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TED TALK 

1. Introduction 

This study will analyze rules and strategies of successful and ineffective TED Talks. Both 

examples are chosen based upon click-through rate on TED Talks’ official website. A TED 

talk consists of various strategies and techniques. This study will focus on how Amy Cuddy 

and Ron Gutman get the audience’s attention and follow the simple structure of a talk. There 

are two reasons for choosing these two strategies as the foci of this paper. First, if people 

understand how to get the audience’s attention, it is easier to make their speech successful. 

Second, if people know what the simple structure is, then they will easily apply the rule to 

make their speech effective and well-organized. Although most people may not have an 

opportunity to deliver a speech on TED Talks, people have to communicate with others in 

daily life. This study will help people acquire some presentation skills and apply these tactics 

to build a good communication. 

2. Review of Literature 

TED is the abbreviation of Technology, Entertainment and Design. TED provides a 

platform for various fields of experts. Those experts are able to expressing their ideas or 

knowledge to the audience and they can also learn new things from experts. Besides, TED 

Talks are also available on the Internet.  

This paper will explain why a TED speaker is successful for conveying many interesting 

ideas and how to analyze a TED speech. Below is the literature review. First, this paper 

defines the organization of TED to get an understanding of what TED is and how TED works. 
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Second, the paper identifies the famous 18-minute rule of a TED Talk, and why these rules 

are essential for speakers to follow. The last point is to discuss the strategies of making a 

good talk. 

2.1 The Organization of TED 

In the magazine of The New Yorker, Nathan Heller (2012) states that TED no longer 

stands for Technology, Entertainment, and Design. In TED’s talks, there are various fields. 

For example, how mind works and how business works successfully include in TED talks. 

Furthermore, people know TED from “TED Talks”. The organization spreads ideas via the 

Internet. The company conducts e-book and e-reader apps for the audience all around the 

world. TED is called a soft power. Young people can apply to be TED fellows. They can join 

a weeklong program at the conference, or they can stay at home and watch TED Talks 

subtitled into eighty- eight languages. They are worldwide volunteers. 

Furthermore, Heller points out that TED is like a platform for making speakers famous 

which TED has been criticized. However, some people admire TED because of its inspiration. 

Here comes a question: how can TED be successful and famous? The well preparation, strict 

regulations, and tight control can be the answers to the key of TED success. For example, 

Susan Cain works with an act coach to make sure the rhyme of her talk can be perfect. She 

also cuts some statistics parts of her talk and shares her personal story after discussing with 

TED’s curator. Besides, a curator has a great responsibility to manage many details. For 
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instance, the curator and her staff have to rehearse a presentation before a talk is delivered. In 

addition, allusions, metaphors and jokes are cut if they may make audiences (video viewers) 

confused. Attendees cannot use their cell phones during talks, and volunteers who are willing 

to work in TED have to read a-hundred-and-a-thirty-six page detailing regulations and 

requirements. 

 According to Heller, TED is different from other types of talks. It has an animated 

opening, and a round of applause is added at the beginning of the talk. TED’s filmmaker, 

Jason Wishnow also says that most of the best talks impacts people at an emotional level, so 

we borrow the language of cinema to achieve that effect. After a talk, the staff members 

decide which talks will go online and when it will be. The staff treats a talk like editing a 

magazine. In order to put a talk online, they have to select the topic and choose an 

appropriate talk. 

 TED is not only a place where people can get information, but also a place that makes 

people has different feelings. It can inspire people and get people excited. It is a power of 

TED. People are inspired by speakers. People get energy from TED talks. 

2.2 The 18- Minute Rule in TED Talk 

 Gallo (2014) says that speakers have to follow the 18- minute rule of TED talks, and he 

also illustrates why the 18-minute rule is important. Besides, Gallo provides some scientific 

reasons. First, he states that if speakers give lots of ideas and information to audiences, 
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audiences might get stressed to absorb all information they get from the speakers, and the 

effect is called cognitive backlog. Furthermore, listening, thinking and speaking are a tough 

work for humans’ brain. It can easily consume humans’ energy. People get exhausted when 

they get lots of information. These are the reasons why the 18- minute rule is important. If 

speakers adopt the rule, it can prevent audiences from losing their concentration and energy. 

However, the 18-minute rule is also good for speakers making their speech concise. Because 

of the limited duration of time, speakers are forced to think what the most essential ideas of 

their speeches are. 

The speech has to be simple and clear. “Simplicity is the ultimate sophistication,’’ 

Leonardo da Vinci said. In addition, Gallo cites Matthew May, and May said that creativity is 

shaped if conditions are limited (cited by Gallo, 2014). The 18- minute rule plays a 

significant role in TED talks, which are considered to be creative and inspiring. The 18- 

minute rule is favorable for both audiences and speakers. Audiences can focus on a speech 

easily, and they can think about the topic without losing much energy. On the contrary, 

speakers can make their speeches concise and creative. 

2.3 The Strategies of Making a Good Talk 

    Below are four strategies of making a good talk and the strategies are getting the 

audience’s attention, the simple structure of a talk, making a talk memorable and motivating 

the audience to take action. 



6 

TED TALK 

2.3.1 Get the audience’s attention. 

Grodahl (2015) shows readers how to get an audience’s attention. People usually cannot 

concentrate on a speech if a speaker cannot capture an audience’s attention in the beginning 

of a speech. Speakers can successfully get an audience’s attention by establishing credibility 

and engaging the audience. 

2.3.1.1 establishing credibility. 

Humor and storytelling are two factors to establish credibility. Speaker can establish a 

common ground through some interesting stories, and it can make a connection with the 

speaker. Telling a personal story with a sense of humor is a good way to build credibility. 

Although a confident and competent speaker is able to build credibility, most effective TED 

Talks use self-deprecating humor to create credibility. Self-deprecating humor is used 

successfully because it makes a speaker more likeable. Since most of the TED speakers are 

experts from various fields, the audience may consider there is some distance between him or 

her and the speaker. If a speaker uses self-deprecating humor in the beginning of a speech, 

the audience may feel bound with to the speaker, and it is more likely for the audience to 

accept the following speech. 

  2.3.1.2 engaging the audience. 

In addition, engaging the audience is also important. Three strategies allow speakers to 

successfully engage the audience: storytelling, humor, and providing some sense of utility to 



7 

TED TALK 

the audience. Providing a sense of utility to engage the audience is also important because 

humans have some nature drives for learning new things. Humans are curious about things 

that they are not familiar with. A speaker can arouse listeners’ interest about learning a new 

behavior and mindset which can improve listeners’ lives. The audience can pay attention to a 

speaker if they can learn new things from the speech. Besides, speakers can provide an 

unanswered question in the introduction for engaging the utility of a speech, and the audience 

will pay more attention to the speech because they think the speech is valuable. 

   2.3.2 The simple structure of a talk. 

Furthermore, the simple structure of the best TED Talks is also mentioned by Grodahl. 

Most popular TED Talks have similar simple structures: one core message with two or three 

key points. Humans can easily receive one core message rather than complicated messages. 

Besides, one simple message can be easily remembered. If a speaker provides many 

messages to the audience, they may get easily confused to these messages. Therefore, 

listeners cannot concentrate on a speech. Although most speakers prefer to offer plenty of 

professional ideas or knowledge to listeners, speakers have to make their speech simple for 

listeners to accept those ideas. Speakers have to prioritize many ideas and think about which 

messages are able to be a core idea of their speech. A core message has to be not only short 

but also meaningful. 

In addition, a core message is supported by two or three opinions or facts. Stories, 
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anecdotes, or analogies are used to reinforce those opinions or facts. An effective speech has 

a core messages with two or three opinions, and a speaker makes an introduction first, and the 

rest of the speech is devoted to persuade the audience that the core message is true. In a 

process of persuading the audience, stories are often used as a strategy to convince listeners. 

Although offering some evidence such as facts and statistics can be used, it is not the most 

important part of delivering a speech. On the contrary, speakers spend more time persuading 

the audience by storytelling. 

    2.3.3 Make a talk memorable: Three elements involve in storytelling. 

Grodahl (2015) states that although grabbing audience’s attention and the simple 

structure of best TED Talks are essential, speakers have to make their speeches memorable. 

Besides, many successful TED Talks regard storytelling as a technique to make a speech 

more unforgettable. A good story usually has a similar format. First, there are some struggles 

in the beginning of a story. Secondly, there comes a process of going through these struggles. 

At the end of a story, struggles are overcome for some reasons. In addition, an effective story 

usually contains three elements: unexpectedness, concreteness, and emotional arousal 

(Grodahl, 2015). 

    2.3.3.1 unexpectedness. 

An unexpected story make people surprised, and people concentrate on a speaker’s 

words. People would pay more attention to the story. Getting some information that people 
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are not familiar with would increase dopamine in people’s brain. Furthermore, Grodahl cites 

Gallo, and Gallo said that people will remember the information vividly, and dopamine also 

works when people go through some important moment in their life. 

    2.3.3.2 concreteness. 

 Concreteness is also an essential element for making a speech memorable. Concrete 

ideas are clearer than abstract ones, and people can remember concrete ideas easily. 

Therefore, speakers can provide a clear image in their speech. A good method to make things 

concrete is to offer some senses to audiences. If the audience is able to see speakers’ images, 

one can recall the speech clearly. Concrete details and analogies are often used as a tactics to 

give listeners a clear image and to make a speech more unforgettable. 

    2.3.3.3 emotional arousal. 

Moreover, emotion also plays an important role in a memorable story. Emotion can be a 

powerful tool to strengthen a success of a story. Body gesture, intonation, and voice are also a 

way to express a speaker’s emotions. They are named conversational presence (Grodahl, 

2015). Without conversational presence, a speaker cannot create an emotional connection 

between his or her audience. Therefore, speakers have to start creating conversational 

presence in order to build an emotional arousal. After creating conversational presence, the 

speaker can tell a story to connect emotions with the audience. An emotional-arousing story 

is a story that makes listeners concern about. Although statistics can be a useful tool for 
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proving ideas, an emotional story is not about statistics but an emotional connection. 

   2.3.4 Motivate the audience to take action: Passion and significance. 

 Grodhal also shows that in order to inspire audiences to take action, there are two 

important elements involved in a talk: Passion and significance. The speaker has to be 

passionate about a topic, and the speaker is able to deliver his or her passion to their audience. 

When the speaker’s passion affects listeners, the speech can be considered more convincing 

and important. Besides, personal stories are a valid approach to bring a person’s passion and 

excitement. For instance, Steve Jobs delivers a commencement speech to Stanford graduates 

by telling his personal story about facing death. Steve Jobs uses his story to reach his core 

message: follow your heart and passion.  

Secondly, the significance of a speech is also crucial for listeners to take action. If a core 

message is essential and useful, listeners tend to take action for having a better life. They will 

accept new perspectives, and use it in their life.  

   2.3.4.1 three rules for making a talk more influential and inspiring. 

Additionally, Grodahl reports that there are three rules for making a speech more 

influential. First, speakers explain that some consequences may happen if listeners do not 

notice the core message. Secondly, speakers motivate the audience by questioning listeners, 

and encouraging them to take action in the future. Thirdly, the speaker builds a thorough 

vision of the future to excite audiences. These are practical ways to make a speech more 
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inspiring. 

This review of literature consists of three sections. The first section is an overview of 

TED organization. TED is an organization which gives people an opportunity to spread their 

ideas or learn new ideas and knowledge. The second section is to explain the 18-minute rule 

in TED Talk and examine why the rule is beneficial to both speakers and the audience. 

Finally, the third section is the strategies of making a good talk. A good speaker has to get the 

audience’s attention, and the speaker has to follow the simple structure of a talk. Moreover, to 

deliver a memorable speech, the speaker should motivate the audience to take actions after a 

speech. 

Therefore, the research questions are:  

1. What is a successful talk? 

2. What is an ineffective talk? 

3. Discussion 

3.1 Analysis of Amy Cuddy’s Talk 

The next part will show an example of a successful TED talk and delve into what 

strategies or factors are used in the talk based on Carmine Gallo’s and Grodahl’s ideas of 

delivering a good speech. In addition, how each speaker applies these strategies to one’s 

speech will be examined.  

Amy Cuddy is a social psychologist and she delivers a brilliant speech which is titled 

“Your body language shapes who you are” in 2012. Nowadays, the click-through rate of her 
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talk is approximately thirty billion. The study will examine the strategies Cuddy used in her 

speech because the talk is one of the most popular talks on TED’s official website. 

3.1.1 Get the audience’s attention. 

 First, this part will discuss how Amy Cuddy successfully grabs her audience’s attention 

in the beginning of her talk. Knowing how to get the audience’s attention at the beginning of 

a speech is essential because the audience will evaluate the beginning of a speech and decide 

whether or not the speech is worthy for them to be concentrated. The following is the opening 

of Cuddy’s speech:  

So I want to start by offering you a free no-tech life hack, and all it requires of you is 

this: that you change your posture for two minutes. But before I give it away, I want to 

ask you to right now do a little audit of your body and what you're doing with your 

body. So how many of you are sort of making yourselves smaller? Maybe you're 

hunching, crossing your legs, maybe wrapping your ankles. Sometimes we hold onto our 

arms like this. Sometimes we spread out. (Laughter) I see you. So I want you to pay 

attention to what you're doing right now. We're going to come back to that in a few 

minutes, and I'm hoping that if you learn to tweak this a little bit, it could significantly 

change the way your life unfolds (Cuddy, 2012). 

Cuddy stated that she had a free no-tech life hack to share, and that was changing body 

postures for two minutes. The audience may pay more attention to Cuddy’s speech because 

she provided a sense a utility to her audience. The speech seems to be worthy and beneficial 
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because one’s body language can impact one’s life later on. In other words, she directed her 

audience on the message about changing body postures for two minutes is useful. According 

to Grodahl (2015), speakers can grab the audience’s attention by creating credibility and 

engaging the audience. After Cuddy invited the audience to change their body postures, the 

audience immediately bursts out laughing. The audience’s reaction indicates that Cuddy’s 

strategy was well-implemented. Cuddy successfully engaged her audience by providing a 

sense of utility. 

Furthermore, arousing humans’ curiosity for knowledge is also an impressive tool for 

grabbing the audience’s attention. Cuddy’s audience may be curious about why changing 

body postures for two-minute can extremely change humans’ life. Besides, humans have 

some nature drives for learning new things. When Cuddy provided some new information 

that the audience was not familiar with, the audience would pay more attention to the 

following speech because they had desires to get new knowledge. 

3.1.2 Simple structure of a talk. 

Second, this section will examine how Cuddy successfully applies the strategy of the 

simple structure of a talk. Her core message is simple: Changing posture for two minutes can 

significantly change humans’ life. According to Grodahl (2015), most popular TED Talks 

have a similar simple structure: one core message with two or three opinions or facts. These 

opinions can be anecdotes, statistics and stories. Besides, a personal story is essential to 

convince the audience.  
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Furthermore, Cuddy provided three demonstrations and a personal story in order to 

convince her audience. Cuddy’s first instance was that our minds change our body. For 

example, Cuddy pointed out animals’ and humans’ nonverbal behaviors to reinforce the idea 

that when animals and humans feel powerful, they tend to do some high power postures such 

as expanding their own space and making themselves big. However, when they feel 

powerless, none of these behaviors is displayed. 

Cuddy’s second illustration was that our non-verbal language shapes minds and 

stimulant hormone, which can only be found with high- power alpha male. In Cuddy’s words, 

“high-power alpha males in primate hierarchies have high testosterone and low cortisol, and 

powerful and effective leaders also have high testosterone and low cortisol” (Cuddy, 2012). 

Testosterone is a dominant hormone and cortisol is a stress hormone. These hormones can 

affect humans’ thoughts and feelings. Powerful people are willing to take risks, and they do 

not face pressure nervously. Therefore, they usually have high testosterone and low cortisol. 

In addition, Cuddy also stated when a male alpha has to take over quickly, his testosterone 

increases and cortisol drops excessively. These two opinions allowed the audience to 

understand that how our body and mind can affect each other. Cuddy successfully delivered 

these two opinions because she organized the opinions in a straightforward and inspiring way. 

To reach Cuddy’s core message, the last example was an experiment for proving 

two-minute posture change can really affect humans’ hormone. Cuddy brought some people 
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to a lab and asked them to do high-power or low-power gestures for two minutes. Before 

doing poses, participants have to spit into a vial. After doing two- minute poses, an examiner 

asks participants whether or not to gamble. The purpose of gambling is to understand whether 

they want to take risks or not. Finally, the examiner will take another saliva sample. The 

following is the result of the experiment:  

Table 1 

Cuddy’s Experiment 

 High- Power Condition Low- Power Condition 

Risk Tolerance 

 
86% will gamble 60% will gamble 

Testosterone  

(Dominant Hormone) 
20-percent increase 10-percent decrease 

Cortisol 

( Stress Hormone) 
25-percent decrease 15-percent increase 

 Cuddy successfully convinces her audience because the result of the experiment is 

consistent with her ideas. “So two minutes lead to these hormonal changes that configure 

your brain to basically be assertive, confident and comfortable, or really stress-reactive, and 

feeling sort of shut down,” Cuddy said. The experiment clearly pointed out two-minute of 

body postures really affect humans’ bodies and minds. 86% of people who did high-power 

gestures are more willing to take risks. They feel more powerful, compared to people who did 

low-power gestures, and only 60% of them would gamble. 

After showing the result of the experiment, Cuddy stated some people may consider 
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two-minutes of changing body postures is weird and it seems to be fake. However, Cuddy 

believed that people can pretend they are powerful until they really are. “Fake it till you make 

it,” Cuddy said.  

Finally, Cuddy shared a personal story to convince her audience. Cuddy said she had a 

car accident when she was nineteen. Her IQ dropped by two standard deviations because of 

the accident. Therefore, she felt uncertain when she studied at Princeton University. She felt 

she was a pretender. She did lots of efforts to fake that she was intelligent. Eventually, she 

gradually mastered the fact that she was brilliant. According to Grodahl (2015), although 

opinions or facts are important to support the core message, the most persuasive speeches are 

always filled with stories because it can bring evidence to life. Cuddy’s story is inspiring and 

impressive. Cuddy successfully shared her personal story to convince her audience that we 

can fake it till we make it. 

3.2 Analysis of Ron Gutman’s Talk 

 The following section will analyze another TED talk which is titled “The hidden power 

of smiling”. Ron Gutman delivered the talk in 2011, and he is the founder and CEO of 

HealthTap. HealthTap is a free application on mobile phones which provides some health 

trusted answers from U.S licensed doctors through the network. 

 3.2.1 Get the audience’s attention. 

  First, this section will look at whether Gutman successfully grabs the audience’s 

attention in the beginning of his talk. The following is the opening of his speech:  
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When I was a child, I always wanted to be a superhero. I wanted to save the world and 

make everyone happy. But I knew that I'd need superpowers to make my dreams come 

true. So I used to embark on these imaginary journeys to find intergalactic objects from 

planet Krypton, which was a lot of fun, but didn't yield much result. When I grew up and 

realized that science fiction was not a good source for superpowers, I decided instead to 

embark on a journey of real science, to find a more useful truth (Gutman, 2011). 

 The core message of Gutman’s talk is to reveal that smiling is beneficial for people. 

However, his opening failed to help the audience understand the purpose of the speech. 

Instead, he shared his personal journey to the field of science. Most people may fail to 

connect Gutman’s personal stories with the core message. Therefore, Gutman’s audience may 

not pay attention to the talk because his audience may consider they cannot learn new things 

from the talk. 

 As said by Gallo (2014), if a speaker does not engage the audience and make an 

emotional connection during the opening moments, then the audience will not pay attention 

to the rest of the speech. Similarly, Grodahl (2015) explains that creating credibility and 

engaging the audience are two ways to grab the audience’s attention. Therefore, Gutman did 

not create credibility successfully because his opening of the talk did not provide some 

interesting stories or some sense of humor. Moreover, engaging the audience is also essential 

to get the audience’s attention. Humor, storytelling and providing some sense of utility to the 
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audience are three elements to engage the audience. In Gutman’s introduction, he did not 

effectively use some sense of utility to connect with his audience. 

 3.2.2 Simple structure of a talk. 

Second, this section will examine whether Gutman successfully applied the strategy of 

the simple structure of a talk. According to Grodahl (2015), the simple structure of a talk 

usually contains two or three facts and opinions in one core message. Moreover, stories and 

anecdotes are used to build up those facts and opinions in a successful talk. Gallo (2014) said 

“people can remember three pieces of information really well; add more items and retention 

falls off considerably.”  

However, in the Gutman’s talk, he provides too many facts to support his core message 

without stories. First, Gutman showed a chart of MLB players’ average life span to the 

audience, and Gutman pointed out MLB players who smile more actually live longer than 

other MLB player. Second, he also mentioned Charles Darwin once said, “Even the 

simulation of an emotion tends to arouse it in our minds.” It means that the act of smiling 

really makes people feel better rather than smiling is just a result. Third, Gutman revealed 

that smiling is beneficial to our health. Gutman reminded smiling can decrease stress 

hormones, increase mood- enhancing hormones, and reduce our blood pressure. Moreover, he 

also identified that there is a study at Penn State University found that when people smile, 

others people may consider he or she is likeable and competent. These are some facts that 
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Gutman mentioned in his talk. 

Gutman was good at showing these facts and statistics to support the core message; 

however, Gutman provided too many facts. It is hard for the audience to remember all the 

facts and statistics. Furthermore, Gutman did not elaborate his talk with any personal stories 

and anecdotes. Although facts and statistics are necessary, stories and anecdotes play essential 

roles in a talk. According to Grodahl (2015), stories and anecdotes are used as a strategy to 

persuade the audience. Without personal stories and anecdotes, the speaker cannot effectively 

convince the audience. 

Table 2 

The Structure of Amy Cuddy’s and Ron Gutman’s Talks 

Topic Your body language shapes who 

you are 

The hidden power of smiling 

Speaker Amy Cuddy Ron Gutman 

The core 

message 

Changing posture for two 

minutes can significantly 

change humans’ life. 

Smiling is beneficial. 

Insights and 

opinions 

1. Ask the audience to change 

one’s body. 

2. Our non-verbal language 

shapes minds and stimulant 

hormone, which can only be 

found with high- power alpha 

male. 

3. An experiment for proving 

two-minute posture change can 

really affect humans’ hormone. 

1. MLB players who smile more 

actually live longer than other MLB 

players. 

2. The act of smiling really makes 

people feel better. 

3. Smiling is beneficial to our health. 

4. When people smile, others people 

may consider he or she is likeable 

and competent. 
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4. Conclusion 

The paper describes the strategies of making a good talk and analyzes how these 

strategies are applied to TED talks. First, the paper analyzes Amy Cuddy’s TED talk and how 

she delivers the talk successfully. Second, the paper also analyzes Ron Gutman’s TED talk. 

Finally, we can understand the differences between a good talk and an ineffective talk by 

analyzing these TED talks. 

 Overall, the results are categorized into two parts. First, this study indicated that Amy 

Cuddy’s talk is successful because she uses the strategies of getting attention and follows the 

simple structure of the talk. In order to grab the audience’s attention, Cuddy clearly provides 

a sense of utility to her talk. Moreover, Cuddy also applies the simple structure of a talk. She 

provides three opinions to support her core message: two- minute change of body posture can 

change our life. The most essential thing is Cuddy also elaborates her core message with a 

personal story to convince her audience. 

 Second, the study also indicates that Ron Gutman’s talk may not be as effective as 

Cuddy’s because he does not apply these strategies appropriately. Gutman does not grab his 

audience’s attention because he does not build the credibility and engage his audience. 

Besides, the core message is not novel and interesting for his audience. Therefore, his 

audience may not pay attention to his talk. Furthermore, Gutman does not apply the simple 

structure of a talk successfully. He provides too many opinions or facts without personal 
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stories. 

 It should be noted that this study has primarily concerned with the talks of Amy Cuddy 

and Ron Gutman; therefore, many TED talks are left out to analyze their strengths and 

weaknesses. 
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