GIVING AN INTERVIEW


Conducting an interview
 There is little point in giving an interview unless doing so will help you
achieve specific objectives, for yourself and for the organization you
represent.
 Done right, interviews can be of great benefit. For instance, a successful
interview can raise awareness, enhance reputation, drive interest in stock,
or simply publicize and market the company’s services.
 Done wrong, however, interviews can be harmful, both at the time and also
later, when people refer back to them.

MEDIA CAN HELP OR HURT

“We live in an age wherein men are more apt to mock a man if unsuccessful
than to commend what is successful, and much less to contribute.”
- Gilbert Clerke, 7 November 1688

PREPARATION
Many people conduct interviews or make presentations without really thinking:


What’s your objective?



Who are you trying to reach?



What would you view as a good outcome?



Why you, specifically?



If you can’t answer these satisfactorily, you are not ready to do an interview.

DEFINING AN AGENDA


What headline do you want? What quotes would you write?



You can’t assert your agenda unless you can express it in a concise, credible
manner.



Interviews are often brief. You can’t count on being able to express every point
you would like to make.



Identify the few points that are most important, and reiterate them. Often known
as “messages,” they should pervade everything you say.



Messages that resonate are credible, short, supportable by anecdotes or
examples, visual and relevant.

Consistency…Clarity…Frequency…

CONTROLLING AN INTERVIEW
Controlling your demeanor, your presentation, your language and your
subject matter are all important.
Most important, however, is taking an active role in steering the interview.
 You have to control it, you have to be able to lead the interview where you
want to go.
 You must not get stuck on answering the interviewer’s questions at the
expense of your own agenda.
 It’s all about who’s in control.

HOW YOU RESPOND IS PARAMOUNT
There are two realities to any issue:
1.

The first is what actually happened

2.

The second is what the public thinks has happened
All issues are HUMAN events
All journalism is about how events impact people

INTERVIEWS ARE COUNTER-INTUITIVE
 Interviews are not conversations.
 When you are asked a question, you must appear to answer it, but most of all
you must say what you are there to say.

 Speech sequence is reversed.
 Typical conversation builds to a conclusion based on supporting statements.
Interviews require that you state your conclusion first, then follow up with
details as time allows.
 “Headlining” (as this is known) is critical, particularly in broadcast media, to
ensure that your message gets through.

WHAT THEY WANT
What they want isn’t nearly as important as what you want. Nevertheless, it’s still
important to be aware of what they’re looking for.
On some occasions it can be…
• Something new.
• Something counter-intuitive.
• Something special to them.
• Something quotable.
• Something an editor said was a story.

On other occasions it can be…
• Something “secret.”
• Something foolish.
• Something embarrassing.
• Something incriminating.
• Something careless.
• Something they make you say.

ENSURING FAIRNESS
•

Fairness is in the eye of the beholder and is somewhat contingent on where you fit
into the story, because most of the time the story has taken shape before your
interview takes place.

•

Many reports are scrupulously fair in the sense that they report your words exactly
as you said them.

•

Consequently, you should ask yourself, what chance have you got if you are
unprepared or careless or, most important of all, if you don’t have control?

CONTROL OF THE INTERVIEW
•

Controlling your demeanor, your presentation, your language and your subject
matter are all important.

•

Most important, however, is taking an active role in steering the interview.


You have to control it, you have to be able to lead the interview where you want
to go.



You must not get stuck on answering the interviewer’s questions at the
expense of your own agenda.



It’s all about who’s in control.

WHO CONTROLLED THIS INTERVIEW

DEFINING YOUR AGENDA
•
•
•
•
•
•

What headline do you want? What quotes would you write?
You can’t assert your agenda unless you can express it in a concise, credible
manner.
Interviews are often brief. You can’t count on being able to express every point
you would like to make.
Identify the few points that are most important, and reiterate them. Often
known as “messages,” they should pervade everything you say.
Messages that resonate are credible, short, supportable by anecdotes or
examples, visual and relevant.

Consistency…Clarity…Frequency…

DON’T USE WORDS PEOPLE DON’T UNDERSTAND

MAKE MESSAGES YOUR OWN
•

•

•
•

Often, messages are the product of consensus among City Staff, legal counsel and
you yourself. At times, you may have had no input at all in what must be conveyed in
the interview.
If legal advice insists that a particular word or phrase must be used, you should
follow that advice. Learn all such words or phrases well and rehearse them so that
you can repeat them flawlessly, uttering them as if they were your own.
If precise wording is not material, then don’t feel bound by the exact words
comprising the message.
Really, your task is to convey a concept or concepts, as you will most likely instill
them in the minds of the audience if you articulate such concepts in a way that is
meaningful to you.

INTERVIEWS ARE COUNTER-INTUITIVE
• Interviews are not conversations.
• When you are asked a question, you must appear to answer it, but most of
all you must say what you are there to say.
• Speech sequence is reversed.
• Typical conversation builds to a conclusion based on supporting statements.
Interviews require that you state your conclusion first, then follow up with
details as time allows.
• “Headlining” (as this is known) is critical, particularly in broadcast media, to
ensure that your message gets through.

DR. INABA – GETTING HIS MESSAGE ACROSS

ELIMINATE THE WORD

Transparency
•

Buzzwords are a product of the world we live in, so let’s just be clear that
they’re nothing bad.

•

Some spokespersons like to use the word transparent

•

Your definition of the word is different than the public and means nothing

•

If you cannot tell them every detail, than you not transparent. This is not to
say that it’s necessarily bad to withhold this information, but it does mean
that you lack transparency.

•

The term is used extensively; about one in 40 press releases claim it.

•

It’s taking over “honesty” and “integrity,”

ELIMINATE THE WORD

Citizen
•

It’s time to retire the word citizen from the vocabulary of elected officials.

•

Citizen is a powerful word, with connotations of civic responsibility and

•

Many elected officials use it as a way of saying “people,” or “residents” but
with more oomph.

•

The reality is that a number of people you represent may not be citizens.

•

In the context of the migrant crisis and the uptick in disturbingly xenophobic rhetoric
and policy, this trend is only going to increase. The word citizen — despite its inspiring
connotations — is just too exclusionary. Use the word residents.

connection to the social contract.

DON’T LOSE YOUR COOL
•

Reporters can be infuriating.

•

They push, pursue, prod and probe. At least the good ones do.

•

Pop culture is replete with cautionary tales. A YouTube search will produce scores
of politicians, athletes and coaches shouting down reporters.

•

If your intention is to somehow punish the reporter, you should consider that the
opposite is true. In fact, if you ever want to make a reporter really happy, then just
get mad.

• When things don’t go as we expect, some people will lose our cool (which makes
great, if cringe-worthy, television for the rest of us).
• If you must defend yourself against an interviewer who has become particularly
aggressive or argumentative, then word choice matters.

PRACTICE, PRACTICE, PRACTICE
•

Are your message points coming across?

•

Are your answers concise enough?

•

Are they believable, or do they need more support?

“The more I practice, the luckier I get.”
- Gary Player

MR. NO COMMENT

WHY ‘NO COMMENT’ IS BAD
• A "no comment" can define an otherwise successful interview. Don't let it.
•

The problem with "no comment" is that it really is a comment – sometimes
the worst comment one can make. It may imply guilt where there is none. It
can sound blasé or incompetent.

•

A narrative will take shape, with or without your input, and by declining
comment, you may miss the opportunity to influence how the story is
framed.

So what is the "no comment" solution?

CATCHING AND PASSING


Find some common ground.
 Take a word contained in the question and relate it to one of your messages.



Break the rhythm by pausing and/or saying:
 “Let me try to put some perspective on this...”
 “Let’s step back for a moment and examine what you’re asking...”



Don’t repeat inflammatory language.
 Wrong: “Some critics say the city does not care about the homeless. Is this true?
 Right: “Actually, we are leader in the region in dealing with the homeless crisis. We
provide transitional resources for the homeless, we have a homeless clinic and
treatment center that have many resources. Many shelters also provide services
such as alcohol and drug rehab treatment along with clinics.

CATCHING AND PASSING
One way to remember this is via the “pseudo-formula”

A=Q+1
…or the answer equals the question plus one of your key message
points.

PASSING: TRANSITIONAL PHRASES


“I think what you’re really asking is… “



“That speaks to a bigger point…”



“It’s important to consider…”



“What that really means is…”



“It’s our policy not to discuss ____ specifically, but I can tell you…”



“Before I answer that, let me just say…”



“That’s an interesting point, but the reality is …”



“I would put it another way …”



“I’ve heard that said, but I don’t agree because …”

HOOKING
End an answer by leaving a hint of something intriguing to encourage the
kind of follow-up question you want
•

“…But we’ve got some other exciting new products coming soon as well…”

•

“…You’d be surprised at what research has shown…”

•

“…And those are only some of the developments…”

HIGHLIGHTING
Underscore for reporter and (if there are any) viewers/listeners alike what is
important. As well as doing this by repeating your messages, you should
highlight it with phrases like:
•

“The key point to remember is…”

•

“The most exciting thing about this program is…”

•

“The real issue is…”

•

“What this boils down to is…”

LURES AND TRAPS


Friendliness: Building a rapport with you, the reporter tries to lull you into a false sense of
security! Never relax.



Irrelevance: A question with no bearing on your expertise or the stated focus of the interview.

Treat it as such: “That’s not something I’m qualified to talk about, but I think what’s relevant here
is…”



Speculation: Unless it’s useful, refuse to predict or hypothesize (“It wouldn’t be responsible to

speculate….,” “I can’t speak for them, but…”). But counter a negative hypothesis about you:
(“Actually, we believe we’ll win, but the important thing is [message]…”).



Multiple Parts: When a reporter asks several questions in one sentence, always simply pick the

one you want to answer.



Paraphrase: Your words are summarized inaccurately, unfairly. Don’t let yourself be spoken for,

but when correcting, don’t repeat the negative: “Perhaps I wasn’t clear enough. [Repeat
message]…”

Don’t repeat a question the question as part of your answer

FINAL REMINDERS


Don’t be afraid to pause



Don’t over-answer. When you’re satisfied with your reply, stop.



Don’t allow yourself to be provoked. Keep it cool.



Don’t “fake” an answer if you don’t know it. If appropriate, assure the reporter
you will provide the needed facts in due course, or refer them to another source.



Don’t assume the reporter knows more about your area than you do. Usually, the
reverse is true.



Don’t assume that the microphone, camera or tape recorder is off immediately
before or after an interview. You are still “fair game.” It’s safest to consider your
entire interaction “on the record.”



Don’t say “no comment.” It’s the worst comment you could make.

