WHEN YOU DRAW A BLANK: EVER FEEL CLUELESS?

By Ginger E. Blume, Ph.D.

We have all had those embarrassing moments when our mind suddenly goes blank.  Seconds feel like an eternity.  No matter how hard we try, we can’t seem to function, yet somewhere deep inside, we know that we know the answer.  Whether this happens in a social or professional situation, it is anxiety provoking, and for some people, even terrifying.  As a psychologist, people often ask me how they can handle these dreadful, clueless experiences.    

A lapse in awareness or ability to think up-to-speed can occur for many reasons:  drugs, alcohol, attention deficit disorder, social anxiety, a neurological impairment such as a seizures, brain injury, etc., or more serious psychological disorders that disrupt normal brain, cognitive functioning.  This article is focusing on the “garden variety” experience that anyone can have.  

Solutions

Lets get right to the heart of the matter---how can you cope gracefully with a clueless moment?  Luckily, there are effective strategies for managing one’s momentary lapses.  

1) First and foremost, monitor your silent, internal self-talk prior to entering into a situation that reminds you of the last time you drew a blank.   Usually, people engage in self-defeating statements (i.e. “You’re going to make a fool of yourself again.”) in anticipation of embarrassing themselves.  Your negative self-talk can be one of the most self-defeating behaviors you’re doing.  Talk to yourself the way you would talk to a dear and treasured friend.  This will lower your overall level of anticipatory anxiety going into a situation.

2) Stop attacking your self-worth when you can’t function up to par.   Remind yourself that not everyone is good with “spontaneous situations.”  Everyone has various weak points.  If you can’t process information when being quizzed in the presence of others, do one of several things:  

a) Accept your shortcoming and use it to your advantage (i.e. “I’m sorry, I don’t do my best thinking under these circumstances.  But I think your question is important, and I’d like to think about it and get back to you after lunch with an answer.”).    

b) Simply admit you don’t know or can’t think under pressure.

c) Ask for the other person’s opinion and really be a good listener.  This can oftentimes get you off the hook, because people enjoy showing off what they know.

3) In a work setting, never pretend you know something when you don’t.  You’ll lose enormous credibility.  Remember, people can respect that you don’t know something, especially if you admit it and make it your responsibility to locate the answer, afterwards.  People won’t respect faking!

4) Depending on the situation, use humor to defuse feeling embarrassed by a momentary lapse.  For instance, if you’re speaking in a meeting and you forget what you’re saying, you might announce, “I’ve just encountered a technical difficulty and windows is temporarily shutting down.  Please wait while I reboot!”  In short, buy some time and at the same time, let the laughter “be with you; not at you.”  Laughter often relaxes us and you’ll very likely be able to recall what you were trying to remember after a hearty laugh.

5) Don’t be afraid to carry mental reminder notes with you when you’re fearful of forgetting what you want to say in an upcoming situation.  Don’t be afraid people will discover your notes.  Instead, turn it around and say, “This is important to me, so I made some notes so I wouldn’t forget several key points.”

6) Forgive yourself for not being perfect.  No one really expects you to be perfect.  Years ago, a research study in social psychology was conducted on the topic of “liking.” The study demonstrated that people liked an individual who made a minor mistake better than they liked an individual who delivered a talk without any mistakes.  Clearly, we all identify much more easily with someone who is “human.”  I often remind my clients of the wonderful Japanese artists’ habit of always making sure a small flaw is included in every painting.  This small mistake puts into perspective that there is only One perfect being!  How dare we expect to be perfect.

You’re More Than Your Performance

When some people draw a blank, they feel terror and panic, rather than merely anxiety.  This is often due to a fragile sense of one’s Self as a worthwhile person.  Try not to evaluate your self-worth solely based on your “performance.”  You are also a spiritual being who is more than the sum total of your actions.   If you were constantly humiliated as a child, you may have memories that have temporarily disabled you from performing in front of others.  Your fear can be a form of “post traumatic stress,” and you may need to seek professional help.  

In a few words, I’d suggest that the best way to handle the shame of drawing a blank is to forgive yourself.  Try to distinguish between realistic shortcomings and things that you can do to enhance your performance.   Skills can always be developed or acquired.  If there are adult education classes on public speaking, you can improve your ability to ‘think on your feet.”  But above all, remember, not everyone feels at ease when they want to.  Try to relax and be the “best you that you can be.”  
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