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Be Heard

Does Your CEQ Have Spokesperson Deficit Disorder (SDD)?

by Barbara Gibson, ABC

It's an al-tog-comman ailment, a not-so-silent killer of
corporate reputation—often going undiagnosed even when
the symptoms are evident. Early symptoms include
negative or weak media coverage, "misguotes” and
interviews that go off track. Although it can strike at any
leve!l within an organization, Spokesperson Deficit Disorder,
or SDD, is perhaps most damaging if left untreated at the
CECQ level. So what can you do if your CEQ sufers from this
dreadful condition?

Over the past year, I've surveyed more than 500
communication professionals, asking the question, "Have
you ever worked with 2 company spokesperson who was
not fully competent in the role?” I have ye: to receive a

na" response. So it seems we've all faced this problem. Or
perhaps, more to the point, we've avoided i, sidesteppad
iz, suffered in silence, cleaned up the resulting messes as
best we could, We may have tried bringing in a media
trairer, or using other spokespeople whenever possible,
but few of us feel confident directly addressing the
problem. It's hard, after all, to tell the boss that he or she
is a lousy communicator—especially when they den't seem
to see it, But if cur job is to help the organization achieve
its strategic chjectives, we have a respensibilizy to take on
thie challenge of helping make executive spokespeople
mare effective,

Here, then, are a few tips for comrectly dizgnosing and
treating the problem:

Involve the patient

According to my research, the average corporate media
spokesperson has had only four hours of media raining,
maore than 10 years ago. Then they were most likely thrust
out into the world of media interviews, and have received
litzle feedback or other development since. No wonder
many are o weak!

A good way to begin is by surveying your spokespeople.
How do they fee! about their own skills? Do they believe
they would benefit from additional spokesperson
development or training? Are they receiving the right
level king of support to prepare for interviews? Do they
regularly receive feedback on their performance?

I'm often surprised when I ask a spokesperson to assess
their own skills and find that although their PR counse
believes them to be arogant and uncoachable, they rate
thieir own abilities as only average, and indicate an interest
in furtner development,

Get the diagnosis right

Every spokesperson is different, with a unigue mix of
strengths and weaknesses. Even if yvou've been working
with them for a while (and feel as if you know some of their
weakneszes inside and out), you probably haven't fully
analyzad all the factors that influznce their effectivensss.
The more objectively and credibly you can measure their
capabilities, the betzer vou'll be able to help them improve.
1 perform a formal 2ssessmeant, analyzed by beth a
journzlizz and PR assessor, rating the spokesperszon’s
abilities across 12 key sxill areas critical to interview
success. This provides the basis for a detailed report of
strengths and weaknesses, and also produces a numeric
score, which I call the Spokesperson Competancy Level
(SCLY, This metric can aid in benchmarking individual
development. as well as in selecting the right spokesperson
for each mediz opportunity.

For example, one of the things we assess is "ability to
handle difficult questions.” Scorimg high in this arez is
particularly important for anyone handling high-risk
communication, like crises or financial communication, So if
we're assessing a Chief Financial Officer or CEQ, and their
=kills here are not already very strong, we'd recommend
some specialized training or coaching. The flip side is that a
spokesperson working main'y with lFestyle reporters or
doing ather feature-type interviews may be zbselutely fine
with only average skills in this area, as long as they're
strong in areas like providing great examples and telling 2n
interesting, compelling story, So the assessment informs
both your training and coaching recommendations, and
your choice of which spokesperson to use for which
intervisws,

Diagnosing strengths and weaknesses can also be done
mare informally, throwgh monitaring interviews, paying
particular attention o the full range of =kills. The downside
of informal assessment is that it doesn't provide the
third-party credibility of a formal assessment.

In my own experience, I've found that the process of going
through 2 formal spokesperson assessment—even before
we begin 2o address the results=—makes spokespecple more
open to coaching.



Adjust the prescription

Once you know what the wesknesszes are, you can cutline a
tailored development plan. It may invelve going through
basic media training, but it's much more like'y that there
are a few key areas to work on which would be better
addressed through advanced training or a few coaching
szssions, By providing it a5 a written plan, you set up the
expectation of ongoing development and position yourssel®
as the spokesperson's coach. Every spokesperson, no
maitzar how good, should have an ongoing development
plan that includes, at minimum, feedback after evary
interview and regular coaching sessions.

A spoonful of sugar helps the medicine go down
Maow the hard part. giving feedback without bruising egos
or endangering yvour job. Actually, if vou've imvelved vour
zpokespeople in the process, performed 2 forma
assessment and set up the expectation that they'll receive
regular feedback, it's not nearly as hard as you think. Stll,
CECQ egos can be fragile, and as you begin the coaching
relationship, you'll want to ease into iz It often helps to
utilize the "bad news sandwich” approach: Start with a
piece of positive feedback, followed by a negative piece,
and finish with a pesitive.

Reviewing 2 video of their cwn performance can alse halp
people see themselves more accurately. I worked with one
spokespersen whose personality was so laid-back he was
practically asleep. He spoke in a guiet monotone, rarely
shiowing any enthusiasm. Although incredibly
krowledgeable, his interviews rarely resulted in coverage.
He'd bean given feedback on this trait previously, buz had
not taken it to heart. Since he'd only been asked to do
print interviews, he'd never seen himself in action. When I
played back his 40-minute interview, he finally saw the
problem, and for the first time, he became open to
improving his performance.

Any negative feedback should always indude a specfic
recommendation for improvement, Don't just say, "You
didn't give anv good examples.” Suggest 2 one-hour
coaching session to work on developing examples to use
next tme. If he or she falls apart under fire, bring in a
media trainer for @ one-on-one advanced session on
dealing with difficult questiens. If your spokesperson tends
to get sloppy after doing several interviews in a row,
require an "energy break" to refresh them between
ESESIONS,

Fimally, remember that the feedback vou provide is not
oriticism, it's coaching, with the ultimate goal of helping
your CEQ be more effactive and successful.
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