
Public Speaking Anxiety 

Being at university means having to give oral presentations and be assessed on them.  
 
We know from experience and from studies of students that many become nervous 
prior to and during their presentation. As a consequence, we wanted to do something to 
help students manage their worries.  
 
Below (in bold) are some common negative thoughts that people have about presentations and public speaking.  
Following each of these negative thoughts, we’ve provided some material that describes why each negative thought 
actually has little foundation. We hope (and think) that this information will help you to manage your feelings prior 
to your speech. 
 
 
“Everyone will see that I’m nervous” 
• This is a common concern, and researchers call it the illusion of transparency. Scientific evidence has proven 

that it is misguided to think that everyone can pick up on your nerves or anxiety.  
• Research has consistently shown that audience members are much less likely to perceive public speakers’ 

internal states (e.g., nervousness) than what the speakers think [1,2,3].  
• No matter what you think, any intense feelings you might be experiencing (such as nerves) are displayed too 

subtly to be detected by others [3].  
• Your nerves, if you have them, are not likely to be picked up by audience members – whether in this 

presentation, or in future talks you might give. 
 
“Everyone is judging me and my appearance during my talk” 
• This is another common thought, and researchers call it the spotlight effect. A lot of research indicates that 

people overestimate the extent to which others are actually attending to, and judging, their external appearance 
[4,5].  

• This means that other people are not judging you and your appearance to the extent that you think they are. 
• All of the audience members will present themselves at some point, and they are watching your presentation to 

learn about your group’s work; they’re not here with the goal of judging you.  
 
“I’m not going to do well in my speech because I’m nervous”  
• Researchers at some of the world’s best universities – including Yale [6] and Harvard [7] – have shown that 

the effects of stress and anxiety are largely dependent on how the symptoms are interpreted.  
• For instance, anxiety and excitement share very similar physical symptoms; what seems to be important is 

how you choose to interpret the symptoms [7]. What this means is that anxiety, if you experience it, is not 
necessarily a bad thing at all, and might even help you feel ‘switched on’ and ready.  

• In support of this, we know the correlation between anxiety and speech performance is commonly very small 
(~ -0.15). People who are highly nervous don’t do any worse in their presentations than those who were not. 
Even if you feel anxious about your presentation, you don’t need to think of this as a threat to how well you’ll 
perform. 
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