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"So, Susan, your report indicates you sup-
port forging ahead with the expansion but
have you considered the impact this will have
on our customers? Surely you remember the
fiasco in Dallas last year when they tried the
same type of project?" 

Yikes! If you're Susan, you're likely feeling
under pressure! You have to answer the ques-
tion and allay the CEO's concerns about the
disruption to customers. What do you do?
What do you say? How do you say it? What if
you can't think of anything to say?

This is not an uncommon situation.
Whether you are put on the spot while attend-
ing a meeting, presenting a proposal, selling
an idea, or answering questions after a pres-
entation, articulating your thoughts in unan-
ticipated situations is a skill. Thinking on
your feet is highly coveted skill and when you
master it, your clever and astute responses
will instill immediate confidence in what you
are saying.

When you can translate your thoughts and
ideas into coherent speech quickly, you
ensure your ideas are heard. You also come
across as being confident, persuasive, and
trustworthy.

Confidence is key when learning to think
on your feet. When you present information,
give an opinion or provide suggestions, make

sure you know what you are talking about
and that you are well informed. This doesn't
mean you have to know everything about
everything, but if you are reasonably confi-
dent in your knowledge of the subject, that
confidence will help you to remain calm and
collected even if you are put unexpectedly in
the hot seat.

The secret of thinking on your feet is to be
prepared: learn some skills and tactics, and
do some preparation for situations that might
put you under pressure. Then when you do
find yourself faced with unexpected ques-
tions and debate, you'll be ready to draw on
these tactics and preparation, and so stay
poised while you compose your thoughts and
prepare your response. Here are some tips
and tactics:

1. Relax
This is often the opposite of how you are

feeling when you're under pressure, but in
order for your voice to remain calm and for
your brain to "think", you have to be as
relaxed as possible.

Take deep breaths
Take a second and give yourself a positive

and affirming message Clench invisible mus-
cles (thighs, biceps, feet) for a few seconds and
release.

2. Listen

It comes as no surprise that listening is crit-
ical to thinking on your feet. Why do you need
to listen? To make sure you fully understand
the question or request before you reply. If
you answer too soon, you risk going into a
line of thinking that is unnecessary or inap-
propriate. To help you with your listening
remember to:

Look directly at the questioner Observe
body language as well as what is being spoken
Try to interpret what is being suggested by
the question or request. Is this an attack, a
legitimate request for more information, or a
test? Why is this person asking this and what
is the intention? 

Tip: Remember that the person is asking a
question because he or she is interested.

Some interest is pos-
itive - they simply
want to know more -
and some is negative
- they want to see you
squirm. Either way
they are interested
in what you have to
say. It's your privi-
lege and pleasure
not to disappoint
them! 

3. Have the
Question Repeated

If you're feeling
particularly under
pressure, ask for the
question to be
repeated. This gives
you a bit more time
to think about your
response.
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