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Don’t Be a Talking Head:  How to Be an Effective Spokesperson
Welcome to Mitch’s PR and Media Spotlight podcast … where we talk a little about public relations and a little about Atlanta media twice a month.  

This month we’re going to talk about how you can be an effective spokesperson for your company.  Now being a good spokesperson can involve a number of difference things.  I tend to talk a lot about the media side of things in these podcasts, but you can represent your company in many other ways than just in the media.
A quick example and then we’ll get to the media side of this, which is what you’re paying for today, right?  Anyway, a good spokesperson is out in the community, talking to business groups, service organizations, that kind of thing.  It’s not always a formal presentation. Sometimes it’s just meeting people and talking with them conversationally about what your company does.

Great example:  A few years ago, I was working with a company in the insurance industry.  They were a company called ReMark that provided marketing services for large insurance companies.  I’d booked the CEO to speak at an insurance conference.  He’d griped a little bit because he wasn’t sure it was a big enough conference.  So he did his presentation and was heading back to his hotel, waiting for a cab in the taxi line.  He gets to talking with the guy next to him and it turns out the guy is a VP for a major insurance company.  They have a great short conversation, exchange business cards and the guy invites the CEO to come to their headquarters to talk in more detail about their services.  

So, now on to the media side of this …

Understand how the media works

We’ve talked before about how important it is if you’re pitching media that you understand how the media works, from deadlines to styles to content.   As a spokesperson for a company that’s important as well, but more important is understanding how you fit into the news.

· Are you the kind of subject matter expert who will be the lead of a story, or a short quote?  

· Are you important enough that someone would want to write a story about you?  

· Do you have an interesting background that would make an interesting feature story or report?

You as a spokesperson also need to have a feel for what’s driving each story.  Just because you’ve got a product or service that you think is fascinating doesn’t necessarily mean that’s going to be the focus of every story.

Prepare for interviews

It sounds strange to say, but the most important part of an interview isn’t really the time when you’re on camera. Ok, that is pretty important, but the time leading up to the interview is vital.  The worst thing you can do on the day of an interview is “wing it.”  I hear so many people say “I’m pretty busy.  I know this stuff.  I don’t have time to rehearse.”  And then those fateful words:  “I’ll be fine.”

Take the time to go through your key messages and know what you’re going to say.  What’s that you say?  You don’t have key messages?  You don’t know what key messages are?  Well, you need to go back and listen to my podcast on messaging before you continue with this one!

Ok, back with me?  So you’ve gone through your messages. That’s what – in an ideal world – you’ll talk about in your interview.  But, of course, an interview isn’t necessarily done just along the lines of what you want to say.  The reporter will have her own agenda, her own questions, her own objectives in talking with you.
It’s very important that you prepare for likely questions she’ll ask.  Think through all the negatives that could come up, all the tangents that the reporter might go off on, all the sub-topics that might arise.   Make sure you can answer the reporter’s questions in detail, not just superficially.

Be comfortable, confident, excited
It’s very important that you’re comfortable, confident and excited (within reason of course) during your interview.  I always tell my clients “if you don’t sound excited about what you’re talking about, there’s little chance the reporter will be.”

Find a quiet, comfortable place for the interview that’s free of distractions.  Don’t position yourself where you’ll be watching other people walk by, or where phones are ringing.  Take a few minutes before the interview to be in that quiet place, where you can clear your head and really focus.

Make your interviews effective

When you’re doing an interview, remember that there’s a purpose to it.  You’re trying to sell a product, get people to buy a service, become interested in an issue, or otherwise change their behavior.   Stay focused and don’t let yourself get distracted into tangential conversations that use up your time but stray from your message.  Keep coming back to those key messages.  Repetition isn’t necessarily a bad thing.  It’s a way to emphasize those important points.

Understand the different types of interviews:  Radio, TV, Print

Now it’s important as well to understand that different types of reporters will have different dynamics, deadlines and needs.  We’re not going to have time to get into all the details that today – we’ll save that for another podcast – but let’s talk about a few things that are important in various types of interviews.

In print interviews for example, you’ll generally have more time to explain details. You can take 15 minutes to explain to a reporter the nuances of your organization and they’ll pull out the key details for their story depending on how much space they have. The length or size of their story is probably something you won’t know in advance. In fact, the reporter might not know until later how much space they have to fill.  It’ll depend on how much advertising has been sold in their section that day.

Now with radio interviews you’ll know that you’re not going to have a lot of time to make your points.  Most radio stories are 30 second or less, unless you’re being interviewed for a longer form program like NPR.  So make sure you speak in short five second soundbites.  Practice those ahead of time, because five seconds is shorter than you think.

For television interviews, you should expert the entire package – a package includes visuals, your interview, and the reporter’s “stand up” – to last no longer than 90 seconds, probably a little bit less.  You might record 15 minutes of interview on tape, but only a few seconds, maybe 10 seconds will make it to air.  For television, they’re looking for the pictures – what the story looks like – rather than the “talking head.”  That’s why so many meetings and conferences, which might be covering important topics, don’t get covered.  “Talking heads” just aren’t that visually interesting.

Well that’s all the time we’ve got today.
Don’t forget, to get the most up to date database of Atlanta media contacts, subscribe now to Leff’s Atlanta Media.  You can sign up online at www.leffsatlantamedia.com.

See you in two weeks for the next edition of Mitch’s PR and Media podcast.  
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