
FOCUS 
 
 
A story is: Someone Doing Something For A Reason 
 
A Focus Statement should include the word "because". You can't assume it's obvious 
why you are talking to someone, or why the listener should care what the guest has to 
say. 
 
A strong focus helps your listeners remember what the story was really about. 
 
A Focus Statement is a snapshot of the story. Imagine the story visually and describe the 
action. 
 
The Focus Statement is based on research. Use the Focus Statement to build the 
interview questions. 
 
When choosing a verb for the Focus Statement, pick a verb that can be seen as a picture. 
For example, "John phones" is stronger than "John learns". 
 
The more vivid you can get a Focus Statement, the more useful it is to get a clear 
movement through a story. 
 
 
 
INTERVIEWS 
 
 
You have been raised to not be a good interviewer. Good questions are rude in normal 
social situations. Go back to the questions you asked a child, when you didn't know 
better. 
 
An interview is like a canoe trip. The interviewer is in the back, steering. Your questions 
are your oar. The guest  is in front, paddling like hell with his oar, the answers. 
 
You may use a conversational tone in an interview, but an interview is not a 
conversation. 
 
Ask one question at a time - no clarification, no guess at answer. Have the courage to 
wait for the answer. 
 
You can suppress information through the questions you pose, by asking multiple 
questions at a time. 
 



At the end of the interview, don't forget to ask, "Is there something I didn't ask you?" or 
"Would you like to add something?" 
 
The interview is a story. 
 
With story, emotion is primary, details are secondary. 1. Story 2. Emotion 3. Details 
 
Every interview should make it clear: "Who's On?" "What's he doing?" "Why?" Why is 
the most important part of the interview. 
 
Don't leave concepts sitting. If a guest responds with a concept or a vague idea, ask for 
an example. e.g. "It will be a difficult winter." Ask "How?" "In what way?" 
 
RULE #3: Begin questions with W5How. Figure out before the interview how to ask your 
questions with a W5How lead and you'll get the most productive answers. 
 
The interviewer is a surrogate for the audience. 
 
Keep the guest in her story. Ask them, "What did you think?" "Why did that matter to 
you?"  
 
Remember that your guest is a person. 
 
Color In, Bland Out: If the host puts too many adjectives in the question, coloring the 
guest for himself, then the guest will likely give a more bland answer. Let the guest 
sparkle. 
 
Examples of Dangerous opening statements before questions: "I understand you're 
hustling up interest in basketball…", "That must have been the most bizarre concert of 
your life…", "This must be a frustrating situation…" You're supplying information for the 
guest. You're assuming what the guest thinks. You're telling the guest what he's doing. 
He's sitting right there, let him tell you. Ask a simple question so he can tell you what 
he's doing, what he thought, why the story matters. 
 
Always ask "Why". Why do you do the things you do? 
 
Good questions: "When you think back, what picture comes to mind?", "What did you 
think?" (as opposed to "What did you feel?") 
 
The interview isn't about you talking. It's about you getting the guest to give you what 
you want. 
 
If you're only focusing on the next question you ask, you miss the unspoken messages 
the guest is giving. Listen for tone as well as content of answers. 



 
Be specific. Be short. Be clear and then get out of the way of the answer. 
 
Don't fall into the language of the guest. Don't pick up his jargon, ask him to define 
technical terms, put answers into everyday language. The listener isn't an expert, you're 
not an expert.  
 
If you want to get to someone's head, use W5How questions. A guest can evade a verb-
lead question. "What did you say?" beats "Did you say XXX?" 
 
The question "What did you think?" yields better responses that "What did you feel?" 
Asking about emotion puts someone into a psychological frame of mind, rather than 
recounting action and image. 
 
Let the mic linger with the guest. Don't jump in to fill empty air. Often the guest will add 
something beyond the rehearsed answer. You have to give time for the real, emotionally 
honest response. 
 


