Succeeding in a News Interview
The words "A 60 Minutes crew is pulling up in front of your office" is enough to send chills through most people. There's no need to tremble; the idea is learn how to be strategic during an interview and use those skills. Some of this information is appropriate for only one medium. For example, it doesn't matter what color your blouse is when doing a radio interview. However, the concept of message development applies not just to all interviews, but also to any speech, memo, or message you deliver. 


There are a number of interviews any educator may experience. And while some types are far more pleasant than others, anticipate that any one can happen at any time.


One-on-one or stand-up interview. This occurs when a single reporter interviews a source and will occur with both print and electronic reporters. Someone will contact you beforehand, ask if you are available to talk about a certain topic, and agree upon a time with you. When this is a television interview, usually the source will be standing; thus, the "stand-up" moniker.


In-studio interview. This is the Good Morning America or TODAY Show style interview where the source or guest is interviewed in a studio for either a live or taped interview. While you may never be invited to appear on a network show, many cities have local versions of these shows and seek local guests. They can provide positive opportunities to communicate your message. However, you should be knowledgeable about these shows in your community so you will know whether to accept an invitation if it comes. In this type of interview questions will come from the show's host or hostess.


Call-in shows. These are television or radio interviews where the audience or callers ask questions in addition to the host. Before appearing on a call-in show, know the audience.


Ambush interview. These can happen either with print or electronic reporters. The key is they happen without notice. A reporter may be standing outside your office, home, or meeting room, and start asking questions as soon as you appear. Remember that an ambush can happen in any of the other interviews.


Hostile interview. A hostile interview can be any of the above four. What makes it hostile is that the interviewer has a particular agenda, and it isn't your agenda. There's a specific section on hostile interviews later.

PREPARATION


The key to success in any news interview is preparation. You should know what you want to communicate in any interview before giving it. If you don't know what you want to achieve through the interview, why participate in it? So look for all opportunities you can find to prepare for any interview.


You should have on-going communication objectives. For example, whenever an issue starts to gain public attention, you should determine whether it's an important communication issue to you. If so, decide what messages you would like to deliver to which audiences. Then, when a specific opportunity arises, decide on key messages for it which support your overall objectives.


You never know when you will be invited to participate in an in-studio news interview or asked for your opinion on a breaking news story. When an interview is requested, the first decision is whether you want to accept the invitation. Generally, you probably will; however, remember that you are not obligated to agree to do all interviews. You should always ask yourself, "Will this interview help me meet my communication objectives?" For example, if the education reporter of the daily newspaper in your community is doing an article on how violent television programming impacts children and seeks an interview with you, you likely will say yes since the reporter is from a legitimate paper and this is an important issue. However, if a booker from the Rush Limbaugh show is extending the invitation, your decision may not be as simple to make (See section on hostile interviews). 


You should ask questions before agreeing to the interview. Let's see how this might play out. The phone rings and you are asked for an interview. Consider these steps:

· Make sure the caller has identified him or herself and the show or media. Remember all you can about that show or reporter. Does coverage focus on the sensational or is it honest reporting? Does the show's host have children in school? Does the reporter usually ask questions from a knowledge base?

· Have a complete understanding of the topic of the interview. Ask the caller whatever is necessary to develop that understanding. For example, knowing the interview is going to be on parental involvement may not be enough. What is likely to happen if a local parent group has attacked a school because teachers aren't using volunteers appropriately, and the interview is going to focus on that specific issue? Ask the caller, "Can you give me an idea of the information to be covered? What information have you already gathered? Will other people be involved in the interview?" No reporter or booker will send you a guaranteed list of questions, but they should provide you an idea for the direction of the interview. Your rationale for probing is "I want to make sure that I have all the information necessary to give you a good interview and accurate information." It's difficult for a journalist to say that's not important.

· If the caller indicates that a news release or report has been reviewed and will be the foundation of the interview, you should see what's in it. Perhaps it's common knowledge or it can be obtained from your local school system public relations office. If it's your only option, the caller may fax you the release or executive summary of the report.

So far, we have talked about actions to take when someone from the stations phones you. Keep in mind that you can try to initiate an appearance on a news interview show to help you reach your communication objectives. If you identify a show on which you would like to appear, phone and station and ask who books guest for that show. Contact that individual and offer a brief explanation of what you could present. Offer to fax appropriate materials.

Many times if you are pitching a guest, someone from the show will conduct a telephone interview with the potential guest. That’s like a screen test and will determine whether the guest goes on or not. Treat that phone interview very seriously, and practice everything you know is right in responding to journalists.

DEVELOPING YOUR MESSAGE POINTS


Once you have collected all the data you can, your task is to determine what you want the interview to communicate. You should never start an interview planning only to answer whatever questions are asked. This does not mean that you shouldn’t cooperative with a quality reporter who covers your school on a daily basis and does a good job. You should answer his/her questions, but also try to deliver your messages. And when dealing with a negative reporter, you should be much more focused on communicating your message points.

The first step is developing a few "message points" for the interview. These are simply the messages you want to share, and you should do this for any interview-- print or electronic, in-studio or stand-up. Be careful to design only a few because the time you have to deliver your message, especially through television or radio, is very short. Two would be good. With experience you can expand the number, but it's always better to communicate a few very effectively.


Think about what you want people to remember from the interview-- what is important for your communication agenda. This could depend on who is listening to or reading the story, so it's a good idea to have a sense of the audience. For example, if you are going onto a Sunday morning pubic affairs TV show, a larger percentage of the listeners will be opinion leaders and policy makers. A late morning show on a weekday is likely to attract people who are in their homes at that time.


Knowing the topic of the interview, your audience and your communication agenda, determine what you want to say. Let's consider an example. When reading scores drop at your local school, a reporter may want to interview you about students and reading. You know that the scores dropped two points this year and that the school is implementing a program to improve reading skills. Those are the facts. Your objective is to focus on the solution, not the problem, and to discuss how parents can be involved.


Your first message might be that reading is an important skill; that the school is working to improve reading; that the school's initiative is a good one; and that everyone should be reading.


A second message might be that reading also can be improved in the home; that students only spend a few hours a day in school; that parents should provide some reading materials in the home; and that children should spend more time reading than watching TV.

CONVERTING MESSAGES INTO MEMORABLE LANGUAGE


Those are great messages and sound advice, but no one will remember them from a TV interview. The next step is to convert your message into "memorable language." That's exactly what it says-- language that people will remember. In a radio or television interview, you will deliver your message and people will hear it once for a few seconds. They can't go back and re-read it. They must remember it the first time, or it will have no impact on their attitudes.


The first message point might become "Reading must be a priority in our children's lives" or "Reading will be a priority at Sunnyside High School."  Your second message point might be "Reading's a family affair." After delivering your message points in memorable language, you may expand upon them. But this approach will keep the key concept in the minds of the audience.

LEARNING THE BRIDGING TECHNIQUE


The next step is to learn the bridging technique where you answer the reporter's question as quickly as possible and "bridge" to one of your message points. Remember, you don't want just to answer questions; you want to deliver your messages.


In the reading score scenario, the reporter might ask, "Have reading scores declined at your school?" Your answer could be "Yes," but you don't stop there. Bridge, so that your answer becomes, "Yes, and reading must be a priority in our students’ lives." Then expand upon what's happening. You honestly answer the question and quickly move to the points you would like to make. Typical bridging words are "and," "but," and "however."


After that response, the reporter could ask the same question, hoping for a greater focus on the decline. Give the reporter the same answer or use the second question to bridge to your second message point. For example, "If the reporter says, "How big was the decline?”, you might respond, "Two points, and we are making reading a family affair."

IT'S TIME TO DO YOUR HOMEWORK


If it's important enough to do the interview, it's important to take the time to do it well, and that means practicing. Once you've developed your messages and put them into memorable language, practice delivering them and bridging to them.


You have an idea of the general nature of the questions after the original phone call. Think about how those questions might be asked and how you will bridge to them. Also, anticipate other questions that might be asked. Sometimes it helps to do this with a trusted colleague or two. If you have the opportunity, practice your responses on camera.

WITH TV, YOU ALSO HAVE TO CONSIDER THE VISUAL


There are clearly two aspects to any television interview-- the message and the visual. The most important is the message because that's your substance, but the visual component can support or destroy your message. To put it another way, by buying the best looking tie in the store, I will not assure that my messages are communicated effectively. However, by wearing wild, distracting clothes, I may take the listener's attention away from my message. Now that you have taken the time to develop and practice your message points, consider the visual elements that will support those messages.


What are the adjectives that describe how you would like to be perceived during an interview? Perhaps... professional, caring, knowledgeable, in charge, cool, relaxed, honest, credible. On the other side, you don't want to be seen as nervous, scared, uninformed, faking it, distrustful. In many interviews, the visual determines how listeners perceive you.


Location-- There's no one location that is perfect for all interviews, but you should always consider what works best for a specific interview. For example, if you are talking about reading improvement, the school library or media center would make a great location. If you are involved in an interview regarding students and learning, probably a bland office is not the best spot. Always think about what will best support the specific interview you are about to do. Then, greet the reporter and crew when they arrive and suggest the spot you want. Don't wait for them to come into your office and start setting up their equipment. The best place to greet them is at their van as soon as they park or as they are entering the building. 


Eyes-- A person's eyes tell a great deal about him or her during an interview. By looking down, you are communicating that you have something to hide. When your eyes move all over, you demonstrate that you are nervous. Look at the reporter. An interview is nothing more than a conversation, and when you look directly at the reporter you show that you are relaxed and not intimidated. The one time that you may want to look at the camera is as you make a major point and want to appeal directly to the audience. For example, if one of your message points is "Everyone must help our children," you might say that while looking straight into the camera. And remember when you are doing an in-studio interview with more than one camera, the one that is on has the lit light on top.


Hands-- Many people use their hands when speaking, and that's fine during an interview. Just make sure your hands aren't moving about wildly or get in front of your face. That, of course, is distracting. Using hands can help make a point and relieve nervous energy.


Stance-- Select a stance that is comfortable for you, and you are the best person to determine what that is. However, figure it out now, not when the camera starts rolling. As general advice, have one foot in front of the other, feet about shoulder width apart, and knees bent just slightly. That is a relaxed position. Do not stand ramrod straight. Sooner or later, you are going to sway and maybe even fall down.


For an in-studio interview, sit slightly forward on the chair and lean slightly toward the interviewer. Don't lean back into the chair or you will appear to be bored. 


For any interview, keep your shoulders back, not slouched. The body simply functions better that way, and you will have more air in your lungs.


Clothes-- Media trainers used to have a list of colors to wear and to avoid. Today, more and more colors are worn by the interview pros. However, when it comes to dress, "conservative" is a good word to keep in mind. Lines on clothing, if they are wider than the traditional pin-striped suit, will wiggle on camera. Plaid patterns will be distracting. A solid-colored jacket, blouse, or shirt works well. Patterns on dresses should not be too dramatic. Stay away from colors which reflect lights, especially for in-studio interviews. Yellows, oranges, and even pinks can "explode" when bright lights hit them.


Jewelry-- Jewelry is fine to wear as long as it is not extensive. Earrings should not be long. One necklace works well; four are distracting. Stay away from lapel and other pins. Viewers may devote their attention to trying to figure what your pin is.


Remember that you are never assured you will not be interviewed on any given day. If you frequently do interviews and are established as "a source," you could be contacted at any time. Consider when you need to bring the right wardrobe with you for a possible interview. If you are going to a school on costume day and a crisis develops where the media wants your viewpoint, you don't want to go on camera dressed as a pumpkin. 

OTHER ESSENTIAL POINTS


Once you have planned and practiced your messages and determined the right visual support, you are ready for the interview. There are additional key tips to remember:

· Never repeat a negative question. It's always good strategy to focus attention not on a problem, but on the solution. If you are asked a negative question, answer it briefly. By repeating it, you have drawn attention to the negative aspect. Bridge to your message.

· Never use the words "no comment," There will be times when you can not comment, but the words "no comment" can lead to the perception that you are hiding something. Explain why you can not answer, i.e. you haven't seen the report yet, it's a personnel issue, etc.

· Unless you are experienced in handing interviews, don't speak "off the record" with reporters. Some information is provided off the record when a source doesn't want to be quoted by name but feels it's important that the reporter has this information. If you decide to speak off the record, be sure the reporter agrees that the comments are off the record before you make them. Never deliver a statement, and then say, "By the way, that was off the record." At that point, it's not. Also, have a clear understanding when your comments are back on the record. Better yet, just don’t do it.

· Use "alert phases" to call attention to your major points. Alert phases are such statements as "what's really important is," or "the key point is." What follows is your key statement. Alert phases can be especially useful during long or complex interviews or during news conferences.

THE HOSTILE INTERVIEW


Hostile interviews most frequently will occur on television or radio interview shows and especially call-in shows. To be successful you must do what you would do for any interview, but do it much better.


When a booker calls to invite you to appear on what may be a hostile interview, collect all the information you can. Especially determine whether questions will be asked just by the show's host or also by callers and whether you are going to be the only guest. If someone who opposes your position will also be on the show, you need to know that. If there are going to be questions phoned in, do not be afraid to have your friends listen to the show nearby their telephones. The other side is likely to be doing this.


After you have collected your data, decide whether you will accept the invitation. You are not obligated to agree to do all interviews; in fact, on some shows you probably are going to be beat up. Consider, though, whether you will be beat up more if you're not there to represent your viewpoint. If two guests oppose your organization's views and no one is there supporting your view, their comments may go unchallenged. Sometimes it's strategic to go onto an unfriendly show and be beat up a little.


If you decide to accept the invitation, take special care in developing your messages, practicing, and anticipating questions. Then be as assertive as possible. Deliver your point as strongly and as quickly as possible. Don't be defensive. In fact, this is not even the time when being polite is your highest priority.


If a newspaper reporter is conducting the hostile interview, tape the interview. Make sure the reporter understands that you are doing this. It's wise to have a record of exactly what you say. Also, when the reporter knows you are taping the interview, he or she may be more careful about making sure your quotes are accurate.

LIVE OR TAPED-- WHICH DO YOU PREFER


Electronic interviews will either be live or taped, and you won't determine which it is. There are advantages to each. On a taped interview, if you make a mistake, you can usually start again. In that case, raise your hand in front of your face to stop the usefulness of the video and simply say, "Let's start that again." The advantage of a live interview, is that what you say is what's heard. Reporters can not go back to the studio and edit the interview. As one gets better at doing interviews, live interviews give you a greater opportunity to control the message.

AND THAT LAST QUESTION


In many interviews, reporters may conclude by saying, "Those are all my questions. Is there anything you would like to add?" Too many of us simply decline the offer and head for safety. The strategic communicator sees this as one more time to review his/her message points. Take advantage of that opportunity. Some stories appear with the majority of the article reporting what was discussed after the reporter was ready to conclude the interview.

