues in terms of efficiency, but it might also get you noticed by the leaders in the room who are always looking for talent they can eventually promote to more senior positions. The person running the meeting asks if anyone has anything to share; you want to put your hand up but something stops you. Your inner monologue might include thoughts such as “What if they think the idea is stupid?” “What if they think I sound funny?” “I don’t look great today. I should sit this one out and participate next time.” Another one of your colleagues decides to share an idea that, let’s face it, wasn’t as brilliant as yours. The group reacts positively, and one of the leaders suggests that this person should be a presenter at the upcoming town hall, giving him more visibility and making him a great candidate for future advancement opportunities.

A good product with great marketing will always outsell a great product with good marketing. When we do not speak up during those critical moments, people will not know about us, and if they don’t know about us, we won’t come to mind when new opportunities arise. In moments like these, the fear of failure leads to an inner stutter that causes you to freeze, preventing you from doing something that you know you want to do.

Another scenario might be more relevant to my student readers: You are in your first year of university and you’re taking an intro to psychology class. The professor starts by explaining a theory from the field of social psychology. You think of the perfect example that beautifully and humorously illustrates that theory, and you eagerly wish to share it with the rest of the class. Not only could that entertain and impress your classmates—you’re in first year and keen to meet new people—it might also put you on the radar of the professor who might one day hire you as a teaching assistant. You only have a few seconds to put your hand up. Your heart starts to beat, you start to elevate your arm—but an unexpected form of gravitational pull keeps your hand down. The professor has now moved on to another topic and your opportunity has vanished. In that instance, the fear of being judged by your professor and classmates prevented you from speaking, thus inducing an inner stutter. Will you speak up next time or will you allow that inner stutter to prevent you from doing so again? I can think of countless times during my undergrad years in Montreal when I wanted to participate in class only to be met with the crushing gravitational pull of my fears, self-doubts and insecurities. While I deal with an actual stutter, I too have experienced the inner stutter—the more challenging one of the two.

Reflecting on my personal experience as a person who stutters, I can state with utmost confidence that the physical act of stuttering, while at times both inconvenient and tiring, pales in comparison with the internal turmoil that resulted from it.

Imagine I go to a café to order one of my favorite beverages: a rooibos tea latte. In the event that you are not a fellow tea enthusiast or a South African national, I will gladly inform you that rooibos is an herbal tea made from the leaves of the Aspalathus linearis plant, which is native to South Africa. I personally love having it as a tea latte with oat milk; in fact, I am sipping this heavenly hot beverage on a chilly February morning while I write this introduction. That most cafés have excruciatingly mundane selections of herbal teas is a definite pet peeve of mine. I’ve even considered starting my own line of tea (“Joiboos Tea”?) to fill this gap in the market. But back to the hypothetical story at the café. While ordering my beverage, if I were to stutter on “r-r-r-rooibos” and receive a neutral reaction from the barista who simply proceeded to make the beverage, the emotional difficulty of that interaction would be relatively negligible. If, however, I were to stutter on that word and notice that the barista and his colleagues were either laughing or visibly nervous because of my unusual speaking patterns, I would experience a high level of anxiety, shame and embarrassment. Those feelings would follow me around.

In fact, considering that I frequently experienced those emotions because I disliked being different, negative reactions from others would further validate and exacerbate the disempowering beliefs I held about myself. They would magnify my own inner stutter. Indeed, receiving a negative reaction while getting severely stuck on a word could, in my mind, reinforce the belief that I was weird and thus not worthy of fitting in with a group. The physical stutter without the psychological repercussions is merely a temporary block. It’s the socio-emotional and psychological ramifications of the physical stutter (or other “unusual behavior”) that largely shape the lived experience of the individual who grows up “different,” whatever that difference might entail.

You don’t need to be visibly or audibly different to have had the experience of feeling ostracized because of your unique characteristics. At my speaking engagements, I often ask the conference delegates to raise their hands if they have ever thought of themselves as being different. In most cases, the vast majority of the delegates answer yes. In other words, even if you do not stutter, belong to a community or group that has historically struggled more than others or deal with mental health-related challenges, it’s highly likely that you have, at one point in your life, felt different. The primary source of my “feeling different” was my stutter. Yours could have been that you felt you were too short, too tall, too skinny or too large, or that your voice was too high, too low, too fast or too slow. As humans, we will never run out of things to feel insecure about. We often end up dealing with both the initial challenge and the subsequent inner stutter that gets in the way of us taking action in our lives.

Many of us have experienced these moments when our inner stutter—not our conviction, self-expression or dreams—dictated our fate.

At no time in my life did I avoid speaking more than when I was a teenager. Whether it’s the struggle to find our identity, pressures from friends or the developing a sense of independence from our parents, the teenage years are challenging for many. At the time, one of my best friends was a girl at my school in Lebanon; let’s call her LJ. I often phoned her—from my landline—to talk about our lives and, to be honest, to vent about my frustrations. If you’re a member of Gen Z or Gen Alpha, it may be worth explaining that a landline is like a non-wireless mobile phone used only for making and receiving calls. Ironically, making and receiving calls are the two features that most of us probably don’t use our phones for anymore. Later on, I’ll talk about how tech—and or inability to escape it—affects our mental health and our ability to focus. But now, back to LJ. I’d tell her how my stutter made it impossible for me to socialize or to date. (While I struggled in these areas, let me say that I’m grateful to have always had a group of friends—from childhood on—that I remain close to.) The conversations with LJ were frequently lengthy, and not just because I stuttered. During one of those calls, she interrupted my tirade and planted a seed in my mind that only sprouted in more recent years: “You know,” she said gently, “we all have something that makes us feel insecure.” In my relentless fixation on stuttering, I quickly discarded her comment, interpreting it as a well-meaning gesture to console me in a moment of distress. Nobody else could possibly understand what it feels like to experience fear or to hold back, I told myself. Right?

Years later and while delivering keynote speeches at organizations around the world, I had countless conversations with people, either in person or online, who’d tell me about an obstacle that monopolized their lives and constrained their destinies. Whether they knew it or not, they were telling me that they had an inner stutter that held them back from becoming the best version of themselves. Far from being an abstract idea, this concept can be explained in a simple formula:

Fear + Inaction → Inner Stutter → Wasted Potential + Endless Regrets

Thankfully, it doesn’t have to be that way. The wildly unexpected journey that I have been on over the past few years is proof. Over the next chapters, I’ll share my thoughts and insights gained from my life experiences.

But first, let’s go over some basic information about stuttering so that you understand where I am coming from in relation to the topic of fear.

Stuttering 101

According to the National Stuttering Association, stuttering is a “difference in speech patterning involving a loss of control of speech which results in disruptions or disfluencies.”4 It affects approximately one in 100 people and is up to four times more common among males than females.5 In other words, 400,000 people in Canada, three million people in the US and 80 million people around the world stutter. If all stutterers lived in the same country, let’s call it “Stutter Island,” its population would be close to that of Germany. Getting through customs in the airport of that fictitious place would certainly take a bit of time. The stuttering lawyers on Stutter Island would, however, be exorbitantly wealthy . . . if they charged by the hour. Whether it was someone who stutters in the legal profession, customs or somewhere else, most of us have interacted with at least one person who stutters. Indeed, it could be someone in your class or at work, or perhaps you picked up this book because we know each other personally . . . and if that is the case, thank you for supporting my first publishing endeavor. If you’re a resident of Gilbert, Arkansas (population: 26), Kaskaskia, Illinois (population: 23), or Tilt Cove (Newfoundland and Labrador, population 5), however, the chances of having met a person who stutters might be stacked against you. Worry not, I would gladly be your first stuttering friend.

Humans are wired for social connection, but disruptions in speaking capabilities can compromise our ability to connect with others. UCLA neuroscientist Matthew Lieberman said that our need to connect socially is as basic as our need for food, water and shelter.6 It is no coincidence that solitary confinement is seen as the most extreme form of punishment for prisoners. Incidentally, both convicts and stutterers find it very difficult to finish a sentence. (Groan.) While what is most visible, or audible, to the outside world is the stutterer’s speech blocks or disruptions, most of the stuttering experience actually resides in the unseen feelings of embarrassment, fear, anxiety and shame. Those emotions permeated much of my existence before I embarked on a transformational journey. Seeing that these negative experiences tend to be hidden from the people in the life of the person who stutters, Dr. Joseph Sheehan, a prominent expert in the field of communications disorder, coined the metaphor of the “stuttering iceberg” around 1970 to illustrate the dichotomy between what is seen and what is hidden.

[image: ]
Before we address what stuttering is, let’s make a crucial distinction between stuttering as a recurring condition and stuttering as a normal, occasional disruption in one’s speech. When I hear a friend who is not a stutterer complain about the fact that they stuttered during their presentation or on a date, they are referring to the fact that stress temporarily disrupted their fluency. In contrast to occasions involving temporary and situational blocking, when I use the term stuttering or stutter in this book, I am referring to a condition that is far more severe and consistent than one’s occasional linguistic fumbling under stress or anxiety. Moreover, while up to 8 percent of preschool-aged children experience stuttering, 80 percent will completely stop stuttering during childhood.7 In other words, while many people will be familiar with the experience of stuttering, due to either having stuttered a bit during early childhood or being prone to getting stuck occasionally when under duress, these experiences are distinct from the stutterer, who can experience severe blocks whether or not they are anxious. Let’s dispel some further myths about what stuttering is not. The National Stuttering Association has compiled a list of the most common myths about stuttering, and, yes, all the statements below are inaccurate:


	People stutter because they are nervous.

	Stuttering is psychological.

	People who stutter are less intelligent or capable.

	Stuttering is caused by emotional trauma.

	Stuttering is caused by bad parenting.

	Stuttering is a habit that people can break if they want to.

	Children who stutter are imitating a stuttering parent or relative.

	Forcing a left-handed child to become right-handed causes stuttering.8



While the precise cause of stuttering remains unknown, research has pointed to the fact that this at times inheritable condition is caused by differences in brain activity that interfere with speech production.9 Contrary to a common assumption, stuttering is neurological and physiological; it is not psychological. That being said, emotional factors can amplify one’s stutter. For example, I avoided speaking and avoided people for more than 25 years because I was afraid of being judged for being different. Not only did the fear make my stutter physically worse by disrupting my speaking process further, it mercilessly squandered my potential across various spheres of life: school and university, friends, romance and work. I had both a physical stutter and an inner stutter. Indeed, whenever I avoided speaking because of my fear of being judged or rejected, that was my inner stutter holding me back from doing what I most wished to do.

Holding back compromised my ability to express myself and fulfill my potential. If you picked up this book, it might have done the same to you. The time has come, dear reader, to tackle this conundrum by challenging your relationship with fear and elevating your life to a whole new dimension you might have never thought was possible.






Chapter 1.

What are you waiting for?

You don’t have to be great to start, but you have to start to be great.

—ZIG ZIGLAR

In Waiting for Godot, Irish playwright Samuel Beckett tells the story of Vladimir and Estragon who endlessly wait for someone by the name of “Godot.” As these two characters wait, and wait, they fill their time with conversations and activities to distract themselves from their angst. Vladimir and Estragon have every right to leave, yet they voluntarily choose to stay and wait. Why? What do they expect from Godot? Perhaps they assumed that the change they sought in their lives occurred on the outside through an external factor rather than from within. There are several explanations for their (and our) tendency to remain passive in life.

First of all, human beings prefer avoiding losses to acquiring gains of a similar value. For example, we would prefer not to lose a hundred-dollar bill that we currently have in our pockets over stumbling on a brand-new hundred-dollar bill. From the perspective of human evolution, this tendency makes sense because we are more likely to survive if we end up having fewer gains as opposed to losing everything until we have nothing else left.1 Indeed, in prehistoric days, our ancestors found it advantageous to preserve their existing resources as a primary survival strategy rather than risk the loss of valuable resources and ultimate starvation. Unexpectedly discovering new resources is a welcome bonus, but preserving existing ones is imperative. So, returning to the two characters in the Beckett play, leaving before Godot’s possible arrival would signify the loss of a potentially beneficial opportunity.

The second explanation is the fear of the unknown, which has long urged humans to err on the side of prudence instead of choosing the path of adventure. If Vladimir and Estragon suddenly stop waiting for Godot, they would have to abandon their comfort zone of waiting in that room and bravely venture into a new reality that might seem scary. In “Into the Unknown,” from Disney’s Frozen 2, Elsa sings about the risks of following the unknown, wisely saying that she’s had her adventure and doesn’t need something new. Not waiting for Godot is the “something new” that our two characters seem reluctant to engage in. Apparently, their reluctance is backed by science. In experiments that involved hooking up participants to electrodes that could deliver a harmless but somewhat uncomfortable electric shock to the skin, researchers uncovered an unexpected finding. Participants showed greater stress when there was a 50 percent chance of receiving a shock compared to a scenario where there would be 100 percent certainty of being electrocuted.2 In other words, the uncertainty of a potential negative outcome was considered more threatening than a guaranteed one. We would rather experience a negative outcome that we assume inevitable than enter a situation that might or might not involve a similar negative outcome. In the words of director Alfred Hitchcock, “There is no terror in the bang, only in the anticipation of it.” Leaving before Godot’s arrival triggers the fear of uncertainty. To Vladimir and Estragon, waiting for Godot became the familiar, predictable and comfortable path; venturing into the unknown was the unfamiliar, unpredictable and uncomfortable one.

The third explanation is one that my readers who have taken an introductory psychology class might be familiar with. Leon Festinger, a social psychologist from New York City, posited that psychological tension is created when a person’s behavior is inconsistent with their thoughts and beliefs. This underlying tension, referred to as “cognitive dissonance,” is capable of motivating the individual to change their attitude in order to create greater consistency between attitude and behavior.3 In other words, if you wait in line for an hour before getting into a famous brunch restaurant, you’re likely to cognitively resort to justifying the wait by the fact that the cuisine is exquisite or that the ambiance of the restaurant is unique. I am not judging; as a brunch aficionado, over the years, I have waited in one too many endless lines for my eggs Benedict with salmon and avocado. Similarly, when Vladimir and Estragon wait endlessly for Godot, the thought that they might potentially be waiting in vain could create tension in their minds. An effective way to instantly resolve that tension would be to persuade themselves that Godot must certainly be arriving any minute, justifying the inconvenient or costly act of waiting. And the longer they wait, the more value they expect to get out of that encounter. If asked, the two incredibly patient gentlemen might have said, “Of course, Godot is coming, and our interaction with him will be phenomenal. We would not be waiting here if that wasn’t the case.” As a person who stutters and takes his time speaking, I am perhaps biased towards agreeing with the adage about patience being a virtue. Excessive patience, as demonstrated by Vladimir and Estragon, can, however, turn into passivity, complacency and an excuse for inaction. After all, why do anything else if Godot might be around the corner? In fact, why would we do anything if we believed that the solution to our obstacles was already on its way?

Are you currently waiting for a Godot to show up and change your life?

The Hollywood fallacy

It’s a rainy day. Everything has been going wrong lately. You did not get that promotion at work. That promising juicy deal with the big account you’ve been working on for months—the one that was a sure bet—just fell through. That person you were interested in dating has rejected you. You have not seen your gym in weeks or months. In fact, you avoid the street corner that your gym is on so you won’t be reminded of the monthly fee that’s withdrawn from your bank account. Ignorance is bliss, right? Negativity keeps on piling up like the dirty dishes in your kitchen sink until . . . a magical inflection point is hit. Suddenly, everything changes. Like the Greek mathematician Archimedes who, while taking a bath, accidentally discovered a method to solve the king’s physics question, you have your own breakthrough moment. Eureka!

You sprint out of your apartment and start running in the rain; it happens to be raining that day, of course. Katy Perry’s fireworks shine brightly and loudly in the sky . . . J.R.R. Tolkien, writer of The Hobbit and the Lord of the Rings trilogy, coined the word “eucatastrophe” for moments like these. It is defined as “the sudden happy turn in a story which pierces you with a joy that brings tears.”

From that day forward, your life was never the same. You have received multiple job offers with incredible packages, your entrepreneurial mind is brimming with ideas, your love life is flourishing, all those exciting international trips are racking up your frequent flier miles (hello, frequent cabin upgrades!), the receptionist at the gym knows your name (and not just because your membership card activates your profile on the computer when you check in) and you’re meditating every day, thereby existing in a state of constant mindful presence. Could it be that one inflection point was exactly what you needed for everything to change? After all, the Pareto principle states that 80 percent of consequences come from 20 percent of causes. Could it be that 99.9 percent of outcomes actually come from 0.01 percent of causes?

While it truly would be magnificent if change occurred this way, I haven’t found that to be the case. I know you won’t want to read this, but . . . you might never have a breakthrough. I will write that phrase again just in case you’re still clinging to an assumption about success that is not helping you in the slightest. You, dear reader, might never have a breakthrough. If I am sounding like a Debbie Downer, don’t worry and do keep on reading. It’s true what they say: Sometimes, things have to get worse before they get better.

Will the moment ever come?

Whenever we go through a difficult moment or emotion, it’s tempting to distract ourselves with the fantasy of a future that is more favorable. This pattern is not dissimilar to a person who buys lottery tickets to daydream and temporarily escape their current reality. To put things into perspective, we have a one in 300 million chance of winning the Powerball jackpot. We are more likely to be crushed by a meteorite than to win the Powerball. Heck, we might even have a better chance of having shared the stage with Janet Jackson at the Superbowl than of winning the Powerball. No matter how wildly improbable the positive outcome might be, many find it tempting to hold on to the possibility if doing so makes us feel good for a little while. Not buying lottery tickets does not, unfortunately, exempt you from this behavior.

Taking a break from the stress of existence by imagining a better future that’s one breakthrough moment away from



	Speaking up in that meeting or in class? You got it.

	Having that uncomfortable conversation with a loved one? Let’s talk.

	Asking that person out? Let’s ask.

	Signing up for that class that is way outside your comfort zone? Done.





	Once I solve problem X, Me 2.0 will finally start taking the action I want to take.

	Once I feel less overwhelmed, Me 2.0 will have that difficult conversation

	Once I lose 20 pounds, Me 2.0 will ask that person out.

	Once I feel more confident, Me 2.0 will participate in meetings or in the classroom.

	Once I retire, Me 2.0 will start traveling and discovering novel countries around the world.





Can your desperation BE more quiet?






Chapter 1 takeaways


	The “Hollywood fallacy” is the expectation that change will occur in a singular breakthrough moment through which your life is instantly transformed.

	Will the moment ever come? Is it tempting to distract ourselves from taking action by fantasizing about an idealized version of the self—one who will do all the things that we are currently holding back from doing? You might think, “Once obstacle X goes away, everything else will flow.”

	Living a life of quiet desperation guarantees that we do not take action, as we go through the motions of life under the misguided assumption that our behavior is unlikely to influence the outcome.





















About the Author

Growing up in Lebanon with a debilitating stutter, JOZE PIRANIAN avoided speaking almost entirely for more than twenty-five years. Everything changed when Joze turned his obstade into public speaking and standup comedy performances on three continents. (He speaks six languages and stutters in all of them!) A sought-after speaker for leading companies including Google, Meta, TikTok, IBM, Merck, BCG and Deloitee, Joze has also spoken at conferences and universities (including his two alma maters, McGill University and Queen’s University). Words Left Unspoken, the film about his journey, premiered in Toronto, New York, Los Angeles, Montreal and Beirut in 2024. Joze Piranian lives in Toronto.

Discover great authors, exclusive offers, and more at harpercollins.ca.






Copyright

STOP HOLDING BACK. Copyright © 2026 by Joze Piranian. All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the nonexclusive, nontransferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse-engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins e-books.

Without limiting the exclusive rights of any author, contributor or the publisher of this publication, any unauthorized use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. HarperCollins also exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception.

Published by Collins, an imprint of HarperCollins Publishers Ltd

FIRST EDITION

Cover image: Getty

Cover design: Javana Boothe


www.harpercollins.ca


Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication information is available on request.

Epub Edition JANUARY 2026 Epub ISBN: 978-1-4434-7227-2

Version 12062025

Print ISBN: 978-1-4434-7226-5




About the Publisher

Australia

HarperCollins Publishers Australia Pty. Ltd.

Level 13, 201 Elizabeth Street

Sydney, NSW 2000, Australia

www.harpercollins.com.au

Canada

HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

Harlequin Enterprises ULC

www.harlequin.com

Bay Adelaide Centre, East Tower

22 Adelaide Street West, 41st Floor

Toronto, Ontario, M5H 4E3

www.harpercollins.ca

India

HarperCollins India

A 75, Sector 57

Noida

Uttar Pradesh 201 301

www.harpercollins.co.in

Ireland

HarperCollins Publishers

Macken House,

39/40 Mayor Street Upper,

Dublin 1, D01 C9W8, Ireland

www.harpercollins.co.uk

New Zealand

HarperCollins Publishers New Zealand

Unit D1, 63 Apollo Drive

Rosedale 0632

Auckland, New Zealand

www.harpercollins.co.nz

United Kingdom

HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF, UK

www.harpercollins.co.uk

United States

HarperCollins Publishers Inc.

195 Broadway

New York, NY 10007

www.harpercollins.com


OEBPS/images/f011-01.jpg
Open stutterin
behowior
(blocks, etc.)





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Stop
Holding
Back

An Honest Guide to Turning

Fear into Action

JOZE PIRANIAN

Collins





OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


Contents







		Cover



		Title Page



		Note to Readers



		Dedication



		Epigraph



		Contents



		Prologue



		Introduction



		Chapter 1: What are you waiting for?



		Chapter 2: The appeal of avoiding



		Chapter 3: Why do you hesitate?



		Chapter 4: Taming the tiger within



		Chapter 5: Act your way into new thoughts



		Chapter 6: Micro-moments of bravery



		Chapter 7: From moment to momentum



		Chapter 8: Will you stand up for your life?



		Chapter 9: Do NOT neglect this



		Chapter 10: Things I wish I knew back then . . .



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgments



		Notes



		Index



		About the Author



		Copyright



		About the Publisher















Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Introduction




















		i



		ii



		iii



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		xiii



		xiv



		xv



		xvi



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14





		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		iv














OEBPS/images/9781443472272_Cover.jpg
“Inspiring, refreshin glyp cal and funny!”
—Sona Movsesian, cohost of Conan O’Brien Needs a Friend

////ﬂl'\\\
3
| |

An Honest Guide to
Ui Fear i< Action

Joze Piranian





