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Abstract

Public speaking anxiety is one of the most common challenges faced by professionals,
including those in the non-profit sector who frequently engage in advocacy, community
engagement, and fundraising. This Teaching Paper presents a structured set of breathing and
relaxation exercises that can help speakers manage stress, increase confidence, and improve
performance. Techniques such as diaphragmatic breathing, 4-7-8 breathing, box breathing,
progressive muscle relaxation, and guided imagery are explained with step-by-step
instructions. Each technique is connected to psychological and physiological principles of
relaxation, ensuring that readers understand both the rationale and application. By
integrating these practices into daily routines and pre-presentation rituals, non-profit
professionals can enhance their ability to communicate with clarity and authenticity. The
paper includes a case study, practical guidance for implementation, common challenges,
reflection questions, and academic references linking these methods to established research

in psychology and communication studies.

Keywords

Public speaking; Breathing techniques; Relaxation; Non-profit leadership; Stress

management; Performance anxiety; Guided imagery

1of7


https://www.linkedin.com/in/drannaneya/
http://neyaglobal.com
https://orcid.org/0009-0009-5669-1676
https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-pb-sp-cn-tch-tp-02

Executive Summary

Effective public speaking requires not only strong communication skills but also control
over physical and emotional states. This Teaching Paper introduces five accessible and
evidence-based exercises designed to reduce stress, regulate breathing, and increase
confidence. The methods are practical, low-cost, and adaptable to diverse cultural and
organizational contexts, making them particularly valuable in resource-constrained non-
profit environments. By integrating these exercises into training and preparation routines,
organizations can equip staff and volunteers with tools to improve their presence, resilience,

and effectiveness in public speaking settings.

Purpose and Learning Objectives

To provide accessible breathing and relaxation techniques for managing public

speaking anxiety.

e To explain the psychological and physiological benefits of controlled breathing and

relaxation.

e To demonstrate how non-profit professionals can apply these exercises in real

contexts.

*  To encourage reflective practice in building confidence and presence as speakers.

Background and Context

Research in communication and psychology consistently highlights the role of physiological
regulation in performance. Bryson (2018) emphasizes clarity and confidence as essential to
effective leadership communication. Drucker (1990) underscores the importance of
presence and preparedness in managerial practice. Scholars in psychology, including Kabat-
Zinn (1990) on mindfulness and Bernstein et al. (2000) on progressive muscle relaxation,
provide evidence that structured breathing and relaxation significantly reduce stress. In the
non-profit context, where staff often work under pressure and limited resources, such low-

cost strategies become vital tools for enhancing communication effectiveness.
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Practical Guide
Diaphragmatic Breathing

e  Sit or lie down comfortably.
e  Place one hand on your chest and the other on your abdomen.

e Inhale deeply through your nose, allowing your abdomen to rise while keeping your

chest still.
e Exhale slowly through your mouth, feeling your abdomen fall.
e Repeat for 5-10 minutes.
4-7-8 Breathing
e Inhale quietly through your nose for 4 counts.
e Hold your breath for 7 counts.
e  Exhale completely through your mouth for 8 counts.
*  Repeat 4 cycles.
Box Breathing
e Inhale through your nose for 4 counts.
* Hold for 4 counts.
e  Exhale through your mouth for 4 counts.
* Hold for 4 counts.
*  Repeat several cycles.

Progressive Muscle Relaxation

e Sitor lie down in a quiet space.

e  Tense muscles in one group (e.g., feet) for 5-10 seconds.
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e Release tension and notice relaxation for 10-20 seconds.
*  Move gradually up the body until all muscle groups are relaxed.

Guided Imagery

e  Sitor lie down in a quiet, comfortable space.

*  (lose your eyes and take several deep breaths.
e  Visualize a peaceful setting (e.g., beach, forest).
e Add sensory details: sounds, smells, textures.

e Transition to imagining your speech: picture yourself speaking calmly, confidently,

with positive audience response.

Case Study

A grassroots NGO in India trained its volunteers in public speaking for advocacy events.
Many volunteers reported severe anxiety before presenting to local authorities. The training
program integrated diaphragmatic breathing and guided imagery into pre-event routines.
After three weeks of practice, volunteers reported lower stress levels and improved
confidence. One volunteer described guided imagery as “rehearsing success before it

happens,” noting that it significantly reduced her fear of audience judgment.

Common Challenges and Tips

e Difficulty concentrating: Start with shorter sessions (2—3 minutes) and gradually

extend.

* Inconsistent practice: Incorporate exercises into daily routines, not just before

speeches.

*  Cultural differences: Adapt guided imagery to resonate with local settings and

symbols.

* Over-breathing or dizziness: Encourage natural, gentle breathing—avoid

forcefulness.
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Reflection Questions

1. Which exercise felt most effective for calming your body and mind?
2.  How could you incorporate these techniques into your daily or pre-speaking routine?
3. What barriers might prevent you from practicing these techniques regularly?

4. How might relaxation techniques improve not only public speaking but also

leadership presence?

Limitations and Considerations

Breathing and relaxation techniques are supportive tools, not replacements for content
preparation or professional speech coaching. They may not fully eliminate anxiety for
individuals with clinical conditions, and adaptations may be needed for certain health
limitations. Nonetheless, these methods provide accessible entry points for building

resilience.

Academic Value

This Teaching Paper bridges psychological research and practical communication training.
It contributes to the academic literature on applied relaxation techniques and supports non-
profit professionals by offering evidence-based, context-sensitive tools. It demonstrates how
simple physiological practices can enhance confidence, leadership presence, and advocacy

effectiveness.

Conclusion and Next Steps

Integrating breathing and relaxation techniques into public speaking training provides non-
profits with accessible, cost-effective tools for reducing anxiety and improving
performance. Future work may include digital guided audio resources, peer-support practice

groups, and integration with broader leadership development curricula.
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