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This eBook was assembled from work done by Dr. Dennis Becker and Robin Golinski at
The Speech Improvement Company. Visit us at www.speechimprovement.com.

For more useful content like this, follow us.
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Introduction: Why This Matters

Whether you're stepping on stage at a major conference or leading a high-stakes
boardroom discussion, the true measure of your communication skill isn't just in what
you prepare, it's in how you respond when you don't know what's coming next. This
eBook is designed to help professional speakers, executives, and thought leaders master
one of the most undervalued skills in public speaking: answering questions with
confidence. You don't need to know everything. You do need to respond with poise,
clarity, and strategic presence when challenged. It's what builds lasting credibility.

Below you will find practical strategies drawn from our decades of training and coaching
experience, including how to replace ‘Il don't know" with composed alternatives; how to
quickly assess the motivation behind a question; and how to stay calm and collected
under pressure.

You'll also gain access to recorded lessons, practice prompts, and phrasing tools that will
elevate your confidence and deepen your listeners' trust. In today's professional world, it's
not enough to deliver a great talk; you also have to demonstrate competence and
confidence the moment questions begin.

Let's get started!
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Handling Questions Effectively Defines Your Credibility

T

In any professional setting, whether you're delivering a presentation, interviewing for a role,
or contributing in a high-stakes meeting, confidence is judged, not by your prepared
remarks, but by how you respond when asked a question. Research” consistently shows
that listeners gauge your credibility more by how you handle questions than how you
deliver rehearsed content.

The Most Common Pitfalls Speakers Face

Even the most accomplished professionals struggle when caught off guard. Here are
some common challenges:

Feeling like you should have all the answers

Worrying about aggressive or challenging questions
Losing your train of thought

Feeling undermined in front of senior leaders or peers
Falling into defensive or overly long answers

Letting your nerves override your message
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These situations are normal. With the right tools, these pitfalls can become opportunities
to lead, not moments to fear.

This eBook is designed to help speakers strengthen their ability to handle questions with
competence and confidence.

Below, you'll find practical strategies drawn from decades of coaching.

Developing the right mindset for receiving questions

Identifying the motivation behind a question quickly

Structuring a response when you don't know the answer

Avoiding cliche answers

Accessing recorded lessons, practice prompts, and phrasing tools that will elevate
your confidence and deepen your listeners' trust

Handling questions is not about having the perfect answer, it's about:

Building Trust and Rapport

Showcasing Subject Matter Expertise

Engaging with Listeners

Exuding Confidence

Demonstrating Emotional Intelligence with Active Listening

"A study by Daly & Redlick (2016) found that how presenters answer questions and
objections influences audience evaluations nearly as much, or even more, than the
presentation’s original content. This suggests that handling questions adeptly can
significantly shape perceptions of credibility and competence.

quality of the delivery. tx.nesinc.com+istandfonline.com+isresearchgate.net+15.
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Evaluate Your Mindset

A person’s mindset is shaped by a combination of habits, learned behaviors, and ingrained
thought patterns. In situations where questions are being asked, especially under pressure,
these automatic responses can often be limiting or counterproductive. In essence, your
mindset dictates how you think and react in the moment. To handle questions effectively,
it’s essential to recognize and replace those unhelpful patterns with more practical,
confident, and productive strategies.

Identify your mindset below and decide whether the impact aligns with your intention; if
not, consider adopting a more productive mindset. A good coach can help you develop
this faster.

The most common unproductive mindsets are:
1. The Defender

Mindset: "l need to protect myself."

Behavior: Uses a defensive tone and perceives questions as personal challenges or
attacks.

Impact: Can appear insecure, closed off, or reactive
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2. The Performer

Mindset: ‘| must have all the answers to prove my competence.”

Behavior: Over-prepares for every possible question, may bluff or ramble when caught
off guard.

Impact: May appear inauthentic or anxious; put pressure on themselves to be perfect.

3. The Avoider

Mindset: “Questions are a threat to my flow or authority.”
Behavior: Sidesteps, gives vague answers, or changes the subject.
Impact: Damages trust and credibility; the audience may feel dismissed or unheard.

4. The Responder

Mindset: ‘I just need to get through this Q&A section.”
Behavior: Gives short, factual responses without emotion or engagement.
Impact: Misses opportunities to influence, clarify, or strengthen key points.

5. The Scholar

Mindset: "Every question is a chance to educate.”

Behavior: Delivers thorough, often technical responses; may unintentionally talk over
listeners' heads.

Impact: Valuable in expert settings, but may lose engagement if not adapted to

the listeners.

The most common productive mindsets are:

1. The Connector

Mindset: "Questions are a way to engage and build trust.”
Behavior: Listens attentively, clarifies intent, responds with calm and openness.
Impact: Builds credibility and connection; seen as confident and collaborative.

2. The Explorer

Mindset: “Questions help us uncover better ideas or solutions.”
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Behavior: Welcomes, uses questions as starting points for discussion or co-creation.
Impact: Seen as thoughtful, innovative, and team-oriented.

3. The Guide

Mindset: “Questions are the best way to lead listeners through logical and/or
emotional reasoning.”

Behavior: Values the question as a means to address concerns.

Impact: Listeners will feel respected and valued.

The first step to handling questions effectively is to evaluate and upgrade your mindset.
Adopting a more productive perspective, such as that of the Connector, Explorer, or Guide,
can dramatically shift how you experience Q&A. If your underlying mindset is rooted in
fear, defensiveness, or a need for perfection, merely mastering techniques will seem
performative rather than authentic. An experienced speech coach can help you shift and
strengthen your mindset. In our many years of coaching and training, we've seen these
limiting mindsets quietly stall careers. When presenting to leadership, you often don’t get
a second chance, so it’s essential to start with the right mindset.

Even more concerning? Receiving no questions at all! It’s tempting to assume your
presentation was flawless and left nothing unanswered, but unless it's 4.:00pm on Friday,
that’s rarely the case. The absence of questions often signals disengagement, not
excellence. Remember: questions mean curiosity, attention, and connection. If your
content resonated with the listeners, there will be questions, and that is something to
embrace. Welcoming questions demonstrate engagement and provide valuable
opportunities to connect with your listeners and reinforce your message.

m Five quick tips from our coaches:

1. Don't overprepare and practice for perfection.
When you stop chasing perfection and start engaging with curiosity, listeners
feel your authenticity, and that builds trust.

2. List every likely question, the good, bad, and tough.
Preparing for questions pushes you to think deeper. That depth sharpens your
expertise and earns respect.

3. Practicing HOW to answer develops competence and confidence.
Response strategies help you stay calm, clear, and open to questions,
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especially when you don't have all the answers. One of our speech coaches
can help you practice in real time.

4. Bonus tip.
Decide to receive all questions as opportunities to connect, clarify, and lead,
even if they have a snarky tone. No fear.

5. Reminder.

You don't need to know everything; you need to respond with poise, honesty,
and clarity.
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Handling Difficult Questions (20-Minute Recorded Lesson)

Just about anytime, anywhere, questions are being tossed at us. At times:

« We don't know the answer, but we feel like we should.

« We can't answer the question.

e« \Wedon't have a good answer.

e e know the question will cause conflict if we choose to answer it.

Anticipating questions can create anxiety, stress, and loss of productivity. There is a way to
prepare for these questions that will help you feel more confident. This 30-minute
recorded lesson focuses on real-world skills and gives you the tools for when these
challenging questions arise at work.
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Understanding Why Questions are Asked

h

Tough or challenging questions can be turned into opportunities if you recognize what's
behind them. The goal is to assess the motivation, respond strategically (not emotionally),
and steer the conversation back to your message.

Common Question Tactics

Tactic Motivation Behind It Strategic Response
Needling Stay calm and reaffirm.
p ) To provoke or shake your ) , ,
Do you really expect us to believe y Yes, and here’s why that'’s
\ confidence . ”
that? important...
False or Misleading Facts To distort your data or undermine Correct gracefully.
‘So you made a 72% profit?” credibility Actually, let me clarify...”
.. . Reframe with clarity.
Misinterpretation . . p , .
. . ) . ” To twist your meaning What we re seeing is a short-term
'So we e talking about a failure? challenge...”

Putting Words in Your Mouth

‘So you re saying we should just give To misrepresent your stance DN EEEETR O PiEEs
up?’y v . 2 7 ‘What I'm actually saying is...”
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False Assumptions
“This means the location will shut
down, right?”

Hypotheticals
‘What if leadership reverses course?”

Baiting into Criticism
‘What do you really think of their
team?”

Leading Questions
‘Given your past delays, how will this
not fail?”

Multi-Part Questions
‘How s the project? Delayed? Who's
responsible?”

Forced Choice
‘What matters more, people or
profits?”

Loaded Statistics
‘Didn t you export 1,000 jobs?”

Faulty Logic
If nylon is strong, why not
indestructible stockings?”

To imply a hidden motive

To trap you in speculation

To lure you into negativity

To box you into agreement with a

negative frame

To overwhelm or trap

To push a false binary

To trigger emotion with data

To confuse or trivialize

m Five quick tips from our coaches:

1 Assess the motive. Ask yourself: Is this question genuine, or designed to challenge,

derail, or provoke?
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Name the assumption.
“That conclusion isn t supported by the
facts...”

Acknowledge, then pivot.
“That’s a hypothetical. What we do
know is...”

Stay constructive.
“Youd get a clearer picture by asking
them...”

Step outside the framing.
1 wouldn t characterize it that way...”

Prioritize and respond.
‘Let me start with the project status...”

Reject the setup.
‘It's not either/or, we re focused on
both.”

Provide context.
“That move enabled us to create 200
new roles here...”

Clarify the logic gap with facts.
‘Strength doesn t equal
indestructibility...”

2 Reframe when needed. Don’t accept the frame of a misleading or manipulative
question. Offer a better one.

3 Stick to your message. Each response is a chance to reinforce your key point.

4 Stay composed. Emotion invites escalation; professionalism invites respect.

5 Practice aloud. Practice builds readiness, and readiness builds confidence. Call your
speech coach for strategies to build your competence with practice on handling all

of the above.
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Don’t Say “l don’t know.”

In professional settings, how you respond when you're uncertain matters more than you
think. Saying ‘I don't know" can make you appear unprepared, disengaged, or lacking
authority.

The truth is, you don’t need to know everything. Handling the unknown with confidence,
clarity, and professionalism is what matters most.

Even if true, ‘I don't know" can shut down the conversation, add no value, show no
initiative, and leave a negative impression.

What to Say Instead:
These thoughtful, strategic alternatives help you maintain confidence and credibility while
keeping the conversation moving forward.

Start With What You Do Know

without more research,

"What | do know for sure is however | can't speak on

reflection, or data.”

[p———
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This approach grounds your response in certainty and clearly sets boundaries without
sounding unsure.

Frame It as Professional Integrity
‘I'd prefer to take time to think this through and do some research before weighing in."

This highlights your commitment to accuracy and thoughtfulness, qualities respected in
any leader.

Suggest a Next Step

"With the limited information | have, | suggest we revisit this in our next meeting or consult with
[specific department or expert].”

Proposing clear steps shows initiative, strategic thinking, and respect for the question.
Acknowledge and Buy Time Gracefully

"That's a question that needs to be addressed. Let me gather the right data and get back to
you with a thoughtful response by 5:00 pm tomorrow via email.”

Being specific builds credibility!
This signals confidence and responsibility without giving in to pressure or speculation.
Emphasize Accuracy Over Speed

‘I want to make sure | give you the most accurate information, and I'll need to double-check
on [list specific items for credibilityl."

This shows you're detail-oriented and committed to quality, not just quick answers.
Set a Follow-Up Commitment
"I'll need to consult with [X person or team] before answering. I'll follow up by [specific date]."

Providing a timeline builds trust and demonstrates accountability, qualities that increase
your professional credibility.
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Avoid Speculation, Stay Transparent

"Rather than speculate, let me provide you with a precise answer after doing some further
research. | will be able to get back to you by [give specific commitment].”

This keeps you honest without sounding evasive or unprepared.
Demonstrate Curiosity and Openness

"That s an interesting angle. Let me take some time to reflect and get back to you by [specific
time and datel."

This turns a potential vulnerability into a strength by showing you’re thoughtful,
and curious.

Why These Alternatives Work

e They build trust. Thoughtful, composed answers show that you respect both the
question and the person asking it.

* They increase credibility. Research shows that people judge your competence by
how you respond when you don't know something, not when you do.

They model leadership. Calmness, clarity, recognizing limits, and the clarity to offer
next steps are hallmarks of effective leadership communication.

m Quick tip from our coaches:

It’s not about having all the answers. It’s about how you handle the unknown that defines
your presence, builds your ethos, and earns respect in any room.

‘Confidence is what the audience sees when you don't know what's coming next.”
— Robin Golinski, Executive Communication Coach
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Ditch the Cliché: Better Ways to Acknowledge a Question

Stop saying “Great question!”

It's become a verbal crutch. When overused, it feels impersonal and automatic. Instead,
use intentional acknowledgments that show respect, build trust, and signal real-time
thinking. The goal is to respond with presence, not just polish.

Try using these professional alternatives:
To show appreciation or thoughtfulness

‘I can tell you've given this a lot of thought by that question.”
“Thank you for asking.”

‘I appreciate you raising that point.”

“That's an insightful question. I'm glad you brought it up.”
‘That reflects something many people are curious about.”
"You've touched on something really important here.”

To show alignment or anticipation

e ‘"That's exactly where | was headed next.”
e ‘[ was hoping someone would ask that.”
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e  “You're reading my mind. I'll be covering that shortly.”
“That connects directly to what I'll be addressing in just a moment.”
e "We've been asking that same question internally.”

To redirect or position thoughtfully

“That's a complex issue, and I'm glad you raised it."

“There are several layers to that question. Let's unpack them.”

"With the information we currently have, here's how I'd respond..”
“That's something I'd prefer to answer after reviewing the final data.”
‘It's a fair question, and one we continue to evaluate.”

To elevate discussion or build rapport

“Thanks for pushing the conversation forward with that question.”
“That question opens the door to an important discussion.”

‘I appreciate the way you're thinking about this.”

‘Let's take a closer look at that. It's worth exploring together.”

Your speech coach can give you valuable feedback in a practice session, focusing on your
tone and delivery, such as how credible, calm, and confident you sound.
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Where Confidence Lives

Mastering the Q&A isn't just a nice-to-have; it's the core of powerful communication.
Whether you're leading a boardroom, teaching a class, or presenting to a client, how you
handle questions speaks louder than any scripted speech. It's in those unplanned
moments that your competence and credibility shine through.

From now on, don’t treat the Q&A as an afterthought. Weave it into your preparation from
day one. True confidence isn’t about having every answer; it’s about navigating any
question with poise and authority.

Ready to speak with confidence, no matter what comes your way?
Let us help!
The Speech Improvement Company has been coaching professionals like you for more

than 60 years. Explore our coaching and training options today, and turn every question
into an opportunity.
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Dr. Dennis Becker, our founder, has helped thousands of men
and women from all walks of life. He has an extensive list of
clients in corporate, public, and private settings, and also works
with political, sports, and media professionals. In addition, he
coaches professionals for appearances on major broadcast
networks, including CNN, CNBC, and CFN.

Dr. Becker has developed a unique and insightful approach to
helping clients overcome their fear of public speaking and refine
their communication skills. He is recognized worldwide for his
leadership in the research, invention, and use of Virtual Reality
for the treatment of the fear of speaking.

As a speaker, Dr. Becker has appeared before hundreds of clubs
and organizations, from local community groups to national
associations. He has been featured on radio and television
programs as a guest expert or motivational speaker. He hosted a
radio series called Talking About Talking. He has authored
numerous books and instructed at both Harvard and MIT.

Dr. Becker completed his undergraduate degree in Speech
Communication and Broadcasting at Emerson College in Boston,

his Master’s in Rhetoric and Public Address at Emerson, and went on to earn his Ph.D. in Media
Communication from The Union Graduate School in Cincinnati, Ohio.

Robin Golinski is an energetic and accomplished coach and
trainer at The Speech Improvement Company. Her intuitive and
upbeat personality accentuates her insightful and practical
communication skills.

Robin saw early on the power of storytelling and humor as
effective communication tools for influencing and persuading
others. Among Robin’s many accomplishments: she is co-author
of The Handbook of Communication Training and Outwitting the
Manipulator: Protecting Yourself in Real-Time; former Chair of the
National Communication Association Training and Development
Division, and trainer for Harvard Schools of Medicine, Design, and
Engineering.

Robin received her B.S. in Marketing from Oakland University and
is nationally certified from the Instructor Training Institute.
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About Us

Since 1964, the professional Speech Coaches at The Speech
Improvement Company have touched thousands of people worldwide.
We are a woman-owned business and the oldest speech coaching firm
in the United States.

We support an international clientele, including Fortune 500 executives,

business professionals, politicians, professional athletes, entrepreneurs,

and private individuals in strengthening their communication skills. We
work with leaders of countries, companies, and people throughout organizations. Our coaches
are formally educated at the graduate level or beyond in all aspects of human communication
and cultural understanding. We have both the educational background and the real-world
experience to identify speaker strengths, uncover areas of need, and evoke behavioral
change.

To date, we have written 13 books on communication and published them in five languages.
We have instructed at Harvard University, MIT, and other world-class institutions, and have
conducted pro bono work for non-profit and community organizations. Our coaching team
attends monthly development days to stay apprised of the latest research, theory, tools, and
trends in human communication.

What Topics We Cover

Our focus is on helping clients strengthen communication skills for application in both business
and personal settings. While each client interaction is unique, our most popular areas of focus
are in the following 5 areas:

. Leadership & Management
. Public Speaking
. Sales Communications
. Customer Service Excellence
. Accent Modification
Our Clients

We’'ve delivered group workshops and one-on-one executive coaching to thousands of clients,
from the world’s largest pharmaceutical firms to mid-sized retailers, small manufacturers and
tech startups. They all share one challenge: the need to speak clearly, persuasively, and with
confidence in any setting. Some of our well-known clients include:

Pfizer Reebok Mass General Hospital
Goldman Sachs Kaiser Permanente Bank of America
Apple The Nielsen Company Takeda
Bose Corporation McKinsey & Company The Boston Red Sox
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