PREPARING FOR AN INTERVIEW

By Todd Shearer

Prepare for an interview?  Come on, why would you need to do that?  Hey, you are the expert, this is your thing, and no one knows more about the subject than you do.  But when the reporter whips out the microphone, or tape recorder, or even worse, sticks a TV camera in your face, all of that confidence is replaced by the sudden recognition that you are poised on the brink of potential public humiliation.

This reaction isn’t an assumption on my part.  I’ve seen it happen, both as a public relations professional and as a reporter.  It didn’t matter whether I was asking the questions as a small town reporter or while working in a top ten market, the same thing could, and did happen when the person being interviewed realized they were “on the record.”  As the camera rolled, the color drained from their faces and their eyes either glazed over or filled with panic.  In these situations, words could end up tumbling out of their mouths in an incoherent mess, or um, well, uh, never really, um, actually form a, you know… sentence.

So, why does this happen?  In many cases it is simply a lack of preparation.

The easiest thing to do at this point would be to decide that you just won’t do any interviews.  But that would be a wasted opportunity because news coverage is free, and most people take the news seriously.  So let’s learn how to be ready for that interview and make the most of the opportunity.

First, know your key messages.  Those key messages are a set of statements that effectively communicate the main points about your ministry, or business, or organization, that you would like every audience to understand.  Ideally, they are written in a succinct, media-friendly tone.

Learn these key messages, and weave them into the fabric of your thinking so that you will always have an answer to a reporter’s question.  More than that, you will have the right answer to help communicate what you really want people to know.  A note of caution, however, that if you truly do not have a good answer, don’t make one up, don’t guess, and don’t get defensive.  Tell the reporter that you would like to confirm the information and will get back to them (and then make sure you follow through on the promise).

Another good tip is to make your answers concise.  When I began working in public relations, I encountered a strategy that made complete sense to me because it could be used in so many ways, including of course, an interview.  It’s called “The Elevator Speech.”  To prepare for an interview, consider what you would say if you were on an elevator and had only seconds to explain what your organization does, why it does it, and its effectiveness.  If you don’t know how you would answer the elevator question, figure it out, and practice it.  And then practice it some more.

Speaking of practice, keep a copy of your organization’s key messages with you at all times.  You can keep a copy in your wallet or purse, and then on the way to an interview, grab those key messages and begin reviewing and practicing.  When I was still reporting, I would drive to my live shot locations practicing aloud what I planned to say.  I got plenty of odd looks from passing motorists wondering why I was talking to myself (and with such animation), but it worked.  The same theory applies to preparing for an interview, so don’t be shy about practicing your answers aloud.

Remember, practice may not always make perfect, but it can make you a lot more comfortable.  If you are comfortable and relaxed rather than sounding rehearsed, or stumped, you will have a far greater impact on your audience.  Basically, it all boils down to this simple equation:  

Information + Preparation + Demeanor = CREDIBILITY.

Let me share just a few more things to think about as you prepare for an interview.  A reporter will often end an interview with this question:  “Is there anything else you want to say?”  I did it as a reporter because it often led to the best sound bite (or quote).  That’s because the interview felt like it was basically finished, and people began feeling more relaxed.  This final question sometimes prompted the interviewee to lose concentration, put their foot in their mouth, and share something they shouldn’t with the “nice” reporter.  But if you are prepared, this can be a tremendous opportunity to jump right back into your key messages.

That leads to another benefit of preparation:  It helps you nail the obvious question.  Interviewers can sometimes catch someone off guard by asking a question like, “Why is the organization called Campus Crusade?”  What a great opportunity to either completely destroy any credibility you may have built to that point, or to be ready and explain the answer in a way that’s concise and stresses the message you want to share with every audience you encounter.

Also, never assume the audience has even a basic understanding of the issues.  Keep things simple, direct, and devoid of jargon.  Our culture is rife with jargon, and it is extremely easy to fall into the trap of thinking that words or phrases you hear every day in your organization should make sense to everyone.  But they don’t, and jargon is one of the fastest ways to lose your audience.

So prepare.  Know your organization’s key messages, be concise, practice your answers aloud, never make up an answer, stay positive, and don’t get angry or confrontational with a reporter.  As ABC correspondent Sam Donaldson once said, “The questions don’t do the damage, only the answers do.”
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