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Praise for Out Front

“Deborah walks you through the anxiety, terror, and often debilitating fear of public speaking, while handing you the keys to break free and confidently share your authentic voice in a meaningful and memorable way! With practice, Out Front might even make speaking in public actually fun!”

—Actress Demi Moore

“Deborah debunks public speaking myths and will have you wondering how she got into your head. You won’t be able to make excuses any longer.”

—Eden Gillott Bowe, President, Gillott Communications LLC

“Every time I see Deborah or read this book, I learn more to help me become a better speaker. I gain confidence to prepare, practice, and present more powerful presentations.”

—Lauren O’Donnell, Global General Manager and Vice President, life sciences industry, IBM

“Through my work with Deborah I have completely transformed as a public speaker. I’ve stopped apologizing—in speech, in body language, in cues—for stating my position and I now have a tool kit to achieve my goals.”

—Julie Cordua, CEO, Thorn: Digital Defenders of Children

“At some point, I forgot what I was reading because it was so personal and conversational. Out Front has changed me. Reading this book convinced me that I didn’t need to be PERFECT. I hope this book inspires many women who are experiencing the same anxiety I did.”

—Ellen Lee, Human Resources Manager, Lotte Advanced Materials

“After reading Out Front I realized that I should embrace my individuality and utilize it as a competitive advantage.”

—Debra Gentz, Vice President, Bank of the West

“Deborah, the tiny woman who fills up every room she enters, centers and calms the reader by sharing her power tools that give us both the courage and confidence to find our voice within and to deliver our messages with the impact that makes them stick.”

—DeeDee DeMan, Chairman and CEO, Bench International


“As Out Front says, if we are to become successful, we need to constantly go outside our comfort zone. As I transitioned into a new leadership role at a multibillion-dollar organization, Deborah’s book was spot on! I used some of the pointers when meeting my new colleagues with an air of confidence that was critical in a male-dominated industry.”

—Caryn Siebert, Vice President of Claims, Knight Insurance Group (a Hankey Group company)

“Deborah’s book changed the way I think about, prepare, and deliver presentations and speeches. Out Front gave me the confidence and courage to just be me and tell my story, and I believe this book will empower many women to go out front and do the same.”

—Julie Fleshman, President and CEO, Pancreatic Cancer Action Network

“Out Front is the definitive guide for how women can ‘lean in,’ be memorable, and be graciously and gracefully formidable without becoming the ‘B’ word.”

—Dr. Mark Goulston, Author of Just Listen: Discover the Secret to Getting Through to
Absolutely Anyone, Co-host of It’s Your Health on NPR, and Co-founder, Heartfelt Leadership

“Are you looking to own the room like Beyoncé? Go for it with Out Front! This is a must-read for the businesswoman on her path to brilliant success on and off the speaking stage.”

—Lolita Taub, Vice President of Sales, Glassbreakers,
Millennial Tech Intrapreneur and Social Entrepreneur

“If you’re ready to stop abdicating to the boys being consistently ‘out front,’ you hold in your hand the book that will give you new insights and tools to exponentially increase confidence in speaking. If you’re ready to take your career to the next level, this is a must-read.”

—Elizabeth Bishop, Executive Senior Vice President, Heffernan Insurance

“As someone who loves to speak in public, but still gets anxious, reading this book is like a private coaching session with Deborah. I appreciate the heartfelt support she gives her readers and the encouragement to overcome their fear.”

—Cheryl Bame, Principal of Bame Public Relations


“Every woman executive who might feel uncomfortable being ‘out front’ will gain confidence, effectiveness, and perhaps for the first time, actually enjoy speaking before audiences—as I now do, thanks to the invaluable counsel Deborah gives in Out Front.”

—Betsy Berkhemer-Credaire, Author of The Board Game: How Smart Women Become
Corporate Directors and Co-owner of Berkhemer Clayton Retained Executive Search

“Out Front changed my entire perspective about public speaking. It went from something I used to dread to something I get paid to do! I am buying copies for all my employees—women and men—because I want to see them go through the same transformation I did.”

—Liz Davidson, CEO of Financial Finesse and Author of What Your Financial Advisor
Isn’t Telling You: The 10 Essential Truths You Need to Know About Your Money

“If you read only one book about speaking, this must be the book. It’s overflowing with practical advice from how to craft your talk to what to do in the ten minutes before you step in front of the audience.”

—Lanie Denslow, Author of World Wise: What to Know Before You Go

“This book is not only for emerging women professionals, but for those of us with twenty years’ experience in front of an audience. Deborah’s sage voice is in my head every time I create a presentation or update tested material. I may just wallpaper my office with the pages of Out Front.”

—Karen L. Cates, Ph.D., Executive Coach, Leadership Development Consultant, and Adjunct Professor of
Executive Education at the Kellogg School of Management at Northwestern University

“Out Front is a call to professional women to speak authentically and powerfully. Deborah Shames speaks compelling truths that support us in overcoming the obstacles that block us from engaging our audiences.”

—Sharon Rich, Founder and CEO, thinkbusinessgrowth powered by IMPAQ

“Filled with illuminating tips, tools, and real-life examples, Out Front by Deborah Shames is an exceptional guide for any woman desiring to be a more engaging and powerful presenter.”

—Dr. Lonnie Barbach, Author of For Yourself: The Fulfillment of Female Sexuality and other books


“Out Front is an experiential guide to what all professional women need to know about public speaking.”

—Harriet Welch, Partner, law firm of Squire Patton Boggs

“This book is much more than how women can become engaging, memorable, and fearless speakers—it’s about how women can reach inside themselves and bring out their authentic voice to any job or situation.”

—Carla Hatley, Producer, Fratelli Bologna

“Truly life changing, inspiring, and honest. I was cheering at the end for myself and every other little girl who shuffled to the edge and jumped—all because you believed and showed us how, Deborah!”

—Margaret Bayston, CEO and President, Laura’s House

“Deborah clearly understands the issues many professionals face, both internally and externally. She strikes a balance between sharing personal experiences and weaving in other leaders’ relevant insights and quotes. This is a must-read if you speak publicly, whether to a large group or to a few peers.”

—Ellen Anreder, President and CEO, Bleiweiss Communications Inc.

“Deborah offers not only her personal support and knowledge of the path but all the practical tools and techniques she honed along the way. Read this book and Deborah will be your human GPS and guide you to your place Out Front!”

—Barbara McMahon, Executive Coach, Trainer, and Author

“It’s fabulous. Deborah addressed the issues confronting speakers—from anxiety to storytelling. Once you read Out Front, you don’t need to read any other book on public speaking. Go, Deborah.”

—Ada Deer, Former Assistant Secretary of Indian affairs, U.S. Department of Interior
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To Luciana Perri, one of the bravest women I’ve ever met, who
overcame extreme stage fright to become a shining example for others.
Even in her personal life, Lu pushed her limits. She was diving on a
shipwreck off the coast of Canada when we lost her far too soon.
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INTRODUCTION

“It’s a sad day when you find out that it’s not accident or time or fortune,
but just yourself that kept things from you.”

—Lillian Hellman

I confess. To this day, I experience anxiety before delivering a keynote or leading my business group. I have trouble quieting my mind and sleeping the night before. I imagine everything that could go wrong, and question whether I’ve prepared enough.

This may not sound like a surprising admission, since 74 percent of the US population surveyed in 2013 shares a fear of public speaking.1 What’s unusual is that I speak regularly to large audiences around the United States—despite having this fear. I even formed a company called Eloqui, with my partner, David Booth, to train and coach professionals to be effective presenters and communicators.

Over time, I’ve learned to manage my anxiety and turn it into an engine that propels me forward. As I tell my clients, some anxiety is a good thing. It says your presentation is important. Anxiety means your brain is firing on all cylinders. And you’re in the moment, focused on the task at hand. The trick is never to let your doubts stop you from speaking out.
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The trick is never to let your doubts stop you from speaking out.
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Before founding Eloqui, I was a film and television director. For more than fifteen years I worked behind the scenes, directing actors and business executives to deliver their strongest performances. During that period, I produced and/or directed more than sixty award-winning films and videos.

But common wisdom says you teach what you most need to know, and that applied to me. I was certain that whenever I spoke in public, the audience sat silently in judgment—as if my own internal critic weren’t harsh enough.

The flip side was that I knew speaking engagements would heighten my credibility as a director and accelerate the growth of my production company. Even then, I realized that when you address an audience, you’re seen as the go-to person in your industry—whether you’re a paid speaker or volunteer. At the time, I’d rather have had a root canal than voluntarily address a business group, be interviewed by the press, or speak at a conference where I was presented as an expert.

Naturally, because of my fear of public speaking, or glossophobia (in Greek, glosso means tongue; phobos means fear), I avoided most speaking opportunities. If, in a moment of weakness, I’d agreed to give a talk, sheer terror would set in immediately. I’d wake up every morning agonizing over the upcoming presentation and obsess about creative ways to cancel. This mental tug of war went on for weeks before the actual engagement.

By the time I stood up to address the audience, my fear of failure had become a self-fulfilling prophecy. The ability to think on my feet vanished. My quavering voice rose an octave, and I felt like I was having an out-of-body experience. Afraid of making a fool of myself by leaving something out, I read my neatly typed, double-spaced copy word for word. Needless to say, I wasn’t the most engaging speaker. If I could make it through the ordeal without passing out, I’d consider the experience a success.

I apologize to anyone who sat through my generic speeches back in the pre-Eloqui days. Like most audiences, you were polite and encouraging. You undoubtedly attended my talk because you hoped you would come away with a new insight or fresh perspective. But because I followed a standard template, most likely you were bored and could predict what I’d say next.


It finally occurred to me that most people aren’t innately good at public speaking. The solution was right in front of me. I’d spent fifteen years directing performers to reach inside for emotional realism and sincerity. I needed to take my own advice.

Becoming an engaging speaker requires skill, courage, and an unwavering commitment to connect with an audience. This means incorporating your own perspective and personality into presentations. Because of my fear of making a mistake, I did the opposite. Like so many women speakers, I excised every unique element that would have made me memorable. No wonder my stage presence didn’t exude confidence and my presentations rarely seemed genuine.

Then something clicked. I remember it like it was yesterday, but years ago David and I were contracted to deliver a two-hour keynote speech titled, “What Actors Can Teach Litigators.” The room was packed with 400 attorneys from a prestigious national firm. We were center stage at the Beverly Hilton, where the Golden Globe and Emmy Awards have been telecast. Before that day, walking into that huge ballroom—even empty—would have paralyzed me.

There was also the added pressure of addressing attorneys. I knew the audience had high expectations and would question whether our talk was worth giving up their valuable billable hours. We were promoted as experts, and a lot was riding on that designation. Just thinking about it made my heart pound. I was afraid my internal critic would strangle any rational thought, and the presentation would be a disaster.

I decided that it was within me to change my approach, and engineer the perception I chose. With my determination and David’s encouragement, we adopted a new method of preparation. Instead of writing a script, we drafted an outline. Before the talk, we interviewed an attorney from the firm to determine what would be most valuable to our audience. We brainstormed anecdotes and decided which of us would lead each section. Then we rehearsed, without attempting to be perfect or investing our full energy. The night before the big day, I took a hot bath and slept seven blissful hours.

I’d be lying if I said I didn’t still obsess over the talk. It was like a mosquito buzzing around my ears, but this time the pest didn’t bite. Instead of focusing on the critic in my head, I imagined our success and employed performer techniques, including sense memory, to manage the anxiety (see chapter twelve, “Manage Anxiety and Deliver like a Pro,” for more on sense memory).


The morning of the presentation we arrived early to check out the space. Before entering the room, I thought about what I wanted to achieve. Just before our introduction, I did a breathing exercise to bring my heart rate back to normal. During the keynote, our outline stayed on the lectern. I was able to cover the entire stage, walking over casually to check my notes only when necessary. I made eye contact with the audience, embellished an anecdote or two, and on occasion injected personal comments that were well received.

About five minutes in, I began to have a good time. The positive response from the audience energized me. Their support gave me confidence. I discovered what actors mean when they say they owned the room during a great performance. It was thrilling—similar to the time I jumped out of an airplane and looked up to see the beautiful red, yellow, and blue colors of my parachute open against the sky!
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I discovered what actors mean when they say they owned the room during a great performance.
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Often speakers (like the old me) strive to educate an audience to prove their expertise or deliver in a manner they believe is expected of them. This takes an enormous amount of preparation, ramps up anxiety, and rarely achieves one’s intention. It’s much more powerful and effective to persuade an audience. Better yet, it takes the focus off the speaker and puts it where it belongs, squarely on the audience.

David spent many years as a professional actor. When I combined his knowledge with my experience directing actors, I realized I had the secret sauce. Great performers are masters of emotional persuasion. They understand Intention, the complexities of Roles, how to manage anxiety, tell a great story, move in a space, and turn any script into a gripping narrative.

Every professional actor knows that audiences connect with a performer who’s perceived as authentic and committed to the character she’s playing. Similarly in business, speakers who reveal something meaningful about themselves (or their take on a subject) can expect a high likability quotient. Audiences trust and respond to a speaker who provides a window into her thinking, even if they don’t agree with her.


As a former director, I know the value of practical techniques. It’s nearly impossible to follow the advice to “be confident,” “be yourself,” or “give more emotionally.” That’s why Out Front is balanced between identifying women’s challenges in communicating and providing an operating manual on how to overcome them.

But technique is only part of the equation. Learning to identify and express your core differences, strengths, and authenticity isn’t easy. George Burns said it best: “Acting is all about honesty. If you can fake that, you’ve got it made.” The same goes for speaking in public, making a presentation, or communicating with others.

In Out Front I share the performance techniques that David and I have translated for business professionals. The anecdotes about clients throughout the book are based on real experiences, but client names and other characteristics have been changed to protect their privacy.

This book focuses on the strengths and challenges facing women speakers because that’s what I know best. However, the techniques presented here are practical, field-tested, and proven. When these are put into practice, women and men can become engaging, memorable, and fearless speakers.







1
INSPIRATIONAL AND
POWERFUL FEMALE ICONS

There have always been women who had the moxie to stand up and speak
out. Today, many women are making unique contributions in politics,
entertainment, and business.

As a college student, I embraced an alternative lifestyle. Before my junior year, I changed majors from education to anthropology and transferred from Northern Illinois University to the University of Wisconsin–Madison. It was the 1960s, and the pass/fail grading system at UW allowed me time to protest the Vietnam War and participate in campus politics. Even my decision to study cultural anthropology was about making a contribution to the world rather than making money. Thank goodness my parents gave me a long leash, especially when they very much wanted me to graduate, get a job, and become financially self-sufficient. But I believed that going corporate, owning property, or driving a gas-guzzling car was being co-opted by the establishment and just plain wrong. Ah, college and the naiveté of youth.

This narrow perspective severely limited my career choices. But when you’re twenty-one and on your own for the first time, anything and everything seems possible. And I was fortunate to have powerful female icons who served as role models, both personally and for women worldwide.


In 1972, Gloria Steinem co-founded Ms. Magazine and took a stand on women venturing out on their own. She popularized the phrase, “A woman needs a man like a fish needs a bicycle,” which resonated with me.2

I was equally impressed with the chutzpah of authors such as Germaine Greer, who wrote The Female Eunuch and railed against the conservatism of the day. Greer was described as an “impulsive, fatally naive diva of feminism who made the world a better place in spite of herself.”3 Or Erica Jong, author of Fear of Flying, who celebrated women’s newfound sexual freedom. As you’ll read later, I picked up her banner with the genre of films I produced. Now Jong’s book Fear of Dying completes the arc of time.4 Aging has a way of giving us perspective on the totality of our lives.

In politics, I was moved by the eloquence of Congresswoman Barbara Jordan, the first black woman to serve in the United States House of Representatives. Two of Jordan’s talks are included in American Rhetoric’s list of the 100 greatest speeches of all time.5 At the 1976 Democratic National Convention, Jordan delivered a moving and powerful call to action. Hard to believe it was forty years ago. Following is an excerpt: “And now—now we must look to the future. Let us heed the voice of the people and recognize their common sense. If we do not, we not only blaspheme our political heritage, we ignore the common ties that bind all Americans. Many fear the future. Many are distrustful of their leaders, and believe that their voices are never heard. Many seek only to satisfy their private work—wants; to satisfy their private interests. But this is the great danger America faces—that we will cease to be one nation and become instead a collection of interest groups: city against suburb, region against region, individual against individual; each seeking to satisfy private wants. If that happens, who then will speak for America? Who then will speak for the common good?”6

I also admired the outspoken U.S. Representative Bella Abzug, who wore her trademark floppy hat on the House floor to avoid being mistaken for a congressional assistant who might be asked to fetch coffee. In her words: “When I first became a lawyer, only 2 percent of the bar was women. People would always think I was a secretary. In those days, professional women in the business world wore hats. So I started wearing hats.”7 Abzug provided many quotable statements, but this one says it all: “We are bringing women into politics to change the nature of politics, to change the vision, to change the institutions. Women are not wedded to the policies of the past. We didn’t craft them. They didn’t let us.”8


At the opposite end of the spectrum was the soft-spoken yet effective Patricia Schroeder. In a sea of male congressional representatives, Schroeder was the first female representative elected from Colorado, as well as the first woman to serve on the male-dominated House Armed Services Committee.9 I’ll bet she wasn’t popular for publicly stating that “When men talk about defense, they always claim to be protecting women and children, but they never ask the women and children what they think.”10 Always the strategist, Schroeder realized that a light touch would allow her words to carry more weight. For example, “When people ask me why I am running as a woman, I always answer, what choice do I have?”11

There were also role models in my personal life. For these specific individuals, I will refer to them by their first names because they became my friends. While studying at the University of Wisconsin, I was introduced to Ada Deer, an advocate for indigenous peoples. Among her many accomplishments, Ada served as chairwoman of the Menominee Restoration Committee (the interim tribal government). Later, appointed by President Bill Clinton, she was the first woman to serve as assistant secretary of Indian Affairs in the Department of the Interior.12 In her confirmation hearing, she said she wanted the Bureau of Indian Affairs to be a full partner in fulfilling the Indian agenda developed in Indian country. “The best way we can do this is for the tribes to decide what needs to be done and for the tribes to do it on their own terms, with our enthusiastic support.”13 Here again, a female leader advocated for self-determination.

Shortly after graduating college in the early 1970s, I volunteered to work with Ada and the Menominee. I accompanied tribal representatives to Washington, D.C. We lobbied to reverse the federal policy of termination—a law intended to pilfer tribal resources including timber, oil, and fish by ignoring long-standing treaties with the U.S. government. The Menominee and a handful of other, more wealthy tribes were desperate to save what was left of their land and regain tribal status.

As volunteers, we supported the Menominee by taking care of tasks, everything from logistics and travel arrangements to writing press copy and speeches. As a twenty-something, I found it thrilling to be part of this historic movement. Like many young people without a trust fund or other financial backing, I waitressed at night so I could volunteer during the day.

During that time, Ada introduced me to Nancy Lurie, Head Curator of Anthropology at the Milwaukee Public Museum. Author of books on Native

Americans, notably Wisconsin Indians, Nancy put me up in her home and guided me through the process of documenting the Menominee struggle to save their land. The result was a book called Freedom with Reservation, published in 1972. As the coordinating editor, I had a range of duties including overseeing the distribution of 10,000 copies to build public awareness and drive momentum for our lobbying efforts.

Our reward was seeing the historic passage of the Menominee Restoration Act, signed into law by President Richard Nixon in 1973. This act officially returned the Menominee Reservation (and those of ten other tribes) to federally recognized status.14 What was initially considered a hopeless campaign turned into a victory led by the Menominee, supported by the National Congress of American Indians, Native American Rights Fund, and a few of us outsiders.

Being encouraged by Nancy and Ada bolstered my self-confidence and was instrumental in shaping my career path. First as a student and then as a young professional, I was protesting injustices, and that instilled in me the belief that what I had to say mattered. Ada and I remain fast friends. She calls me her sister from another tribe.

These brave women made a difference by speaking out. I didn’t know all of them personally, but I saw them testify in Washington, speak on television, or deliver statements to the press. As a young woman, I responded to the power of their words and the raw emotion that revealed a determination and vulnerability much like my own.

Bella Abzug poked fun at herself when she said, “I’ve been described as a tough and noisy woman, a prize fighter, a man-hater, you name it. They call me Battling Bella, Mother Courage and a Jewish mother with more complaints than Portnoy.”15 Abzug frequently used humor to get her point across. Paraphrasing President Theodore Roosevelt, she said, “Women have been trained to speak softly and carry a lipstick. Those days are over.”16

Fifty-some years later, I’m not so sure. I’ve noticed that few women share their unique perspectives. Moreover, women often second-guess themselves and, when challenged, fail to successfully defend their positions or deflect criticism with humor.

Are women who speak out criticized (and discounted) because human nature tends to fear the new and unfamiliar? Or is it because these women challenge our perception of how women are supposed to behave? Judging from history and personal experience, I’d say it’s both. Women’s fear of public

speaking involves more than our own inhibitions. We’re overcoming centuries of programming about our rightful place in society and what’s expected of us.

Thankfully, there have always been courageous women who lead the way and do what’s considered unladylike, immoral, and even illegal. The list includes Benazir Bhutto, Indira Gandhi, and Ernestine Rose, an early suffragist who served as the role model for Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton.
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There have always been courageous women who lead the way and do what’s considered unladylike, immoral, and even illegal.
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In a time when women were rarely, if ever, engaged in public speaking, Susan B. Anthony traveled the world advocating for women’s rights, and gave seventy-five to a hundred speeches a year. I doubt I could have withstood the withering criticism and ridicule she received, including the accusation that she was destroying the institution of marriage. Thankfully, Anthony persevered and was able to see sweeping change during her lifetime—in 1920, women were given the right to vote in the United States.

But it was Elizabeth Cady Stanton who, according to Anthony’s biography, “provided the ideas, rhetoric and strategy” while Anthony “delivered the speeches, circulated petitions, and rented the halls. Anthony prodded and Stanton produced.”17 Their partnership activated each other’s skills.

One speaker who has inspired me and many others in this century is Malala Yousafzai. When she was only eleven years old, this young Muslim woman stood up for the education of girls in Pakistan when the Taliban forbade it. Even after she was pulled off her school bus, brutally shot in the face, and spent months in a coma, Yousafzai didn’t stop.

Less than a year after the attack, this teenager spoke at the United Nations, calling for worldwide access to education. In 2014, she shared the Nobel Peace Prize as the youngest-ever Nobel laureate. It’s remarkable to me that someone so young has such maturity and insight. Yousafzai said, “When the whole world is silent, even one voice becomes powerful.”18

In repressive societies around the world, women such as Yousafzai know they can be killed or ostracized for expressing their views and yet they do it anyway.

I don’t know how they brave extreme danger to be out front. But because they do, their passion inspires us and their words motivate us. They change the course of history.
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Their passion inspires us and their words motivate us. They change the course of history.

[image: image]



Yet today, do women prefer working behind the scenes, believe they can be more effective by speaking less, or fear a backlash? In 2011, Victoria L. Brescoll, associate professor of organizational behavior at Yale School of Management, asked business professionals to evaluate the competence of executives who voiced their opinions more or less frequently.19

She found that male executives who spoke more often than their peers received 10 percent higher ratings of competence. But when women executives spoke more, both men and women punished them with 14 percent lower ratings.20 What the research also reveals is that when it comes to leadership skills, although men are more confident, women are more competent.21

Other studies demonstrate how silencing women deprives a company or organization of valuable ideas. Anita Woolley, a professor at the Tepper School of Business at Carnegie Mellon, partnered with professors from M.I.T. and Union College to test the value of teamwork and find out whether some teams were smarter than others, as measured by how well they performed a variety of tasks. They found that smart teams had three defining characteristics: members who participated more equally in discussions (i.e., no single person dominated), members who scored higher on reading the emotional tenor of their colleagues’ faces, and more women than men assigned to the team.22

But we’re not there yet. Ethan Burris, a University of Texas researcher, found that when women challenged an old system and suggested a new one, team leaders viewed them as less loyal and were less likely to act on their suggestions.23

Sheryl Sandberg, author of Lean In: Women, Work, and the Will to Lead, put Burris’s findings into perspective in an opinion piece co-written with Adam Grant for the New York Times. They wrote, “Even when all the team members were informed that one member possessed unique information that would benefit the group, suggestions
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