Speaking in Front of a Camera

Chances are good that you will appear on a television screen in the future—either a live TV program or a videotaped production. At work, you might participate in a videoconference, which is a televised meeting that enables people in different locations to talk to one another on-screen. You might appear in a videotape produced by your organization to train employees or disseminate information. In your community, you might be interviewed on local television for your comments about a local issue. Your next job interview might even be videotaped, so that a committee can later review and compare all applicants.

Consider the following guidelines, which mainly pertain to studio productions.

Find out in advance the production “rules.” Before either a live or videotaped production, the director or interviewer should brief you on any technical information you need to know, such as hand signals for “Fifteen seconds left” and “Stop speaking—time is up.” One universal rule you should know: in all programs, the camera that has a red light on is the one operating at the moment.

Find out in advance whether a program involves direct or indirect TV. There are two distinct types of television programs. In direct TV, you look straight into the camera and speak directly to the TV viewers. This kind of program is used for news reports and teleconferences. In indirect TV, you converse with an interviewer or with fellow panel members while the TV camera looks on. Indirect TV is the more popular type; it is used for talk shows, interviews, and many documentaries. It is important for you to know which type of TV program you are on so you can observe the next two guidelines.

For direct TV, look at the camera. If you fail to look at the camera in a direct-TV program, you come across to viewers as evasive, untrustworthy, or unprepared. As the only exception to this rule, you may glance down at notes occasionally and briefly. In some cases you may want to look at cue cards or a TelePrompTer placed next to the camera’s lens—so that you give the impression that you are looking directly into the camera. (The newscasters you see on TV appear to be talking straight into the camera, but they are actually reading the news from a TelePrompTer.)

For indirect TV, never look at the camera. One of the reasons for the popularity of indirect TV is that it creates the illusion that the viewer is eavesdropping on a conversation. To avoid destroying this illusion, you must never look into the camera. Give your full attention to the interviewer or other participants.

If possible, practice in the studio. Being ushered into a TV studio, with its bright lights, massive equipment, and bustling technicians, can be unnerving for the person who has never had TV experience. If possible, practice sitting and speaking in the studio a few days before the production. If your program will be a direct show, practice looking at the camera lens. If you can rent or borrow a video camcorder, practice on videotape and watch yourself in playback to correct any problems in your delivery.

Dress conservatively. The colors that show up best on TV are the medium hues—pink, green, tan, and gray. Avoid extremely bright colors such as red and extremely dark colors such as black. Because it reflects other colors, white is a poor choice. Stay away from busy patterns such as checks and plaids—they can be visually distracting. Avoid sparkling or noisy jewelry. Both men and women sometimes need face powder or makeup to cut down on shininess and glare.

Arrange to have a cup of water handy. When I appeared on a live TV talk show recently, I found that the heat of the bright lights, plus my nervousness, made my mouth go dry. With envy, I observed that the host of the show had a cup of water underneath her chair; during commercial breaks, she would reach for her cup and take a sip. Learning from her example, I arranged to have a cup of water nearby during my next TV appearance.

Always keep your “real” audience in mind. If you are interviewed by a colleague about your company’s new product, your real audience is not the colleague but the people who will be watching the program. Therefore, you should aim your remarks at your true viewers. What are their needs and interests? How can you entice them into buying the product?

Speak conversationally. Jack Valenti, president of the Motion Picture Association of America, makes frequent appearances on TV in programs such as the Academy Awards presentations. “The indispensable element of television speaking,” he says, “is [to be] conversational, as if you were in a living room talking to a half-dozen people.” But how can you be conversational if you are on a direct TV program, needing to speak straight into the unblinking gaze of a camera? “I think it’s useful,” says Valenti, “to have someone (preferably two or three people), either friends of yours or studio technicians, stand slightly behind and around the camera. When your cue comes, and the red light [goes on], talk to them. If they are grouped closely around the camera, you will not be diverting your own gaze too far to the left or the right of the lens but will be able to talk to living people rather than that robotlike, sterile companion.” If no one is available to stand near the camera, says Valenti, “imagine the camera eye to be a window through which you are speaking to the cameraman on the other side of the lens” or pretend that someone you trust is sitting in front of you. Speak to that imaginary friend.”

Be yourself. Try to be relaxed and natural. Don’t paste a smile on your face and wear it throughout the program; smile only when it is appropriate. Don’t feel you must be an expert on everything discussed. If the interviewer asks a question and you don’t know the answer, simply say so.

Never assume that the eye of the camera is no longer on you. During interviews, many people assume that because another person on the show is talking, the camera is no longer focused on them, so they scratch themselves or look around at the TV studio or grin at someone off camera. Meanwhile, the camera is mercilessly televising this rudeness and inattentiveness, the operator having broadened the focus to include all participants. Always assume that you are being televised—to avoid not only making a fool of yourself but also distracting viewers from the content of the program.

Scale down movements and gestures. The kind of vigorous movement and powerful gestures that are so effective in a speech to an auditorium of 500 people will make you look like a buffoon if repeated in front of the TV camera. In the language of TV, these actions are “too hot” for the medium. Any gestures you make should be small and low-key. Jack Valenti says, “It is fine to express passion in your cause, but without flailing of arms and head. On television, passionate belief is better expressed by a gaze or an emotional inflection of a phrase than by an outthrust fist or jaw.” Avoid sudden, swift movements such as crossing your legs rapidly; this can have a jarring effect on the viewers. If you must make such movements, do so very slowly.

Sit in a relaxed, confident posture. Neither sit in a rigid position that suggests nervousness and anxiety, nor go to the opposite extreme and slouch in a casual position that suggests boredom and lack of interest. Try to make yourself comfortable, yet alert.

Use a microphone correctly. There are two facts about microphones that you need to know: (1) A microphone picks up all sounds, not just your words. Avoid coughing, rustling papers, whispering side comments to someone off camera, and brushing against the microphone. (2) A microphone works best if you don’t put your mouth right next to it. Some people think that they must almost eat the mike in order to get their words picked up. In reality today’s microphones are engineered so that they work best when you speak at some distance from them. The best technique is to simply speak in your normal voice and forget all about the microphone. (If, however, you are required to hold a 


microphone, hold it about one foot below your mouth and speak over it, instead of into it.)

Ignore distractions. When the red light goes on, concentrate all your attention on reaching your audience. Ignore the crew members and equipment.

Speak briefly. If you are long-winded, rambling, or tedious, your viewers will tune you out—of their minds or their TV screens. Be brief. Be concise. 
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