8-STEP PROCESS FOR CREATING YOUR TED TALK
STEP 1. FIND AN IDEA YOU WANT TO SHARE
To hone in on your idea worth sharing, it can be useful to ask yourself things like:
•

What’s one assumption I’d like to challenge?

•

What’s a belief of mine that has changed, and why?

•

What does everyone miss when they think about my area of interest or expertise?
And remember, you’re looking for an idea.
As Jeremey Donovan says in How to Deliver a TED Talk,
…an idea is not a theme, a general truth, a platitude or a big goal. “Everyone wants to
feel included” is not an idea, it’s a general truth. “Empowering women” is not an idea,
it’s a topic.

STEP 2. DEVELOP AN UNEXPECTED AND/OR CATCHY WAY TO STATE YOUR IDEA
If your idea can be stated in a catchy way, listeners will pay more attention and
remember it more easily.
Here are some examples (with more conventional versions of the same idea in
parentheses):
•

We can solve malnutrition now (vs. Malnutrition is a problem that is finally, in
our day and age, able to be resolved by advances in science.)

•

Almost dying saved my life (vs. A near death experience created the motivation for
me to face and overcome problems that otherwise would have slowly killed me.)

•

Never, ever give up (vs. Cultivate the ability to commit without wavering; it’s an
essential component of your lifelong success.)

STEP 3. COLLECT ANYTHING AND EVERYTHING THAT RELATES TO YOUR IDEA
To re-create your idea in the minds of your listeners, you’ll need vivid examples,
illustrations, stories, facts, questions, comments, etc.
So take a few days to notice anything and everything that relates to your idea, and collect
these materials by writing them down, taking photos, recording your thoughts as sound
files, etc.
Examples of things you might collect include:
•

a snippet of conversation

•

a quote you heard in high school

•

a story that relates to your idea

•

a fact, or cluster of data that supports it

•

a metaphor or analogy that helps explain it

•

a personal moment in your relationship with the idea

•

a physical object that will help your audience understand it
Basically, anything that comes to your mind at this stage should be collected.
And don’t worry yet about which materials will end up in your talk.
You can’t collect things and evaluate them at the same time, so just collect for now; you’ll
have a chance to evaluate later.

STEP 4. START IMAGINING HOW YOU MIGHT OPEN AND END YOUR TALK
While it’s too soon to choose your opening and close, it’s not too soon to start playing
with ideas for these important parts of your talk.
An effective way to begin any speech (not just a TED talk) is to grab your audience’s
attention — often with a human interest story, a surprising statistic, an unexpected
observation, or a thought-provoking question.

There are probably some great attention-grabbers in the material you collected for Step
3. Pick one that you particularly like, and flag it as a possible opening for your talk.
As for the close, you’ll probably want to end your talk in a positive, forwardlooking way.
This is often done by:
•

calling the audience to action;

•

painting a hopeful picture of the future; and/or

•

“paying off” (finishing, resolving) a story or discussion that has run through your talk, so
that listeners get a sense of closure.
With your provisional opening and close in mind, you’re now ready to…

STEP 5. PUT THE REST OF YOUR MATERIALS IN A REASONABLE ORDER
The middle of any speech is tricky, and a TED talk is particularly so, because TED talks
can take just about any form you’d like.
So to tackle this part of your TED talk, take the materials you’ve collected and shuffle
them until you find a good arrangement. To do this, you can:
•

Create a high-level outline (leave out most of the detail, just arrange the big points or
elements)

•

Write each element (story, comment, observation, fact) on a 3 x 5 card and physically
shuffle them to see different possible orders. (You can do this on a table, or digitally, by
creating one slide per element and shuffling them with PowerPoint’s “slide sorter”
feature)

•

Use sound (speaking out loud) instead of writing to put your talk elements into
different sequences (Ask: Does it sound right if I tell that story first, then give the fact?
How about if I give the fact first, then tell the story?)

•

Try any other method that works for you.
How will you know when the order is good?
Keep in mind that your goal is to create an understanding of your idea in the
minds of your audience members, and try to arrange your explanations,
comments, and stories in a way that leads to that goal. (You’ll get to test this on real
people in Step 7.)
Trust your instincts: If something seems out of place to you, it probably is. Try moving it
to a different part of your talk or even skipping it, and see if that works better.
And don’t expect to find the best organization for your talk the first time you try, because
that almost never happens!

STEP 6. TALK YOUR WAY TO A ROUGH DRAFT OF YOUR SCRIPT
This is where your “speaking plan” becomes a “speech.”
Take your outline or list of ordered elements and talk about each item in turn.
When I’m writing a speech, I like to literally talk it out loud and type up what I’m saying
as I’m saying it — but you can also use your computer’s voice recognition software to
capture your words, or talk into the voice memo feature on your phone (this used to be
called “dictating”) and type up the sound file later.
Why record yourself talking instead of just writing out the speech?
Because most of us get all formal and stiff when we write, and the ideal for a talk is that it
sounds like you’re… talking!
And here’s a hint:
As you do this step, pay particular attention to the way different elements (materials)
that you’ve used in your talk are connected.
If, for example, you tell me that:
1.

The river flooded, and

2.

Some people moved out of the neighborhood…

I’ll want to know: Did people move because the river flooded? Did most people stay even
though the river flooded? Did the river flood after people had already moved?
When you spell things out clearly, people will form a clear picture of your point.

STEP 7. TRY OUT YOUR TED TALK DRAFT ON A VOLUNTEER LISTENER
The point of this step is to get feedback on how to improve the structure and clarity of
your draft.
Ask someone you trust — a smart 10-year-old is perfect — to listen to your talk.
Read it to them (because you haven’t finalized, let alone memorized, it yet), and then ask
them:
•

Did I explain my idea clearly?

•

Was there anything in my talk that you didn’t follow?

•

Was there anything you didn’t understand?

•

Did anything seem out of place?

•

Did I lose your interest anywhere?
If your listener wants to discuss the 6,000 facts you left out, or how your talk should
really be about X instead of Y, gently lead them back to these questions.
The point is not to change your talk. The point is to improve it’s effectiveness.

STEP 8. REPEAT THE FOLLOWING STEPS AS NEEDED
1.

Based on your listener’s feedback, make changes that will improve your draft. But
don’t get carried away editing; if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it! (And keep your old drafts in
case you want to go back to something you did earlier; I number mine v1, v2, v3, etc.)

2.

Practice delivering your new draft out loud.

3.

Try out your new draft on a volunteer listener, get their feedback, and repeat these
steps as often as needed until your talk has taken a satisfying shape.
And finally…

There’s no better time to start working on your talk than now. Even if your schedule is
crammed, you’re better off working for a few minutes each day than leaving everything to
the last minute!
And as you work this process, remember that perfection isn’t possible.
So instead of striving for perfection, prepare carefully, take your best shot, and try
to relax.
Your audience is going to love this talk — and you deserve to enjoy it, too!
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