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Behavioural skills
Working effectively with others

Think about some of the 
people you know who 
stand out. What is it that 

helps them get noticed? Is it 
that they speak slowly and 
forcefully – or perhaps quickly 
and with acerbic wit? Do they 
listen and make others feel 
like the centre of the universe? 
Or do they just radiate some 
kind of charm and good 
humour that draws others  
to them? 

Beneath the surface,  
we can’t see the many,  
many pieces that make up 
standout individuals, but 
make no mistake, there are 
many parts that can indeed  
be analysed, understood  
and learnt. SH
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Boosting self-belief 
and debunking the 
confidence con
You may be surprised to learn 
how very many people succeed 
in spite of their fears. There are 
many actors, performers and 
entertainers who suffer great 
fretfulness: actors Sir Derek 
Jacobi and Dame Judi Dench, 
for example. But they get on 
with it anyway. They illustrate 
what I call the confidence con: 
the external appearance of 
confidence in others deceives 
us into believing that they feel 
confident inside. The reality 
is that people often appear 
confident by how they behave 
publicly, but can be afflicted 
by anxiety and doubt privately.

It’s a terrible state of 
affairs because it isolates the 
innumerable people who feel 
less than 100% confident. 
When we feel worry, doubt or 
even dread and outright panic, 
we are conned into believing 
that we’re alone, that we’re 
losers and that few others  
can feel the same way. 

But that’s not the case, as 
demonstrated by scientific 
surveys. For example, social 
scientists led by Alexander 
Jordan at the Tuck School of 
Business conducted a series of 
studies delving into this very 
issue. They asked participants 
to guess the extent to which 
their friends experienced 
negative emotions, such as 

sadness and anxiety. The 
scientists then asked their 
friends to disclose their actual 
emotional experiences.

The researchers spotted 
a clear disconnect. Most 
participants underestimated 
their friends’ negative 
emotions by 17.2%. 

The flip side of the 
confidence con – the good 
news – is that your true 
feelings are likely less apparent 
than you think. When you  
feel nervous, you may notice 
your heart pounding in your 
chest. Of course, you have  
a whirl of negative thoughts 
and self-doubts bouncing 
around in your head, too. But 
no one can see the content 

SUCCESSFUL PEOPLE ARE DEEMED TO BE CONFIDENT AND RELAXED. IN FACT, MAKING PEACE WITH 
PRESENTATION ANXIETY IS KEY TO THE BUSINESS OF STANDING OUT, SAYS DR ROB YEUNG

Don’t go unnoticed



equal: gestures that involve 
touching yourself may signify 
self-doubt or deception.

Speakers should match 
their overall non-verbal style 
to the nature of the message 
they wish to deliver. Being 
dynamic and energetic is not 
always appropriate. Consider 
when you may need to tone 
things down, too. There is no 
absolute right or wrong non-
verbal style – only what works 
best for any given situation.

If you want to improve your 
non-verbal communication, 
asking people for feedback  
on the appropriateness of 
your style is a useful exercise. 
Most people could do with 
becoming more non-verbally 
expressive, but you may just be 
in that minority that needs to 
cool things down a bit. Don’t 
assume you know what you 
need to work on. Encourage 
those around you to tell you 
what you may not realise 
about yourself.

Winning with words
Inexperienced speakers 
often focus on what they 
want to communicate rather 
than what an audience may 
be ready to hear. But the 
truth is that the very best 
presenters, salespeople and 
conversationalists consider the 
audience’s concerns, interests 
and emotions first. 
• Think about the 

demographics of your 
audience. Clearly, not 
all men are persuaded 
in the same way, just as 
all women are not the 
same. Likewise, not 

of your thoughts, no matter 
how negative they may be. 
Putting it another way, you 
are less transparent than you 
may think you are. For the 
most part, your inner turmoil 
is probably far less visible than 
you may think.

Many of my clients say that 
understanding the confidence 
con is liberating. The 
knowledge that other people 
don’t feel as confident as they 
look means that, if you ever 
feel worried or anxious, you’re 
likely in good company. 

Don’t try to calm down
Plenty of work situations 
might provoke anxiety – public 
speaking or presenting are 
key among them. In critical 
moments, we often tend to 
advise people to relax and 
calm down. When Harvard 
Business School professor 
Alison Wood Brooks surveyed 
300 people, she found that 
the vast majority, 84.9%, said 
they would encourage anxious 
friends or co-workers to relax 
and calm down1.

But according to her work, 
encouraging people to calm 
down may be rather terrible 
advice. In an experiment with 
profound implications for 
would-be public speakers, 
Brooks tested the effects 
of different instructions 
on the anxiety levels of 140 
participants. She began by 
explaining to all of them 
that they would be given two 
minutes to prepare a short 
persuasive speech on the topic 
‘Why you are a good work 
partner’. The participants were 
told their speeches would be 
both delivered to a researcher, 
and recorded and watched 
later by a committee.

Immediately prior to 
delivering their speeches, the 
participants were split into 
two groups and told to repeat 
either “I am calm” or “I am 
excited”. Immediately after 
their presentations, Brooks 
asked them how they felt and 
found both groups reported 
feeling equally uneasy.
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everybody from a particular 
country is the same. But 
generally speaking, it’s 
worth thinking about 
how gender, culture, 
religious background, age, 
educational level, class and 
other factors may affect 
your audience.

• Consider what your 
audience is thinking. 
What concerns or issues 
are your audience most 
interested in? Are there 
problems they’re wrestling 
with or opportunities they 
would love to pursue?

• Consider how your 
audience is feeling. Are 
they ecstatic to be there 
or have they been forced 
to attend and therefore 
sceptical or even enraged? 
Are they disappointed, 
frustrated, restless or 
something else?

• Ask yourself what your 
audience may know 
about you. How much do 
they know about you, your 
background and expertise? 
To what extent do you need 
to introduce yourself and 
explain your credibility or 
interest in this topic?

The more you can see the 
world from the perspectives of 
others, the more you can tailor 
your messages for maximum 
persuasion. Understanding 
the starting point of your 
audience may well help you 
identify the best approach. 

Dr Rob Yeung is an organisational psychologist at 
leadership consulting firm Talentspace. This is an 
edited extract from his new book How to Stand Out: 
Proven Tactics for Getting Noticed (Capstone 2015)

Neither instruction helped 
to diminish their anxiety. 
However, the difference was 
clearly detectable by others. 
The individuals that had told 
themselves “I am excited” 
were ranked more highly by 
three independent judges and 
judged to be more competent, 
more confident and more 
persuasive than those who had 
told themselves “I am calm”. It 
seems that trying to steer our 
emotional state from anxious 
to calm is like making a 
180-degree turn in a car at high 
speed. It’s nigh on impossible. 
But making the shift from 
anxious to excited is more like 
a sharp 90-degree turn and 
eminently more achievable.

Persuading through  
body language and on 
verbal communication
Being memorable and 
persuasive involves many 
factors. We all know that 
physically attractive people 
tend to do better in life, but 
a mountain of studies also 
suggest that people who are 
more non-verbally expressive 
may do better in life, too. 

Non-verbal cues essentially 
cover everything apart from 
the words themselves – from 
our facial expressions, gestures 
and movements to the tone 
of our voices and the pauses 
we use in our speech. All can 
make a quantifiable difference 
to a person’s charisma, 
memorability and impact.

In terms of vocal traits, 
speaking in a lower pitch can 
help you to be perceived as 
more leader-like, competent 
and trustworthy. Somewhat 
unexpected findings also 
suggest that speaking more 
quickly tends to be associated 
with better performance, too. 
Studies have shown that quick 
speakers are judged to be 
persuasive, more intelligent, 
as having greater knowledge 
and being more objective.

Weaving more gestures into 
your behaviour can improve 
your persuasiveness. However, 
not all gestures are created 

Confidence con: the external appearance 
of confidence in others deceives us into 
believing that they feel confident inside
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