Basic interviewing

A Tintle ealier T talked sbout setfing up interviews, so now letk wake a slightly closer look ar
heore to actually conduct one. Tl take you briefly through the process of preparing for your
intervicw and how to gee the best out of vonr guest, and then the kind of questions chat
are best to ask chem.

FPreparation

This is the maost importent factor B gatting 3 good intervies:

‘Bornetimes vou hear 5 radio interview with & celebrity and wou
hear more of the preasenter their the stan | do a lot of big pop
intarviswsa end | prepers the aarme way 23 Lwould for TS and
kaap it all in my head. AN interviess ia 8 cormversation with
SCrmEOnE; 50 gor's |00k down ab vour notes:

Kesp eye cantact and yvou'll get B better intervies:.

Eatie Hill, preaserter Capital Aedio, Radio Acedermy: ewent, HNovasrmber 2005

Get as much information as iz appropriace, considering the time you have befors the
interview and it duration,

You'll certainly want to write some questions to ask your gucse Some presenters say that
doing chis makes it more likely that they won't listen to the answers and simply work their
way down the list. [ disagree to a certain extenc. Although you should certainly not rely on
a list of prepaced questions, writing a lst of key topics to be coversd does several things:

o It forces you 1o chink aboue the subject .

e the gues o

o and the aim of the interview

o And gives you a safety net if the interview dogsn't go according to plan, for example

if either you or the miest clams up:

While you'te drwing up the questions think about what you want to know the answer
to, and what your Hiteasrs want to know the angwess to. Don't be tempred oo tike the easy
moad by following the news release that the guest’s publicity prople sent you, Tnterviews ars
mars mretesting i they'te inspired, Yes, vou hive to ask the abvions questions, but the
successfal preseniver 15 the ome whe goes the extra mile the ane who asks the question
no-one ehie thought of, and gets 2 rerrific angwer
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More UGC

User-generated coneent is 4 great way of asking cxactly the gquestions the audience wants
to know the answers to. Opening an e-mail account to wiiich listeners can post their ques-
tans, has several advantages
& You can gauge the top talking togics in which most people are most interested,
a Ttk a guear rosonrce for some mmore ‘Jeft of centee’ topics that you may not have consid-
ered,
o Therst the opportunity for name checks for the lsteners and the menticn of local
places.

Before the interview

Chatting-up or 'shampooiog” yout giest 15 4 valuable thing to leatn bow to do. One geeat
and palite vay to elax then 1 by using their natne. Thn't give vour guest 2 list of gues-
tions you'll ask, but do give themn an idea of what kind of thing you want. They'll respond
better if they'e prepaved but.not rehearsed. You may though want to give them the first
question in advance, one that you know they know the angwer to, so they can get into their
stride and "warm up’, But don't make it too wide that they dewn'’t koow wheze to staoe Tou'vs
just got back from your tour of Ameriea Tell me about ic! '

It usually best not to have an in-depeh diseussion before yow start yoor interviews a5 it
rizks vour muest saying, ‘As I said before

The length of an interview

1 & focal music and speech station it% thoughe that each part of a cotrversation should Jast
about the same lengeh of 2 song, 5o abour 3 minutes. You can then play a seng and reten
to the guest for a second bite, but if you keep tibking for more than a few minutes you stand
the chance of driving away some af your listeners.

The question section
5Wsand an H

The basic 'questioning wonds” are “wha', ‘what', “when', “whete’, “why’ and ‘how’, Bach of
them Is used to get a different kind of facr abour people, times and places and s on, but
perhaps the most undervsed one s why',

Starting & question with this word will often get your goest to explain themselves, and
pethaps reveanl a Httle aboue their motivation. Any question that gels a puest to open up in
this way Tomriably makes good radio.

Clear questions

Under steess your goest may find it difficult to cotcentrate on what you'ts saying: they' e
in a strange enviconment and may never have heard or met you before, so make sure that
your queskions are straightforward, T don't mewn that they should be shont necessarily
{although soime of them may well bed, bt that they should be dear. Don't have long rambling
quiestions: ‘T wonder what you would say to some people who might think, or oven sy
thiat, and in fact 1 think Uve ead that many people do in Bct take this view, that chis fil,
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o Indeed the Jase couples that vou've made haven's really been necossavily some of perhaps
the best filing of this type that, perthaps, could have been made with the budges awailable
at that wre

Don't ask more than one question at a tme: 'Can you tell me how long it took you g
swien the channel and howr much money you raised . . . 2. Which ooz do you want them
to angwer Geat? And when they've done that, vour gusst may well have forgotren what the
gecand rueskion was!

Angthee problem for novice interviewers is thar they ask questions that, alkthough shout
and by the poink, ate simply too wide: "This weckend’s carnival, wll me about i’ OK, it
not really a question buc mast people would treat it as sucly and ey o answer it But whete
do they statt? When its on, whats going to be there, how long it took to plan, the prob-
lems they had getting the floats ready on time . .. ¥ Help vour guest by giving tieny a liede
Lt of focus. '

Open and closed questions
Qpen questions ate ohes thar encotrage the guest to speaki How did you manags to sty

ap the fJagpole for theee days and nights?' :‘e“}
Closed questinns ate ones that may only get you a one-ward angwer! “You were up the =

flagpuale for three days
CIne type i3 poad and che other less 5o
Qpen-ended questions are especially necessary when working with children, 25 closed
guestioms will invariably illict 2 simple 'yes' or 'no’ response, although aduls will give you a
fulf angeer, even if presented with 1 closed question. )
Here e some questioti-stacters to have up your sleeve the next tine you speak with
lieele Johnoy or Josephine.
a Tell me about
Tell me how - ..
What did you see .
Trescribe JE oo mie
What happened . ..
Herw did that make you fes] | ..
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Listen for your next question
Lister to what your guest i5 saying to give you a clue 0 your next question, This way the i
imtervisw sounds more fike 1 conversation.

PRESENTER: 5o when did you becorne intereseed it mnuosic?
GLEST When [ went o 2 Tibetan reteeat foc cheee years.
FRESENTER: And why the oboef

The preseoters completely missed 1 great follow-up question, which conld have taken
them in an exciting tew direction. And thats probably cthe problems: the inwrviewsr hasn't
done enough homeaotk to feel confident enough o leave their weitten list, They cither feel
s though they'll lose control of the interview or that they simply won't be able to ger
theough all their prepared poines.
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Active listening
Effective Hatening will make interviswing sasier, becauge &l be more peodnetive, You'll ask
moee incisive and pertinent questions, your ierviewee will give better eeplies, and you'll
end up with bester audic, You need to listen with an open mind, not jumping to conclu-
sions o anticipating what you think you'r= about ko be told. Peychologists call this "active
listening',

The tricks include rzflecting on whar vou're heaving and cacording it in your mind a5 a
*headline”. That way you'll end up with a meatal list of buller points.

Give the guest your attention, Den't start fiddling, cueing a song — pay amention and
prictice SOLEPR..
o Sir up steaight
Open posture (arms and legs uncrossed).
Looking genuinely interested, lstening attentively.
Effective eye contact,
Reoainng elatively relaxed.

Do oo

You don't always need to ask your guest questions
Asking guestions can sometims seen quits coufrontational and can narmow conversaions
mther thin open them up, Here are some other ways you can ask for informarion:
o Suy what you want to know and vl 'Tell nog how you came ap with the idea in
the first place, [ sull don't see hew a grandinether could invent a revelutionary intsrnet
g

o Ask them to elaborate oo something they've aleady said. It shows you'es interesbed
in what they're talking about, and that alone should help them open up- "Tell me
mare about your plans to tour south east Asia L

o Wher theywe only half said something, get them to tell pou moce: "You szy you're
thinking of quirting your record Yabel . 7

o Ask open questions. Ask how they feel about soructhing, thelr rzaction to something,
to comtnent on o tlk about something ele. Wo want someons whe scs, not just
gives us facts, ;

a  Focus on what effect the stary will have on people’s lives (remember eclatabilicy). Ace
thete stories that can be told, or an example they can give rather than facts and
fimices? §s there 2 “worst case scenaria’ that ean be used to illustrate their poine? Make
the interviewee hunan.

o What’s theit opinion? How upset o ¢1os are they? Or maybe theyr= pleased about

a derizicn,
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Coach vour guest

Inexperienced interviewees may need a litle coaching ta put them at theiz exse They ray
forgrt what point they watit to get semss, be onsuce where they're heading wich a sentence,
ar talle for 2 long fime but noc ectoally say enything, i

If you wanr them to sound up-Teat and lively, t2ll them! If you do it pelitely and diplo-
matically they'll imariably co-operate. They'll take it that you'te 2 moch an expert in your
field, a3 they ave v theirs, (You're doing thom a fvour — they don't want to sound Lke a
sudt” do chern

Al them how they'd explain their story to the man ot woman on the street. Remember,
it you don'’t anderstand what they're talking aboot, with the benefit of vour tesearch and »
diseraction-fiee studio, what chagee has someone listening at home with a aying baby, or
SOERLEOnE tTying bo negotiate the cush hour teaffic in the car?

You'll also get a better pedormance fiom a guest by getting them to, unwirtingly, “voice-
natch” you. So, if you speak to them in a bright and breszy way, with a lively attinede, and
callivg them by theie first name, they in tuen will give 2 much more lively jotervizw. If vou
speak with 1 slow and quiet woice they will come down o march it 2

Interview clips

IE you'rs doing a news intereiews the nowstoom won't want your voice reconded ot all ¥ou'll
bavz to keep gquiet during the answers, so theres not a “vep’, 'ub huly’, ‘0K, 1 se<” all the way
theough, which would ke distracting to the listener when the clip s pliyed 10 the bullotin and
the audisnce wonders where the ather vaice ha: come from. This 5 mose unliks normal life
where wr've encouraged to keep giving signals to show we understand whars being said. [nstead
use ron-verbal comumutication: kecp oye contact with the interviewee, withoot staring them
ouk; look in tune with wlat they'c talking about — loak seriows when they’es saying some-
thing serious, raise your eyebrews and start to smile when they're telling o humarous story;
nod from tinwe o tine, to ndicate that you're keeping up with what they'e: telling you,

Reflect their answers back to them

Your guest will be tach mors assured that the interview’s going well and they'ns giving vou

what you want, it you pick wp on whats said, and feed ic back o them. 'Sa, what you'rs

saying 5 that if cveryone in the covnty donated a tea bag each, we'd be able to save the

Haiey Mountan Govilla fom, extinetion?’ It all helps to nudge the convensation along,
Wou can mee pheases such as, "That sounds important to you’ oc Td like to koow mare

about that’ to show interest and encourage them.

Leave room

Don't feet obliged to jump in with the next quesdon immedisrely affer thev've stopped
talking. Staying quiet for 3 frer scconds may just nudge them that liele bit further to open
up a little biv more. People hate silence, and the interviewee will feel a5 though itk 'their
silence snd ons that they should fill by talking a fitde more,
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' Signpost some of your questions
Your steeaen of guestions should progress in a logical and ovdered, albeit CAITFETSALION ), WAy,
1 they don't then you nesd to signpost the fact, both for the mterviewee and the lstenee
*Om a different subject, how's the fanuby

"Two sugars
If you present vour interview in shart bursts with nusic in between you may be in 2 studio
baving an off-air conversation with your guest for the best part of 15 mimites hefore Hhey're
recinenduced to the listener Thaty fine if the guest is interesting and you can easily make
sl talke, bart you may sl your very life force being drained our of you if they're not.
You can busy yoursclf for o few of those minutes by expliining the desk and the equip-
ment o them, then spend a while cucing the next song or checking the travel presenter i
readhe Beyond that you may find that you have to ask then off @i wihat you are later going to
b asking thent on ait! To avoid this happening fand risking them saping later, ‘s [ said to you
before .. ) you nuay want 1o set ap A secret signal with vour praducer. This is sometling that
T've done in the past a call on the talkback to ask for a coffee for the guest and ooz for me
‘with ten sugars” (when T usmally don't take any) was a signal for them to come in and either
talk o me about an important programming issus or 1o join in the small-talk wirh the guest.
e shing you can't do, of comse, 5t leave the guest alone in an an-aiv stadic!

Remember to T.A.L K.

o Technical — don™t get so engrossed in the comversation that you forgee the technical
aspects of your broadcast. Fou example, ace the lewels sull OK? Has the guest moved
away form the mic as they became more relaxed? What about the paps? What abour
the timing of the sequence: are you on time for the trvel news? How long have you

been speaking for in this segment of talk? Is there engugl, ot too mwch of inkerest
to keep this guest for the alloteed time? 1€ nat, how will you Gll &2

: e Aims — also keep considering what you wanted to ger cut of the interview in the

H first place. Are vou still heading in that direction and staying an counse? There may

te situations where 2 guest says someting so futeessting that you decide to veer avay

from your planned guestion aveas o investigate another train of thought. Ulsually chat®

i 0%, but not necessacily abways. I you do changs course, think how you may watt

" to got back on track to end the interview where you had intended.

& Listener — don't forget them while all this is geing oo, Whats actually corning cut
of the mdio? Hag the nterview got a bit incestous (you and the guest talking abour
0" subiects which exclude the audience)? Is the conversation flowing logically? Ave
there ton ity breaks and ave they in sensible places? Is the listener getting from the
comvarsation what they were promised, or what they expecred, or is thers 2 litile bit

. more? Mayhe a surprise mevelation or personal anscdote. Dron't forget to ocrasionally

: re-establish the nanie of the smtion and who the guest i, for new hsteners who are
joining all the tme

o Hill - what ste you zoing to do when the interview ends? Will you merely thank the
maest, or do & sy of the conversation, ar mentien thelt book or song again? Then
wrhat happens? Have you got the next item cued? And what about the item after that
fpow’ll insvitably spend a nuouee or so thanking the guest ofi-air annd saving poodbye)?
If vou're going to go straight into another speech segnent, how will this sound to the
listerier? TF tliat item s teavel, from 2 remote studio, how will you bz able to dial them

i up and check the line and presentec’s name if you're talking on-aic yougelf?
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At the end of the interview
When you'te nearing the end of the interview, don’t say ©. . . and finally' The guest may give
such a grear answer that you hare to follow it wpl 1€ you do say ' . . and finally” in a pre-
recorded interview, pohaps to signify to a nevvous interviewee that you are nealy’ done,
otake sne you leave a shovt pavse at the end of those two waords, for sasy editing. Saying
briefly - . 7 or 'one Jast thing . - 7 will also signify to the interviserce that you'ee nearly
fnished.

Finish the interview on o lhph note. Most pzople will vemember how it started and o
it eaded, vather than the it In the middle.

Copies of interviews
It5 very nnlikely that vou'li ever provide these at your station. It vsaally an awfil lor of
tinie and trouble to cassette something up, and wsually only done if the request comes from
2 wrlued conece,
There are various ways van cail get out of agreeing to dub-off & copy:
e If you'd asked before I could've recorded it as i was broadcost?
a '0Ob no Didat vou ask a friend o record it for you at hame?
a Urnosoery, we don’t keep coples of the interviews once theywe gone out!
o “Were 5o high-tech hers, you know we don't even use cassettes, sa [ can’t dub off 2
copy for you.!
o Tt so sorry its been broadcast now and we don’t have any copies. Though the is
a theory that all radio and TV wawes go out into space and its oaly 2 matter of thne
before they come back'. (This idea 12 one that scientists seem to agree on: that radio
shows from the "20s are coursing through space at around 186,000 miles per second.
And i space 15 curved a8 s thoughe and one day we work ount how o teavel faser
that light, we'll he able to hear themy all over again!) :



