Talk Human to Me

hen you speak in a virtual space, your voice does far more than
carry your words. It carries you. It conveys your energy, your confidence,
your intentions, and your mood. It reveals things you might not even real-
ize you are saying,.

In the absence of a firm handshake or eye contact across the room,
your voice becomes the primary way your audience experiences you. This is
a bit counterintuitive and even ironic, because it is your camera that shows
what you look like and it is your video likeness that captures most of our
attention. This book will probably spend twice as much time discussing
video than audio and will dive deeper into how you look than how you
sound, and it will advise you to spend more on cameras than on
microphones.

And yet, it is your voice that is the barometer of how you feel. Your
voice is your emotional channel and your layer of personality. It becomes
your virtual body language.

This chapter is all about knowing what your voice is capable of and
learning to trust it enough to let it do the job it was made for: connecting
you to other humans. This chapter is not just about sounding “good,”
however that might be defined. It is about sounding real. And that is a
word that needs no further definition.
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Why voice matters in virtual

Your voice is more than a delivery mechanism—it’s a mirror of your
energy and your presence. In a virtual setting, your body language gets
compressed. Your gestures shrink to the size of a window. Your posture is
mostly hidden. But your voice? It still arrives in full. And often, it does so
before your face even appears. Its the first impression and the ongoing
presence.

That’s why your voice has to do more work online than it ever did in
person. It has to compensate for everything the audience can't see: the
nuances of your body, the movement of your hands, the lean-in of genuine
engagement. It carries outsize importance on virtual, and in my case is pre-
cisely why I often end up with headaches and back pain after long sessions
in my studio: I speak in more animated fashion on virtual than in person.

Listeners pick up on subtle cues just by how you sound. Your energy
level, your spirit, your focus—you might not even be aware of how you feel
while your voice is conveying these feelings to your audience. They will
know if you are hesitant, rushed, happy, or bored. They dont need to see
your face to know how you feel; they can hear it.

In the virtual world, how you sound is usually how you are judged.
Which means your voice doesn't just carry your content. It carries your

credibility.

The Sound of you
One of the oddest parts of

working on your voice is com-
ing to terms with how it actu-
ally sounds to other people and
for most of us, that moment is
unpleasant. That epiphany
came very early in life for me:
May 27, 1972, the day of my
bar mitzvah. A friend brought
a tape recorder into the sanctu-
ary to capture my torah chant-
ing (he probably snuck it in, as
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it surely violated some observance of the Jewish sabbath), and he played it
back for me.

I told him that was the wrong recording; it must have been of the bat
mitzvah the previous weekend. That was the voice of a young girl, not of
me. It was at least a half-octave higher than what my blossoming baritone
was at the time. I wish I had kept that recording for you to hear, because as
should be plainly evident by now, 15 chapters into this book, I am not at
all above embarrassing myself.

This is a universal reaction. Ask anyone how they felt the first time
they heard themselves in a voicemail or on a recorded Zoom call, and you'll
get the same cringey reaction: Do [ really sound like thar?

Yes, you do.

Let me throw just a touch of science at you. When you speak, you hear
your voice not just through the air, but also through the bones in your
skull. It turns out that your bones transfer sound pretty well; in fact, bone
conduction headphones take advantage of that by transmitting sound waves
through your head, leaving your ears open to the environment.

The bones in your skull add resonance and depth to sound; kind of
like having your own personal sub-woofer in your head. Thats the version
of your voice that you hear, while everyone else hears only the air version—
the thinner, usually less flattering version. Recordings capture the air ver-
sion, too, so that full and resonant version of your voice is a gift from the
gods bestowed only upon you.

And it’s more than biology—hearing your own voice also triggers a
kind of psychological dissonance. You're being confronted with a version of
yourself that you don't control. You can’t make others hear the you that you
know is inside of you. They hear the you that is outside of you and there is
nothing that the inside you can do about that. The outside you is
just...you. Unfiltered, undeniable, unavoidable. And that makes many
people want to run for the mute button.

There are three points of advice to be made about this and I share
them here in order of increasing importance:

Get lower: Most of the time, one’s outside-the-head voice is a higher pitch
than the inside-the-head voice, and if you prefer that one, you can practice
speaking with a lower register. That’s coming up later in this chapter.

Acceptance is everything: You don’t need to fall in love with your voice;
you just need to get comfortable enough to trust it. You need to come to
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terms with the fact that it only sounds off to you; everyone else has had a
lifetime to accept your outside voice.

Perfection is not the goal: Your job is not to sound perfect. Audiences
don’t want perfect presenters and they don’t need you to sound perfect.
Your job is to sound present and real. That’s challenging enough without
having to also sound perfect.

When you stop fighting your voice, you free it up to do its job—
expressing your thoughts, revealing your personality, and letting your audi-
ence hear not just your words, but the real you.

Add vocal variety, no cartoons allowed

It’s tempting to think that energy in your voice means turning up the
volume or speaking with big dramatic swings. But that’s not energy—that’s
theater. And your audience didn’t log in for a one-person stage play.

While yes, we advocate for big and bold physical gestures to compen-
sate for the confines of the virtual space, your voice doesnt need to go big
and bold indiscriminately. The real secret to vocal presence lies in variety,
not volume—more subtle shifts in pitch, tone, and rhythm that help your
voice stay fresh and your message stay clear. Just like a good melody needs
highs and lows, your voice needs contrast to stay engaging.

That said, there’s a fine line between adding variety and going over the
top. You don't want to sound like you're narrating a children’s audiobook or
auditioning for a cartoon (unless, of course, you are doing one of those
things). For the rest of us, the goal is to enhance meaning without drawing
attention to the method.

Dr. Jackie Gartner-Schmidt is a professor of Speech-Language Pathol-
ogy at University of Carlow in Pittsburgh PA. She has a Ph.D in Commu-
nication Sciences and Disorders, and when she spoke on these topics at the
2021 Presentation Summit, it was a meta experience for all, as she made
every effort to practice what she preached.
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As she says in the video that you can watch here, “just by listening to

my voice, you have made a perception about who I am. We are really good
at listening to the voice for personality attributes. Are you aggressive, are
you confident, approachable, trustworthy—just with your voice.”

She also made the case for good vocal hygiene, such as proper
hydration, avoiding ice water (which could cause vocal cords to contract),
and breathing through your noise during pauses from speaking.

Dr. Gartner-Schmidt is trained and paid to go deep into this type of
research; the rest of us would go a bit loony if we intentionally tried to use
our voices to portray ourselves in certain ways. So it’s helpful to continually
return to the prime directive: be real. Speak so that your true self comes
out. And there are some practical guidelines that you can follow:

Vary your pitch to ask questions, signal transitions, or emphasize curiosity.
A gentle rise at the end of a sentence can keep people leaning in. A drop in
pitch can signal closure or finality. Pitch is your steering wheel, telling your
audience where the conversation is going and inviting them to follow it.

Leverage volume to punch a key point or pull back for intimacy. A slight
increase grabs attention and says #his part matters. A whisper draws people
in and says, lsten closely. Volume isnt just about being loud enough to hear;
it’s about knowing when to fill the room with your words and when to fill
it with the silent echo of them.

Adopt tone to match your emotional intent, be it excitement, empathy, or
seriousness. As Jackie said to us back in 2021, if your words say “I'm
thrilled,” but your tone says “I'm bored,” people will believe your tone and
then wonder if they can trust your words at all.
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When voice and body sync up

We could write an entire book analyzing vocal patterns and how they
convey emotion. Instead, I would like to introduce you to Sally Zimney, a
presentations coach and good friend. Her website describes her mission as
helping people discover “that unique blend of story, style, and substance
that makes audiences say ‘Tve never heard it put quite like that before!”

At the 2024 conference, Sally shared a personal challenge that scared
and threatened her. This clip has impact even if you do not know what
that challenge is, and if you want to play along, watch the clip first, and
then I'll share it with you on the other side.

I don't want our guessing game to distract from the point of sharing
the video, so let’s dispense with that. Sally lives in Minnesota and she has
taken to outdoor swimming and cold plunging in the dead of winter. The
video that she proceeded to share exposed her total vulnerability and sheer
dread at the prospect. She then expertly wove in the parallels with public
speaking and how you can find your best self when you face those types of
threats and challenges. It was gold.

As you watch and rewatch this short video, I want you to focus on her
vocal intonations and her variance of pitch and pace. How she draws you
into her little saga with her tone and tenor. “Just doooooo it,” she admon-
ishes herself as the video concludes.

Then I want you to appreciate how her physical gestures match her vocal
tone. None of this is indiscriminate—she is feeling every movement, and in
turn, making us feel them right along with her. This is elite-level storytelling
as her style, her tone, and her message all come together as one.

“My main objective,” Sally believes, “is to get my audience to visualize
the story in their own minds, right alongside my telling of it. I want them
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to experience the story as if they were there with me. Once they see it, they
will remember it.

“It is not about choreographing your every move—there’s nothing like
choreography to turn off an audience. It’s about telling the truest story I
can possibly tell that will bring everyone in with me.”

¢

It is worth reiterating throughout this discussion: in the previous chap-
ter, you were encouraged to amplify your physical gestures—bigger hand
movements, more open postures. But when it comes to your voice, exag-
geration is not the goal, authenticity is. The goal isn't to perform your mes-
sage, it’s to deliver it with just enough variety to keep people’s ears tuned in
and their minds engaged.

Exercises for the masses

Absent Jackie-like understanding or Sally-level skills, how can you
begin to exert more control over your vocal patterns? Here are some practi-
cal exercises to consider:

One sentence, six meanings

Here is a fun and approachable challenge to help you with varying your
vocal patterns. You can do this in your head, but it's more useful if you say it
out loud. The following sentence can be recited six different ways:

| didn’t say he stole the money.

I didn't say he stole the money. (John said it over there.)

I didn’t say he stole the money. (I just wondered out loud about it.)
I didn’t say he stole the money. (But I thought it.)

I didn’t say he stole the money. (I think it was Nancy who did.)

I didn’t say he stole the money. (Maybe he just borrowed it.)

I didn’t say he stole the money. (I think he stole your credit cards.)

A participant in a workshop scored extra credit when she managed to
place the emphasis on “the”—he didn't steal the money, he stole some
other money. She actually pulled it off! That’s the power of modulation.
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The pitch ladder

Read a sentence like you're climbing a staircase—gradually raising your
pitch with each word—then read it again coming down. This trains your
ear and vocal cords to recognize tonal range without sounding sing-songy.
Here are two good ones to try:

RECITE THIS: “We should probably get started”
Climb to create uncertainty: Do we really want to? Then descend to make it
sound like a concession. Uggh, lets get this over with.

RECITE THIS: “So...this is happening”

Climb for nervous anticipation, and try to hit three different notes on
“happening.” Then descend for comedic resignation. And on descent, it is
difficult to keep the “So” at a higher pitch than the “this.” Do it slowly.

The pause practice

Record yourself reading a paragraph with no pauses. Then read it
again, inserting short pauses after commas and full pauses after periods.
Compare the two. This builds rhythm awareness and discourages verbal
steamrolling. Try this one:

Thanks for joining us today. We’ve got a lot to cover, and some of it might
challenge the way you think. That’s a good thing.

Version 1: No pauses (read like a single breathless paragraph):
“Thanksforjoiningustodaywe'vegotalottocoverandsomeofitmightchallenget
hewayyouthinkthat’sagoodthing.”

Version 2: With intentional pauses:

“Thanks for joining us today. (two beats)

We've got a lot to cover, (beat)

and some of it might challenge the way you think. (two beats)
That’s a good thing.” (two beats)

Let me point out the two beats after youre done reading. This suggests that
whatever you are going to say next, you want to pause before it.
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The pitch penalty: a voice bias
worth naming

It is time to discuss an uncomfortable dynamic with voice: as a society,
we are biased toward deep voices. Especially in leadership settings, we tend
to associate low pitch with authority, calm, and control. The higher the
voice, the more likely people are to (consciously or not) question its weight.

There is a preponderance of research into this. An Illinois 2018 survey,
a 2014 study of all 435 House of Representatives elections, 2020
ScienceDirect research, and numerous other studies have all concluded the
same thing: lower register equals higher authority.

In addition to being inaccurate, this is completely unfair and definitely
not gender-neutral. Women and naturally high-pitched speakers often find
themselves scrutinized more closely—not for what they’re saying, but for
how they sound while saying it. Their voices are described as “shrill,”
“piercing,” or “annoying,” even when delivering the exact same message as
a deeper-voiced counterpart.

If you fall into that category, you are stuck between two bad options:
force a tone that isn’t yours, or face judgment for the one that is. But the
news is not all bad: you can work with your pitch, and you can do it with-
out compromising your identity. It is entirely your prerogative to protest
on principle having to concede to this cultural discrimination, but while
you are protesting, hear me out and try the following exercises:

Good vowels and bad vowels

Controlling your vocal register starts with knowing which vowels tend
to send you high and which help you go low. In general, the i and e sounds
are made from your throat and tend to accentuate higher pitches. In con-
trast 0 and u sounds come from your belly. The a is the swing vowel, with
the short a belonging in the first grouping and the long a in the second.

Knowing this, it would behoove you to be quicker with throat vowels
and longer with belly vowels. To practice this, take the ice cream test:

1. Record yourself saying “I like ice cream.”

2. Channel your inner child and say it with an excited voice that
emphasizes the i sounds. Say it loud.

3. Now say “I love ice cream.”
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4. Say “I love chocolate ice cream.”
5. Accentuate the love: “I looooove chocolate ice cream.”
6. Linger over the word chocolate, also.

7. Finally, just as you were long over the o sounds, be quick with the
i sounds.

I staged this exercise with my high-talking daughter Jamie, and here is
how it came out.

The first time you watch this video, what should become clear to you
is that speaking from your diaphragm brings out your lower registers and
the deeper-sounding vowels facilitate that. If you watch the video a second
time, notice two things:

1. When Jamie stands up, she can find that lower register more
readily. As her posture straightens, it becomes easier to move air
from lower in her frame.

2. When she was breathier over those o sounds, it positively influ-
enced the i sounds, also. Compare how the ice cream lines
sounded between her first time (“I like ice cream”) and the final
time (“I loooove chocolate ice cream”).

The laughing exercises on Page 117 will also help you find your lower
register. You need to move a lot of air to laugh and I want you to tune into
that. Shallow breathing creates weak and rushed delivery, while deep, inten-
tional breathing gives your voice strength and consistency. Lean into the
laugh and to those 0 and u sounds—indulge them with full breaths and
long landings. The more you can fully shape your vowels from your dia-
phragm, the more you can explore the deeper parts of your natural register.
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Let me reiterate that those with higher pitches should not have to do
this; it is unfair that society forces this upon you. But as a book author,
given the choice of changing societal norms or offering you a tactic to out-
smart society, I'm a realist about the power of my particular pen.

And for the rest of us: if you've ever found yourself reacting more
favorably to a lower-pitched voice, take a moment and ask yourself if you're
responding to the message, or just the tone it came in, and if that is fair of
you to do that. Awareness isn’t everything, but it’s a good place to start.

¢

Your voice is the most personal tool you bring to a virtual presentation.
It’s shaped by big things like your personality, your history, your life experi-
ences, but also by little things like your breath and your pacing. You can't
trade it in for a new one. But you can train it, trust it, and use it more
intentionally.

This isn't about sounding slick. It’s about sounding human. Not pol-
ished to perfection, but present enough to connect on a personal level. Not
free of flaws, but full of awareness.

Whether you're adding vocal variety, clearing out filler, or confronting
unconscious bias, remember: your goal is not to mimic someone else’s
voice—it’s to claim your own. And then use it with care and confidence.
That’s what it means to talk human. That’s what makes your voice worth
hearing and worth listening to. &



