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TED Talks by Chris Anderson 

Book Summary by Paul Minors 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 
Who is this summary for? 

TED Talks by Chris Anderson is an encouraging and relatable guide on how to give a 

good talk, a great read for anyone that has to talk in front of others, whether its 4 or 5 

people in a meeting or in front of a large audience. Anderson examines the 

importance of public speaking and the joy it brings to both the speaker and the 

audience. TED Talks offers ways to plan and deliver a talk and to gain some more 

confidence in public speaking. Using examples from some inspirational TED talkers 

such as Jamie Oliver and Bill Clinton, this book is easy to read and full of useful 

advice, tips, and tricks. 

 
About the author 

British Chris Anderson spent his early years growing up in Pakistan, India, and 

Afghanistan alongside his father who was a missionary eye surgeon. Anderson 

began a career in journalism working in newspapers, radio stations, magazines and 

online magazines. After going out on his own with a publishing company he 

eventually settled and focused on the TED movement. TED is a nonprofit 

organisation that focuses on short but impactful talks (called TED talks) that are 

designed to spread ideas in communities all around the world. All topics are covered 

and their mission is to simply spread ideas and help develop a deeper 

understanding of the world. Anderson is not only a TED speaker but also one of the 

key curators and has devoted a lot of his time to developing the TED movement. 

 
In this summary 

This summary will cover most of Anderson’s key points and tips about public 

speaking. We’ll start with the idea that presenting and public speaking is a learnable 

skill before moving onto building ideas for talks and 4 common traps people fall 

into. We’ll discuss Anderson’s thoughts on getting your point across, getting 

personal, narration and the idea of persuasion. Finally, we’ll address mental prep, 

speaking jitters, rehearsals, scripts and the importance of voice and body language. 

Hopefully, you’ll finish this summary with a few tips on how to improve your own 

nerves and public speaking.
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BOOK SUMMARY 

 
PUBLIC SPEAKING 

Anderson explains that there is no simple formula for public speaking, there is no 

single way to go about it and be sure you are giving a great talk. He acknowledges 

that this is simply due to the variety of speakers and audiences in the world, you’re 

never going to appeal to everyone and you’re never going to speak exactly the same 

as someone else. Rather than suggesting exactly how you should give a talk, 

Anderson aims to offer a bunch of tools you can use to improve your speaking 

ability. 

 
”Your only real job in giving a talk is to have something valuable to say, and to 

say it authentically in your own unique way.” 

 
Anderson explains that when you are giving a talk, you need to be tapping into 

certain emotions. Whether that be empathy or excitement or perhaps sharing a 

dream or some new knowledge. If you can tap into the right emotions, you’ll be able 

to capture the attention of your audience and hopefully give them a new perspective 

on a topic they may not have known much about. 

 
”Done right, a talk can electrify a room and transform an audience's 

worldview.” 
 
 
 

SPEAKING AS A LEARNABLE SKILL 

 
Like many things, people often assume that public speaking requires a certain skill 

set that you either have or you don’t have. But Anderson points out that regardless 

of your nerves or fear, anyone can build the skill of presentation literacy. He explains 

that even if your confidence is low and you are incredibly nervous there are steps 

you can take to improve your ability. 

One of the key points Anderson makes is that as a speaker you’re never going to be 

Winston Churchill or Nelson Mandela, so stop comparing yourself. The only thing 

you can be as a speaker is you. Don’t try to be anything you’re not, don’t pad your 

speech with intellectual jargon if really you’re an artist. And Anderson reminds us not 

to judge your success on the applause at the end. Just because everyone wasn’t 

standing up and cheering doesn’t mean your speech wasn’t a success. 
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”Conversational sharing can work just as well. In fact, for a lot of audiences. 

it's better.” 

 
Anderson explains that these days you really need to know how to present to a 

crowd. It’s not a matter of choice but a necessity. And it doesn’t matter what the size 

of the audience is, but if you can develop some key skills, and be yourself, then you’ll 

find yourself succeeding. 

 

IDEAS 

 
Anderson explains that the idea is the gift you are giving to the audience in every 

great talk. As a speaker, you should set out to share something that you are truly 

passionate about, something that you care about, and share your passion with the 

audience. Anderson considers this message to be your idea. He explains that by 

sharing your idea you should be providing the audience with a mental image and 

idea, something that has affected them, something that they can remember, reflect 

on and hopefully share with others. 

 
”Take something that matters deeply to you and to rebuild it inside of the 

minds of your listeners.” 

 

Starting point 

Anderson explains that your starting point has to be your idea. An idea can be 

anything from an image, a story, a how-to, your dream for the future or even a simple 

reminder of something that important to you. 

 
”Many people massively underestimate the value of their work, and their 

learning, and their insights. More likely, you have far more in you worth 

sharing than you're even aware of.” 

 
Anderson explains that as a speaker, you have something powerful to share, 

something that nobody else has, and that’s your experiences and your life. Nobody 

else experiences things exactly as you do so you can start there. Audiences are 

enthralled by personal stories and anecdotes, even if the lesson is one they’ve heard 

before, your perspective is original and exciting. 
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Procrastination 

Anderson explains that as humans, we are all expert procrastinators. But when the 

opportunity to speak publicly arises, use this as your motivation to research and 

learn about the topic that’s always interested you, but you’ve never pursued out of 

pure laziness. 

 

Use the opportunity to drive you and find your passion, you might know a bit about 

something you think would be a good topic. Start there and truly immerse yourself in 

the topic, learn all the angles and begin to curate your story. 

 
Language 

So, if you’ve followed Anderson’s advice, you’ve started with an idea, you’ve done 

plenty of research and now you have a story to tell, something meaningful to share 

with your audience. Anderson reminds us that the goal is to re-create your idea 

effectively in the mind of your audience. And that can be an intimidating concept. 

However, Anderson explains that it’s quite simple. Using language you can brilliantly 

tell a story with a certain spin and the right amount of detail, and the audience will 

be on exactly the same page as you. You can connect with strangers in a room 

through the common tool that you share, language. 

 
”You can only use the tools that your audience has access to. If you start with 

only YOUR language, YOUR concepts, and YOUR assumptions, you will fail. 

So start with theirs.” 

 
Another note that Anderson makes here, is that you need to consider what your 

audience’s potential knowledge or understanding is on your topic. You can’t simply 

dive into the deep end of a rather intricate subject and expect them to keep up. 

Consider where you were at the beginning of your knowledge journey and take 

them down the same path. You can’t make jumps without explaining the process. 
 
 

WHAT TO AVOID AND COMMON TRAPS. 

 
Anderson explains that there are 4 styles of a talk that you need to avoid, despite 

how easy they may be to fall into. These styles are; the sales pitch, the ramble, the 

org bore and the inspiration performance. We’ll discuss these in a little more detail 

below: 
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The sales pitch 

Anderson explains that as a speaker, you are there to give back to your audience. But 

some speakers make the mistake of planning to take something from the audience. 

Being generous as a speaker is going to be well received by the audience, you really 

don’t want to look like a self-promoter. 

 
The ramble 

TED talks are designed to be short, they are only approx. 18 minutes in length, 

there’s not a lot of time. For this reason, you really have to get to your point, consider 

your audience’s time as precious and don’t waste it. Rambling is not going to sit well 

with an audience and you’ll likely lose their attention. So stick to the point and make 

sure you present your idea in the best way possible. 

 
The org bore 

Anderson explains that you make work for an organisation you are truly proud of, the 

history of the company may be fascinating to you, whether you are an NGO or a 

laboratory. However, the audience doesn’t want to hear about the timeline of a 

company. They want to hear about the work that you do, the ideas that the company 

has, the mission. Don’t focus on the organisation or the products, think big picture 

mission statements. 

 
The inspiration performance 

Everyone wants to be an inspiration, and as an audience member, you are looking to 

be inspired. But Anderson explains that there’s a power within being inspirational 

and you have to be careful where you tread. Many speakers are driven by the 

promise of fame, adoration and they all want to be considered an inspiration. But 

Anderson points out that inspiration is something to be earned, and it’s only going 

to be earned when it’s not the prime motivation. You can’t ‘act out’ being 

inspirational. It needs to be selfless and genuine. So don’t walk in there aiming to be 

an inspiration. But, if you’re true to yourself and your message, you mind just be. 
 
 

THE POINT 

 
”The point of a talk is to say something meaningful. But it's amazing how 

many talks never quite do that. They leave the audience with nothing they can 

hold on to.” 
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Anderson explains that if you approach a speech without a comprehensive plan you 

may end up leaving the audience confused and unsure what the real meaning 

behind your talk was. There needs to be what Anderson calls a through-line: 

something to connect your speech together and a common theme throughout your 

narrative. 

However, don’t get fooled into thinking a through-line means you can only tell one 

story or only talk about one topic. Anderson explains that you just need to be able to 

connect the stories and topics. There needs to be a seamless journey that the 

audience can take, without any abrupt leaps or jumps. Take the audience through a 

straightforward journey, from beginning to end. And hopefully, everyone will reach 

the destination you intend. 

 
The through-line 

Figuring out exactly what your through-line is, is a necessary step in the speaking 

process. Anderson suggests beginning with learning as much about the audience as 

you possibly can. You need to understand what their knowledge is, what they are 

passionate about and what their beliefs and morals might be. Often, speakers are 

left with too much to say and a limited time. And many fall into the trap of trying to 

cram it all in but shorten the explanations or cut out some detail. Anderson explains 

that you cannot simply condense everything and still deliver a good speech. Here 

are two tips Anderson shares when it comes to constructing your through-line: 

 
1. Show why it matters, what’s the question, problem or experience? 

 
2. Flesh out each point you make with real examples, stories, and facts. 

 
Anderson suggests considering no more than three connected topics in order to 

properly construct your through-line. You need to be able to provide sufficient 

explanations and detail for each topic. And make sure everything links back to the 

through-line, leave no anomalies. 

 

 

MAKING A CONNECTION 

 
Anderson stresses the importance of getting personal with your audience. Let them 

know exactly who you are. Don’t forget to make eye contact, staring at the wall at the 

back of the room is going to forge a barrier between you and the audience. Look 

them in the eye. Be vulnerable and discard your ego. This isn’t self-promotion. Make 

your audience laugh, get them to enjoy themselves and let loose a little. And tell a 

personal story, let them into your life. 
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Anderson explains that when narrating a story, it’s important that you remember the 

following 4 things: 

 
1. Develop a character the audience can relate to. 

 
2. Ensure your story has an element of tension. 

 
3. Detail is important, but not too much. 

 
4. Finally, you need a conclusion, finish your story properly (no cliff-hangers) 

whether it be a relief, emotional, funny or moving. 

 

”Stories resonate deeply in every human. By giving your talk as a story or 

series of related stories you can greatly increase your connection with the 

listeners. But, please: let it mean something.” 

 

 

EXPLAINING 

 
When explaining new concepts or ideas, consider the following: 

 
1. Start where the audience is. 

 
2. Light the fire called curiosity. 

 
3. Build in concepts one by one. 

 
4. Use metaphors. 

 
5. Use examples. 

 

 
Remember, that just because you know everything there is to know about your topic, 

the audience doesn’t necessarily have the same understanding as you. So take your 

time to explain the concepts. Anderson recommends trying to remember where you 

were in the beginning, what did you know before you really started? Just because it 

seems simple to you, doesn’t mean everyone shares the same knowledge. 



8  

PERSUASION 

 
”Persuasion means convincing an audience that the way they currently see 

the world isn't quite right. And when this works, it's thrilling for both speaker 

and audience. It requires taking down the parts that aren't working, and 

rebuilding something better.” 

 
Anderson explains that the first part of persuasion is to prime the audience. Once 

you’ve primed your audience you’ll find it easier to deliver your argument with 

Reason. Reason, is the next step and makes it easy to deliver your conclusion with 

certainty. 

Anderson has established a simple formula for priming your audience and enforcing 

reason. 

 
”If X is true, dear friends, then, clearly, Y follows (because every X implies a Y).” 

 
A few other helpful tools for persuasion are; having a humorous element early on to 

break the ice. Having a detailed anecdote and useful, straightforward examples. If 

possible, validate your idea further with a third-party and finally, if applicable, use 

visuals. 

 

 

SHOW THEM 

 
So you have an idea, how do you share your idea with the audience in the most 

effective way? Anderson explains that it’s simple, you just have to show them. And 

here’s a few ways you can do that: 

 
- The wonder walk. Take your audience on a journey or a walk through your 

work, start at the beginning and explain one by one. Use images such as 

slides, photos or videos. 

- The dynamic demo. Physically demonstrate your idea. Whether it’s a new 

product, new technology or a new way to do something, show the 

audience exactly how it works. 

- The dreamscape. Help the audience visualise your dreams with images, 

drawings, demos or powerful words. Either literally or metaphorically, 

paint the audience a picture of what you want the future to look like, let 

them in on your dreams in the most visual way possible. 
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WHEN TO USE VISUALS 

 
It’s easy to default to making slides to back up your speech. However, Anderson 

believes that often slides do more damage than good, they take the attention off you 

and the audience may lose track. However, visuals can be an effective tool in 

presenting your idea, just ensure you use them correctly. Anderson explains that 

visuals are useful in three circumstances; when you are revealing something, to 

explain something and to add aesthetic appeal. 

Make sure no slide ever has more than a single idea or image. They are not designed 

to be a brainstorm of ideas. Short and sweet is key. Slides and visuals are only there 

to back up your words, they are designed to add descriptions and explanations that 

can’t be done with words. Don’t use a slide as a way of repeating what you say. 

Anderson believes that they have to offer something more. 
 
 

SCRIPTS AND MEMORISING 

 
So with a speech approaching, you’re bound to reach the point where you need to 

decide if you are going to write out every word you plan to say as a strict, or if you 

want to have a structure established and written down but speak off the cuff. 

Anderson explains that both approaches have both positives and negatives, we’ll 

discuss these a little further: 

 
Scripts 

If you choose to write a script, then you’ll know that everything you need to say is 

written down, you won’t waste any time trying to remember what’s next. However, it 

needs to be practiced and delivered in a way that it doesn’t sound scripted. 

Anderson explains that referring to your script every now and then is OK, but you 

need to look up at the audience and make eye contact as regularly as possible. Don’t 

look down the whole time. Finally, Anderson explains that the best way to script is to 

use bullet points. Don’t have pages of paragraphs, this will only set you back when 

you glance down to check where you are up to. Bullet points will help you keep up 

to speed with where you are and whats coming up next. 
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Unscripted. 

Anderson explains that the number one benefit of being unscripted is that you can 

come across fresh and real, the audience will feel as if you are having a real 

conversation with them rather than delivering a speech. However, problems can 

arise. Anderson explains that the pressure can get to you and when you’re 

explaining a critical point, you may struggle to find the words. You also risk leaving 

out information altogether, and you can’t be certain about the timing. Timing is 

especially important when there is a time limit allocated. You don’t want to be 

halfway through your idea only to be told that time is up. 

 
The importance of rehearsals 

Anderson stresses the importance of rehearsing and the benefit this will have on 

your talk. Not rehearsing is one of the biggest mistakes you can make. And don’t 

rehearse once or twice, do it over and over until you are confident. Rehearse in front 

of other people and work on completing your story within your defined time. Ask for 

feedback and take this on board. 

 

”Your goal is to end up with a talk whose structure is second nature to you so 

that you can concentrate on meaning what you say.” 
 
 

BEGINNING AND ENDING 

 
First impressions count. And it’s important to begin your talk with a strong opening. 

Anderson suggests using drama or curiosity, perhaps using a tempting tease. Or try 

using a slide or video that is compelling and powerful. 

Almost as important as the opening is the ending, you have the opportunity to leave 

the audience with a powerful statement or message, so don’t simply stop talking. 

Make sure you have a powerful conclusion. Consider offering the audience a call to 

action, or asking for a commitment from them. Anderson explains that creating a 

detailed vision and linking the ending right back to the beginning can be effective. 
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NERVES 

 
The best of us get nervous, Anderson has a few tips to control the nerves on 

speaking day: 

 
- Use your fear as motivation 

 
- Breathe 

 
- Drink Water 

 
- Avoid an empty stomach 

 
- Remember the power of vulnerability 

 
- Find ‘friends' in the audience 

 
- Have a backup plan 

 
- Focus on what you're talking about 

 
Being prepared is also essential. Anderson explains that sometimes just knowing 

that there is a script and detailed notes available is all you need. You may have your 

entire speech memorized but having a back up is really important for your mental 

nerves. You can also use your own slides as prompts, they can help you know 

what’s coming up next. Consider using note cars that you can hold in your hand. 

 

 

YOUR VOICE 

 
Anderson explains that one of your most powerful tools in delivering a good talk is 

your own voice. Use your voice to tell the story, using variety in tone, pace and 

pauses to convey the emotions needed. Anderson points out that if you have chosen 

to go with a script, it’s a good idea to highlight or underline the key points and 

phrases that you wish to emphasise. Tone is so important and can really change the 

way the audience perceives your message. Finally, Anderson stresses the importance 

of considering your speaking pace, make sure it’s mostly at a natural conversational 

pace, with increases and decreases for emphasis. 

 
”Speak with meaning. And don't be afraid to let emotions out a little as you 

speak.” 
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Body language 

Further to your own voice, you can use your body to help tell your story. By standing 

tall and central, with your weight equally distributed between your two feet, your 

presences is immediately more powerful than someone who looks down or shifts 

from left to right. Your hands can be story-telling tools, emphasising key points and 

moments. Anderson points out that some people feel more comfortable moving 

around. If this is the case walking around is good, but ensure that the walk is at a 

natural speed and pace. 

 
”Whatever it is you pursue, if you truly go after it, predict two things: – Yes, 

you'll find a meaningful form of happiness – You'll discover something worth 

saying. And then what? Well then, of course, you must SHARE it, using all the 

passion, skills and determination you can muster.” 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 
Key takeaways 

- Speaking is a learnable skill, anyone can do it. 

 
- You have to begin with an idea. 

 
- You aim is to have something important to say, to capture an audience, 

and perhaps change their perspective on a topic. 

 
-  Remember that even though you may know a lot about your topic, your 

audience’s knowledge and understanding may be limited. Start from the 

beginning so they can grasp your concepts. 

- Avoid presenting a sales pitch, you’re not selling anything. And don’t 

ramble. 

 
- Your speech doesn’t have to have only one single idea or story. But there 

has to be a clear connection. Establish your through-line and build your 

narrative around that. 

- Visuals can be a useful storytelling aid, but only if they offer something 

you can’t put into words. 

 
- Use your voice and body language to emphasize points and help tell the 

story. 
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Further Reading 

If you want to learn a bit more about confidence in a different area, give The 5 

Second Rule by Mel Robbins a go. The 5-second rule can help you in those everyday 

moments of difficulty, uncertainty, and fear. It can help you improve your health, 

increase productivity and combat procrastination. Robbins helps you be courageous 

and step outside of your comfort zone. And most importantly, Robbins explains how 

easy it is to take control and make a change! 

 

Similarly, Re-Awaken the Giant Within by Tony Robbins is an inspiring read about 

how to live a happier, healthier more fulfilling life. In the book, Robbins discusses 

how to empower yourself by taking control of your emotions, values, and beliefs. 

Guidelines is my eBook that summarises the main lessons from 33 of the best-selling 

self-help books in one place. It is the ultimate book summary; Available as a 80-page 

ebook and 115-minute audio book. Guidelines lists 31 rules (or guidelines) that you 

should follow to improve your productivity, become a better leader, do better in 

business, improve your health, succeed in life and become a happier person. 

 
Action Steps 

- Look for an opportunity to do some public speaking, instead of shying 

away from the chance, decide to give it a go. Consider asking local 

community groups if they’d like a guest speaker and give it a shot. 

- Consider your ideas, develop these further through research. Whether it 

be your own experiences or sharing a new idea, you have a story worth 

telling so don’t forget it. 

- If you have the opportunity to speak in front of a crowd, don’t forget to 

rehearse. Start by rehearsing in front of a mirror, then ask some friends to 

take a listen and provide feedback. 

- Consider whether you would prefer to write a script or speak more freely. 

Try both approaches and see what works for you. 

 
- For inspiration, check out some of the TED Talks. 


