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INTRODUCTION

Ideas Are the Currency of the Twenty-first
Century

“I’m a learning machine and this is the place to learn.”

—TONY ROBBINS, TED 2006

IDEAS ARE THE CURRENCY OF the twenty-first century. Some people are exceptionally
good at presenting their ideas. Their skill elevates their stature and influence in today’s society.
There’s nothing more inspiring than a bold idea delivered by a great speaker. Ideas, effectively
packaged and delivered, can change the world. So, wouldn’t it be amazing to identify the exact
techniques shared by the world’s greatest communicators, watch them deliver jaw-dropping
presentations, and apply their secrets to wow your audiences? Now you can, thanks to a world
famous conference that posts its best presentations for free on the Internet—TED (Technology,
Entertainment, Design), a scientific analysis of hundreds of TED presentations, direct interviews
with TED’s most popular speakers, and my personal insights gleaned from years of coaching
inspiring leaders of the world’s most admired brands.

Talk Like TED is for anyone who wants to speak with more confidence and authority. It’s for
anyone who delivers presentations, sells products and services, or leads people who need to be
inspired. If you have ideas worth sharing, the techniques in this book will help you craft and
deliver those ideas far more persuasively than you’ve ever imagined.

In March 2012, civil rights attorney Bryan Stevenson delivered a talk to 1,000 people
attending the annual TED conference in Long Beach, California. He received the longest
standing ovation in TED history, and his presentation has been viewed nearly two million times
online. For 18 minutes Stevenson held the audience spellbound by appealing to their heads and
their hearts. The combination worked. Stevenson told me that the attendees that day donated a
combined $1 million to his nonprofit, the Equal Justice Initiative. That’s over $55,000 for each
minute he spoke.

Stevenson did not deliver a PowerPoint presentation. He offered no visuals, no slides, no
props. The power of his narrative carried the day. Some popular TED speakers prefer to use
PowerPoint to reinforce the impact of their narrative. In March 2011, professor David Christian



launched a movement to teach “Big History” in schools after delivering a riveting 18-minute
TED talk backed by visually engaging slides and intriguing graphics. “Big history” teaches
students how the world evolved and its place in the universe. Christian’s presentation, which
covers 13 billion years of history in 18 minutes, has been viewed more than one million times.

Christian and Stevenson have seemingly different presentation styles and you will hear from
both of them in this book. One tells stories, the other delivers mountains of data with image-rich
slides, yet both are captivating, entertaining, and inspiring because they share nine secrets. They
understand the science and the art of persuasion.

After analyzing more than 500 TED presentations (more than 150 hours) and speaking
directly to successful TED speakers, I’ve discovered that the most popular TED presentations
share nine common elements. I’ve also interviewed some of the world’s leading neuroscientists,
psychologists, and communications experts to gain a better understanding of why the principles
that underlie these elements work as well as they do. Best of all, once you learn the secrets these
communicators share, you can adopt them and stand out in your very next pitch or presentation.
These are techniques I’ve used for years to coach CEOs, entrepreneurs, and leaders who have
invented products or run companies that touch your life every day. While you may never speak
at an actual TED conference, if you want to succeed in business you’d better be able to deliver a
TED-worthy presentation. It represents a bold, fresh, contemporary, and compelling style that
will help you win over your audience.

IDEAS WORTH SPREADING
Richard Saul Wurman created the TED conference in 1984 as a onetime event. Six years later it
was reinvented as a four-day conference in Monterey, California. For $475, attendees could
watch a variety of lectures on topics covering technology, entertainment, and design (TED).
Technology-magazine publisher Chris Anderson purchased the conference in 2001 and relocated
it to Long Beach, California in 2009. In 2014, the TED conference begins a run in Vancouver,
Canada, reflecting its growing international appeal.

Until 2005 TED was a once-a-year event: four days, 50 speakers, 18-minute presentations. In
that year, Anderson added a sister conference called TEDGlobal to reach an international
audience. In 2009, the organization began granting licenses to third parties who could organize
their own community-level TEDx events. Within three years more than 16,000 talks had been
delivered at TEDx events around the world. Today there are five TEDx events organized every
day in more than 130 countries.

Despite the astonishing growth in the conference business, TED speakers were introduced to a
much larger global audience through the launch of TED.com in June 2006. The site posted six
talks to test the market. Six months later the site only had about 40 presentations, yet had
attracted more than three million views. The world was and still is clearly hungry for great ideas
presented in an engaging way.

On November 13, 2012 TED.com presentations had reached one billion views, and are now
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being viewed at the rate of 1.5 million times per day. The videos are translated into up to 90
languages, and 17 new viewings of TED presentations start every second of every day.
According to Chris Anderson, “It used to be 800 people getting together once a year; now it’s
about a million people a day watching TED Talks online. When we first put up a few of the talks
as an experiment, we got such impassioned responses that we decided to flip the organization on
its head and think of ourselves not so much as a conference but as ‘ideas worth spreading,’
building a big website around it. The conference is still the engine, but the website is the
amplifier that takes the ideas to the world.”1

The first six TED talks posted online are considered classics among fans who affectionately
call themselves “TEDsters.” The speakers included Al Gore, Sir Ken Robinson, and Tony
Robbins. Some of these speakers used traditional presentation slides; others did not. But they all
delivered talks that were emotional, novel, and memorable. Today TED has become such an
influential platform, famous actors and musicians make a beeline to a TED stage when they have
ideas to share. A few days after accepting the Oscar for best picture, Argo director Ben Affleck
appeared at TED in Long Beach to talk about his work in the Congo. Earlier in the week U2
singer Bono delivered a presentation on the success of antipoverty campaigns around the world.
When celebrities want to be taken seriously, they hit the TED stage. Facebook COO Sheryl
Sandberg wrote her bestseller Lean In after her TED presentation on the subject of women in the
workplace went viral on TED.com. TED presentations change the way people see the world and
are springboards to launch movements in the areas of art, design, business, education, health,
science, technology, and global issues. Documentary filmmaker Daphne Zuniga attended the
2006 conference. She describes it as “a gathering where the world’s top entrepreneurs, designers,
scientists and artists present astonishing new ideas in what can only be described as a Cirque Du
Soleil for the mind.”2 There’s no event like it, Zuniga says. “It’s four days of learning, passion,
and inspiration … stimulating intellectually, but I never thought the ideas I heard would move
my heart as well.” Oprah Winfrey once put it even more succinctly: “TED is where brilliant
people go to hear other brilliant people share their ideas.”

THE PRESENTATION SECRETS OF STEVE JOBS
I’m in a unique position to analyze TED presentations. I wrote a book titled The Presentation
Secrets of Steve Jobs, which went on to become an international bestseller. Famous CEOs are
known to have adopted the principles revealed in the book, and hundreds of thousands of
professionals around the world are using the method to transform their presentations. I was
flattered by the attention, but I wanted to reassure readers that the techniques I explored in
Presentation Secrets were not exclusive to Steve Jobs. The Apple cofounder and technology
visionary just happened to be very good at putting them all together. The techniques were very
“TED-like.”

In the book I make the point that Steve Jobs’s famous commencement speech at Stanford
University in 2005 was a magnificent illustration of his ability to captivate an audience.
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Ironically, the commencement speech is one of the most popular videos on TED.com. While it’s
not officially a TED talk, it contains the same elements as the best TED presentations and has
been viewed more than 15 million times.

“Your time is limited, so don’t waste it living someone else’s life.3 Don’t be trapped by
dogma—which is living with the results of other people’s thinking,” Jobs told the graduates.
“Don’t let the noise of others’ opinions drown out your own inner voice. And most important,
have the courage to follow your heart and intuition. They somehow already know what you truly
want to become.” Jobs’s words spoke directly to the type of people who are moved by TED
presentations. They’re seekers. They’re eager to learn. Discontent with the status quo, they are
looking for inspiring and innovative ideas that move the world forward. With Steve Jobs, you
learned the techniques from one master; in Talk Like TED you get them all.

DALE CARNEGIE FOR THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY
Talk Like TED digs far deeper into the science of communication than almost any book on the
market today. It introduces you to men and women—scientists, authors, educators,
environmentalists, and famous leaders—who prepare and deliver the talk of their lives. Every
one of the more than 1,500 presentations available for free on the TED Web site can teach you
something about public speaking.

When I first started thinking about writing a book on the public speaking secrets of TED talks,
I thought of it as Dale Carnegie for the Twenty-first Century. Carnegie wrote the first mass
market public-speaking and self-help book in 1915, The Art of Public Speaking. Carnegie’s
intuition was impeccable. He recommended that speakers keep their talks short. He said stories
were powerful ways of connecting emotionally with your audience. He suggested the use of
rhetorical devices such as metaphors and analogies. Three-quarters of a century before
PowerPoint was invented Carnegie was talking about using visual aids. He understood the
importance of enthusiasm, practice, and strong delivery to move people. Everything Carnegie
recommended in 1915 remains the foundation of effective communication to this day.

While Carnegie had the right idea, he didn’t have the tools available today. Scientists using
fMRI (functional magnetic resonance imaging) can scan people’s brains to see exactly what
areas are being activated when a subject performs a specific task, such as speaking or listening to
someone else. This technology and other tools of modern science have led to an avalanche of
studies in the area of communication. The secrets revealed in this book are supported by the
latest science from the best minds on the planet, and they work. Is passion contagious? You’ll
find out. Can telling stories actually “sync” your mind with that of the person listening to you?
You’ll discover the answer. Why does an 18-minute presentation trump a 60-minute one? Why
did video of Bill Gates releasing mosquitoes into an audience go viral? You’ll learn the answer
to those questions, too.

Carnegie also lacked the most powerful tool that we can use to learn the art of public
speaking: the Internet, which wouldn’t be commercialized until 40 years after Carnegie’s death.
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Today, thanks to the availability of broadband, people can watch videos on TED.com and see the
world’s best minds deliver the presentations of their lives. Once you learn these nine secrets,
read the interviews with popular TED speakers, and understand the science behind it all, you can
turn to TED.com to see the presenters in action using the skills you’ve just read about.

WE’RE ALL IN SALES NOW
The most popular TED speakers give presentations that stand out in a sea of ideas. As Daniel
Pink notes in To Sell Is Human, “Like it or not, we’re all in sales now.”4 If you’ve been invited to
give a TED talk, this book is your bible. If you haven’t been invited to give a TED talk and have
no intention of doing so, this book is still among the most valuable books you’ll ever read
because it will teach you how to sell yourself and your ideas more persuasively than you’ve ever
imagined. It will teach you how to incorporate the elements that all inspiring presentations share,
and it will show you how to reimagine the way you see yourself as a leader and a communicator.
Remember, if you can’t inspire anyone else with your ideas, it won’t matter how great those
ideas are. Ideas are only as good as the actions that follow the communication of those ideas.

*   *   *

TALK LIKE TED IS DIVIDED into three parts, each revealing three components of an
inspiring presentation. The most engaging presentations are:

    EMOTIONAL—They touch my heart.

    NOVEL—They teach me something new.

    MEMORABLE—They present content in ways I’ll never forget.

EMOTIONAL
Great communicators reach your head and touch your heart. Most people who deliver a
presentation forget the “heart” part. In chapter 1 you’ll learn how to unleash the master within by
identifying what it is that you are truly passionate about. You will read about research—never
published in the popular press—that explains why passion is the key to mastering a skill like
public speaking. Chapter 2 teaches you how to master the art of storytelling and why stories help
your listeners get emotionally attached to your topic. You’ll learn about new research that shows
how stories actually “sync” your mind to those of your audience, allowing you to create far
deeper and more-meaningful connections than you’ve ever experienced. In chapter 3 you will
learn how TED presenters exhibit body language and verbal delivery that is genuine and natural,
almost as if they are having a conversation instead of addressing a large audience. You’ll also
meet speakers who spent 200 hours rehearsing a presentation and learn how they practiced. You
will learn techniques to make your presence and delivery more comfortable and impactful.

http://TED.com
http://TED.com


NOVEL
According to the neuroscientists I’ve interviewed, novelty is the single most effective way to
capture a person’s attention. YouTube trends manager Kevin Allocca told a TED audience that in
a world where two days of videos get uploaded every minute, “Only that which is truly unique
and unexpected can stand out.” The brain cannot ignore novelty, and after you adopt the
techniques in this section, your listeners will not be able to ignore you. In chapter 4 we explore
how the greatest TED presenters engage their audiences with new information or a unique
approach to an area of study. Chapter 5 is about delivering jaw-dropping moments, highlighting
those speakers who carefully, consciously design and deliver “wow” moments their audiences
are still talking about years later. Chapter 6 addresses the sensitive but important element of
genuine humor—when to use it, how to use it, and how to be funny without telling a joke.
Humor is unique to each presenter and it must be incorporated into your personal style of
presenting.

MEMORABLE
You may have novel ideas, but if your audience cannot recall what you said, those ideas don’t
matter. In chapter 7 I explore why the 18-minute TED presentation is the ideal length of time to
get your point across. And yes, there’s science to back it up. Chapter 8 covers the importance of
creating vivid, multisensory experiences so your audience can recall the content more
successfully. In chapter 9 I emphasize the importance of staying in your own lane, the ultimate
key to being a genuine, authentic speaker whom people feel they can trust.

Each chapter features a specific technique shared by the most popular TED speakers along
with examples, insights, and interviews with the people who delivered the presentations. I’ve
also included “TEDnotes” throughout each chapter: specific tips that will help you apply the
secrets to your very next pitch or presentation. In these notes you will find the name of the
speaker and the title of his or her presentation so you can search for it easily on TED.com. In
each chapter we’ll also explore the science behind the featured secret—why it works and how
you can apply the technique to take your presentations to a higher level. In the last 10 years
we’ve learned more about the human mind than we’ve ever known. These findings have
profound implications for your very next presentation.

LEARN FROM THE MASTERS
In Mastery author Robert Greene argues that we all have the ability to push the limits of human
potential. Power, intelligence, and creativity are forces that we can unleash with the right mind-
set and skills. People who are masters in their field (e.g., art, music, sports, public speaking) have
a different way of seeing the world. Greene believes the word genius should be demystified
because we have “access to information and knowledge that past masters could only dream
about.”5
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TED.com is a gold mine for those who want to attain mastery in the area of communications,
persuasion, and public speaking. Talk Like TED will give you the tools and show you how to use
them to help you find your voice and maybe even your fortune.

Better-than-average communicators are generally more successful than other people, but great
communicators start movements. They are remembered and revered by their last names alone:
Jefferson, Lincoln, Churchill, Kennedy, King, Reagan. Failure to communicate effectively in
business is a fast road to failure. It means startups won’t get funded, products won’t get sold,
projects won’t get backing, and careers won’t soar. The ability to deliver a TED-worthy
presentation could mean the difference between enjoying acclaim and toiling in hopeless
obscurity. You’re still alive. That means your life has purpose. You were meant for greatness.
Don’t sabotage your potential because you can’t communicate your ideas.

At TED 2006, motivational guru Tony Robbins said, “Effective leaders have the ability to
move themselves and others to action because they understand the invisible forces that shape
us.”6 Passionate, powerful, and inspiring communication is one of those forces that moves and
shapes us. A new approach to solving long-standing problems, inspiring stories, intriguing ways
of delivering information, and standing ovations are known as “TED moments.” Create those
moments. Captivate your audience. Inspire them. Change the world. Here’s how …
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PART I

Emotional

The key part of the TED format is that we have humans connecting to humans in a
direct and almost vulnerable way. You’re on stage naked, so to speak. The talks that
work best are the ones where people can really sense that humanity. The emotions,
dreams, imagination.

—CHRIS ANDERSON, CURATOR, TED
 



 

1.

Unleash the Master Within
Passion is the thing that will help you create the highest expression of your talent.

—LARRY SMITH, TEDx, NOVEMBER 2011

AIMEE MULLINS HAS 12 PAIRS of legs. Like most people she was born with two, but
unlike most people Mullins had to have both legs amputated below the knee due to a medical
condition. Mullins has lived with no lower legs since her first birthday.

Mullins grew up in a middle-class family in the middle-class town of Allentown,
Pennsylvania, yet her achievements are far from ordinary. Mullins’s doctors suggested that an
early amputation would give her the best chance to have a reasonable amount of mobility. As a
child Mullins had no input into that decision, but as she grew up she refused to see herself as or
to accept the label most people gave her—“disabled.” Instead, she decided that prosthetic limbs
would give her superpowers that others could only dream of.

Mullins redefines what it means to be disabled. As she told comedian and talk-show host
Stephen Colbert, many actresses have more prosthetic material in their breasts than she does in
her whole body, “and we don’t call half of Hollywood disabled.”

Mullins tapped her superpower—her prosthetic limbs—to run track for an NCAA Division
One program at Georgetown University. She broke three world records in track and field at the
1996 Paralympics, became a fashion model and an actress, and landed a spot on People
magazine’s annual list of the 50 Most Beautiful People.

In 2009 the 5'8" Mullins stood on the TED stage at 6'1" the height she chose for the occasion.
Mullins picks different legs to suit the event. She uses more-functional limbs for walking the
streets of Manhattan and more-fashionable ones for fancy parties.

“TED literally was the launch pad to the next decade of my life’s exploration,”1 said Mullins.
Mullins believes her TED appearance began a conversation that profoundly changed the way
society looks at people with disabilities. Innovators, designers, and artists outside the traditional
prosthetic medical community were inspired to see how creative and lifelike they could make
legs. “It is no longer a conversation about overcoming deficiency. It’s a conversation about
potential. A prosthetic limb doesn’t represent the need to replace loss anymore … So people that
society once considered to be disabled can now become the architects of their own identities and



indeed continue to change those identities by designing their bodies from a place of
empowerment … it is our humanity, and all the potential within it, that makes us beautiful.”

Mullins’s determination made her a world-class athlete; her passion won the hearts of the
TED audience.

Secret #1: Unleash the Master Within

Dig deep to identify your unique and meaningful connection to your presentation topic. Passion
leads to mastery and your presentation is nothing without it, but keep in mind that what fires you
up might not be the obvious. Aimee Mullins isn’t passionate about prosthetics; she’s passionate
about unleashing human potential.

Why it works: Science shows that passion is contagious, literally. You cannot inspire others
unless you are inspired yourself. You stand a much greater chance of persuading and inspiring
your listeners if you express an enthusiastic, passionate, and meaningful connection to your
topic.

*   *   *

IN OCTOBER 2012, CAMERON RUSSELL told a TEDx audience, “Looks aren’t
everything.”2 Cliché? Yes, if it had been delivered by anyone else. Russell, however, is a
successful fashion model. Within thirty seconds of taking the stage Russell changed her outfit.
She covered her revealing, tight-fitting black dress with a wraparound skirt, replaced her eight-
inch heels with plain shoes, and pulled a turtleneck sweater over her head.

“So why did I do that?” she asked the audience. “Image is powerful, but also image is
superficial. I just totally transformed what you thought of me in six seconds.”

Russell explained that she’s an underwear model who has walked runways for Victoria’s
Secret and has appeared on the covers of fashion magazines. While Russell acknowledges that
modeling has been good to her—it paid for college—she’s also keenly aware that she “won the
genetic lottery.”

Russell showed the audience a series of before-and-after photos. The “before” photos revealed
what she looked like earlier in the day of a photo shoot and the “after” photos displayed the final
ad. Of course the two photographs didn’t look at all alike. In one photo, Russell—16 years old at
the time—was seductively posed with a young man whose hand was placed in the back pocket of
her jeans (Russell had never even had a boyfriend at the time of the shoot). “I hope what you’re
seeing is that these pictures are not pictures of me. They are constructions, and they are
constructions by a group of professionals, by hairstylists and makeup artists and photographers
and stylists and all of their assistants and preproduction and postproduction. They build this.
That’s not me.”

Russell is a master of her craft—modeling. But modeling is not what she’s passionate about.
She’s passionate about raising self-esteem in young girls, and that’s why she connects with her
audience. Passion is contagious. “The real way that I became a model is I won a genetic lottery,



and I am the recipient of a legacy, and maybe you’re wondering what is a legacy. Well, for the
past few centuries we have defined beauty not just as health and youth and symmetry that we’re
biologically programmed to admire, but also as tall, slender figures, and femininity and white
skin. And this is a legacy that was built for me, and it’s a legacy that I’ve been cashing in on.”

Russell’s looks made her a model; her passion made her a successful speaker.
Russell and Mullins were given a platform because they are masters in their fields, but they

connect with their audiences because they are passionate about their topics. What fuels a
speaker’s passion does not always involve their day-to-day work. Russell didn’t talk about
posing for photographs, and Mullins didn’t talk about competing in track and field. Yet each
gave the talk of her life.

The most popular TED speakers share something in common with the most engaging
communicators in any field—a passion, an obsession they must share with others. The most
popular TED speakers don’t have a “job.” They have a passion, an obsession, a vocation, but not
a job. These people are called to share their ideas.

People cannot inspire others unless and until they are inspired themselves. “In our culture we
tend to equate thinking and intellectual powers with success and achievement. In many ways,
however, it is an emotional quality that separates those who master a field from the many who
simply work at a job,”3 writes Robert Greene in Mastery. “Our levels of desire, patience,
persistence and confidence end up playing a much larger role in success than sheer reasoning
powers. Feeling motivated and energized, we can overcome almost anything. Feeling bored and
restless, our minds shut off and we become increasingly passive.” Motivated and energized
speakers are always more interesting and engaging than bored and passive ones.

I’m often asked to work with CEOs on major product launches or initiatives, helping them to
tell their brand stories more effectively and persuasively. I travel around the world to visit brands
such as Intel, Coca-Cola, Chevron, Pfizer, and many other companies in nearly every product
category. In any language, on any continent, in every country, those speakers who genuinely
express their passion and enthusiasm for the topic are the ones who stand apart as inspiring
leaders. They’re the ones with whom customers want to conduct business.

For years I started with the same question during my coaching sessions with a client—what
are you passionate about? In the early stage of building a story, I don’t care about the product as
much as I care about why the speaker is fired up about the product or service. Howard Schultz,
the founder of Starbucks, once told me he wasn’t passionate about coffee as much as he was
passionate about “building a third place between work and home, a place where employees
would be treated with respect and offer exceptional customer service.” Coffee is the product, but
Starbucks is in the business of customer service. Tony Hsieh, the founder of online retailer
Zappos, isn’t passionate about shoes. He told me he’s passionate about “delivering happiness.”
The questions he asks himself are: How do I make my employees happy? How do I make my
customers happy? The questions you ask will lead to a very different set of results. Asking
yourself, “What’s my product?” isn’t nearly as effective as asking yourself, “What business am I
really in? What am I truly passionate about?”



Tony Hsieh is so passionate about customer service and employee engagement, he is a
sought-after speaker at events and conferences around the world (he has to turn down far more
requests than he accepts). Since many speakers are bone-dry because they have no passionate
attachment to the topic, watching an enthusiastic speaker is as refreshing as drinking ice-cold
water in the desert.

WHAT MAKES YOUR HEART SING?
Recently I’ve started to change the first question I ask of my executive clients who want to
become better communicators. In his last major public presentation, Steve Jobs said, “It’s the
intersection of technology and liberal arts that makes our hearts sing.” So today I’ve replaced
“What are you passionate about” with “What makes your heart sing?” The answer to the second
question is even more profound and exciting than the former.

For example, I worked with a client in the agribusiness community of California. He headed
an association of strawberry growers, an important crop for the state. Here’s how he answered
my questions:

Question 1: What do you do? “I’m the CEO of the California Strawberry Commission.”
Question 2: What are you passionate about? “I’m passionate about promoting California

strawberries.”
Question 3: What is it about the industry that makes your heart sing? “The American dream.

My parents were immigrants and worked in the fields. Eventually they were able to buy an acre
of land and it grew from there. With strawberries, you don’t need a lot of land and you don’t
need to own it; you can lease it. It’s a stepping stone to the American dream.”

I’m sure you’ll agree that the answer to the third question is much more interesting than the
first two. What makes your heart sing? Identify it and share it with others.

TEDnote
WHAT MAKES YOUR HEART SING? Ask yourself, “What makes my heart sing?” Your passion is not a
passing interest or even a hobby. A passion is something that is intensely meaningful and core to your identity.
Once you identify what your passion is, can you say it influences your daily activities? Can you incorporate it
into what you do professionally? Your true passion should be the subject of your communications and will
serve to truly inspire your audience.

THE HAPPIEST MAN IN THE WORLD
Matthieu Ricard is the happiest man in the world, and he’s not happy about it. In 2004 Matthieu
Ricard temporarily left the Shechen monastery in Kathmandu to teach a TED audience in
Monterey, California the habits of happiness.

According to Ricard, happiness is a “deep sense of serenity and fulfillment.” Ricard should
know. He’s not just pleased with his life. He’s really, really happy. Scientifically, he’s off-the-



charts happy. Ricard volunteered for a study at the University of Wisconsin, Madison. Research
scientists placed 256 tiny electrodes on Ricard’s scalp to measure his brain waves. The study was
conducted on hundreds of people who practice meditation. They were rated on a happiness scale.
Ricard didn’t just score above average; the researchers couldn’t find anything like it in the
neuroscience literature. The brain scans showed “excessive activity in his brain’s left prefrontal
cortex compared to its right counterpart, giving him an abnormally large capacity for happiness
and a reduced propensity towards negativity.”4

Ricard isn’t all that happy about being labeled the happiest man in the world. “In truth,
anyone can find happiness if he or she looks for it in the right place,”5 he said. “Authentic
happiness can only come from the long-term cultivation of wisdom, altruism, and compassion,
and from the complete eradication of mental toxins, such as hatred, grasping, and ignorance.”

Ricard’s presentation, “The Habits of Happiness,” attracted more than two million views on
TED.com. I believe Ricard’s presentation was well received because Ricard radiates the joy of
someone who is deeply committed to his topic. Indeed, Ricard told me, “These ideas are dear to
me not only because they brought me a lot of fulfillment, but because I am convinced that they
can bring some good to society. I am particularly passionate to show that altruism and
compassion are not luxuries, but essential needs to answer the challenges of our modern world.
So, whenever I am asked to join a conference, I am glad to do so and be able to share my ideas.”6

Successful speakers can’t wait to share their ideas. They have charisma and charisma is
directly associated with how much passion the speaker has for his or her content. Charismatic
speakers radiate joy and passion; the joy of sharing their experience and passion for how their
ideas, products, or services will benefit their audiences. “I believe that the best way to
communicate with anyone is to first check the quality of your motivation: ‘Is my motivation
selfish or altruistic? Is my benevolence aimed at just a few or at the great number? For their
short-term or their long-term good?’ Once we have a clear motivation, then communication
flows easily,” says Ricard.

Amazingly, if your motivation is to share your passion with your audience, it’s likely that
you’ll feel less nervous about speaking in public or delivering that all-important presentation in
front of your boss. I asked Ricard how he remains calm and relaxed in front of large audiences.
Ricard believes that anyone can talk him- or herself into feeling joy, bliss, and happiness when
they choose to do so. It all comes down to your motivation. If your only goal is to make a sale or
to elevate your stature, you might fail to connect with your audience (and you’ll place a lot of
pressure on yourself). If, however, your goal is more altruistic—giving your audience
information to help them live better lives—you’ll make a deeper connection and feel more
comfortable in your role. “I am very happy to share ideas, but as an individual I have nothing to
lose or to gain,” said Ricard. “I don’t care about my image, I have no business deal to cut, and I
am not trying to impress anyone. I am just full of joy to be able to say a few words about the fact
that we vastly underestimate the power of transforming the mind.”

http://TED.com


WHY YOU WILL FAIL TO HAVE A GREAT CAREER
If you’re not happy and passionate about the work you do, you might fail to have a great career,
and if you’re not having a great time at a great career, it will be harder for you to generate
enthusiasm through your presentations. That’s why career, happiness, and the ability to inspire
people are connected.

The topic of career success consumes University of Waterloo economics professor Larry
Smith. Smith is frustrated with today’s college students. He’s upset because most college
students will pursue specific careers for the wrong reasons—money, status, etc. According to
Smith, those students will fail to have great careers. The only way to have a great career, says
Smith, is to do what you love. Smith channeled his frustration into an inspiring, passionate, and
humorous TEDx lecture, “Why You Will Fail to Have a Great Career.”

I spoke to Smith about the popularity of his TED presentation, which at the time of our
discussion had been seen more than two million times. The reaction surprised him. Smith agreed
to do the talk at the request of his students. Since his classes are usually three hours long, he took
it as a personal challenge to distill his ideas into 18 minutes. It was hugely popular because the
audience sees a speaker with unbridled passion and a sense of urgency that makes his lecture
riveting. Smith’s presentation was essentially 30 years of pent-up frustration reaching a boiling
point. “Wasted talent is a waste I cannot stand,”7 Smith told me. “My students want to create
technology. I want them to create really ‘kick-ass’ technology. I want them to be passionate
about what they’re doing.”

Smith’s premise is simple. There are plenty of bad jobs, he says. Those “high-stress, blood-
sucking, soul-destroying” jobs. Then there are great jobs, but very little in between. Smith says
most people will fail to land a great job or enjoy a great career because they are afraid to follow
their passion. “No matter how many people tell you that if you want a great career, pursue your
passion, pursue your dreams … you will decide not to do it.” Excuses, he says, are holding
people back. His advice? “Find and use your passion and you’ll have a great career. Don’t do it
and you won’t.”

Smith was one of the most inspiring TED presenters I’ve met though I have to admit that I
may be a little biased. I’ve been preaching the same gospel since the day I changed my plan to go
to law school and pursued a career in journalism instead. At first I didn’t earn nearly as much as I
would have in the legal profession, and I certainly had some doubts about my chosen career path.
Following your passion takes courage, especially if you don’t see the results as quickly as you’d
like. My life is vastly different today than it was in those early years, and I enjoy sharing my
ideas with audiences around the world. Best of all, I don’t feel as though I “work.” Writing these
words, watching these presentations, studying the science behind them, interviewing famous
speakers, and sharing their thoughts with you is a joyful experience for me. Above all, I’ve
learned that those who are joyful about their work often make the best public speakers.

“You’ve got to follow your passion. You’ve got to figure out what it is you love—who you really are. And have


