From Paral ysis to Peak Performance
by Di anna Booher

Transformfear froma form dable foe into a
powerful force that can propel you to excellence.

After you' ve been asked to nake a presentation at work, you do the necessary

t hi nki ng, researching, outlining, and rehearsing until you feel sufficiently
prepared. But when you get up before the group to confidently state your case,
you freeze in fear—paralyzed fromthe tongue down.

Busi ness is one series of inportant "presentations" after another. \Whether a
formal speech, a proposal to the board of directors, or a conversation with a
potential client, they are all ways we put ourselves and our ideas on display.
And if we're not "on," we’'re off—and often out.

Sonetinmes the fears are rational, sonetinmes not. But you're in good conpany if
you experience them such seasoned "presenters" as Sir Lawence Oivier, Wllard
Scott, David Letterman, and President Clinton all admit to fear before a

per f or mance. In fact, when you hear soneone claimnot to be nervous before
giving a presentation, you' re probably in for a boring talk. Presenters who
lack a certain amount of anxiety don’t have enough adrenaline flow to push them
to peak performance.

Don't let fear push you to nmediocrity. Don't settle for being an "average"
presenter, one who is scared into conformty. Don’'t risk |osing your audi ence
with a boringly straight-laced performance—ene that’'s not too passi onate, not
too loud, not too flashy, not too funny, not too controversial, not too
enmotional, not too formal, not too informal...not too anything. |Instead of
conforming to the medi ocre, be yourself.

But strive to be better than "natural." W are ourselves but in different ways
on different occasions. W dress, talk, and act one way with our kids at
McDonal d’s on Saturday and quite a different way in presenting a new product
idea to the CEO. Be your best self.

Is it really possible for a shy person to be an excellent presenter? After all
you can’t change an individual’s personality with a snap of your fingers. Yes,
it is possible. Stutterers often have no trouble singing. The |ame nmay have no
trouble swiming. The foreign-born can speak fluent English.

Anyone—~no matter how shy—ean bl ossom as a speaker by investing practice tinme
and appl yi ng proven techni ques.

Let fear propel you to peak performance. Fear is a |learned response. A two-
year-ol d doesn't fear walking into the street until soneone yanks her back
war ni ng her of the danger. W |learn that sanme fear when it conmes to forma
presentations. And if fear is learned, it can be unl earned—er at | east
controll ed.

The secret to overconing fear is learning to perform despite the nervousness—in
fact, making your jitters work for you. |Inmgine the tension and extra
adrenal i ne punpi ng through you as catalysts to a great performance—gi vi ng you
the wi nning edge needed for excell ence.



In attenpting to control nervousness, rem nd yourself never to give in. Mybe
you’ ve found yourself in a situation where you knew if fear overtook you, you'd
be in trouble. You took a deep breath and refused to |et your nerves get the
best of you. Show the sane resolve when giving a presentati on—refuse to take
that first step toward letting yourself fall apart. |Instead of thinking about
how you m ght enbarrass yourself, concentrate on your subject. Recal | and
rehearse your key points rather than your key obstacles.

Put it in perspective. Another trick for calmng yourself is to consider the
unnerving experience in light of eternity. What’'s the worst thing that can
happen? What will it all matter a year fromnow? |In fact, if you goof, who
will even remenber it tonmorrow? 1In the big schene of things, your presentation
is fairly mniscule.

Transl ate your irrational fears into a good |laugh with observations like this

one: "l can see it now in USA TODAY—-Jenny Jones shows crooked cartoon because
of a defective overhead projector. She was also wearing a navy blue suit that
wrinkled badly on the plane and ..."" You get the picture. Learn to put things

i n perspective.

Exercise to diffuse nervous fidgeting. Take a few deep breaths and exhal e
slowy. Let all the nmuscles in your body go linp, then tense them then |et
themgo linp again. Cench your fists, then relax them Select an object and
stare at it for a long while, concentrating on relaxing. Take a brisk walk or
jog before arriving at the event.

The nost effective speakers are not those who never experience stage fright.
They’ re the ones who overcone fear’'s potentially paralyzing effect and transform
it into peak performance.
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