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Cathy Grossman, the religion reporter for USA Today, told our Washington, D.C. chapter that there are three kinds of news: Change, good news and bad news. Then she gave us the bottom line. "The first two types you call me," she said, "the last one I call you."

Whatever the reason a reporter may find interest in us, media interviews - like the Chinese symbol for crisis - can be both danger and an opportunity. Much depends on how well we are prepared. Here are some tips to turn what may seem a like crisis into an opportunity fulfilled.

1. PRACTICE. Don't wait for a reporter to call with a list of questions you would like - or hate - to be asked. Write out your answers and practice interviews with a colleague into a tape recorder or on a video camera. Critique yourself and do it again.

2. RESEARCH. Know your audience and the reporter's interests and beat. Craft your messages and adjust your style accordingly.

3. PLAN YOUR THREE MAIN POINTS. Always plan three main messages you want to convey. Tell these early in the interview, and reinforce them throughout.

4. TURNING QUESTIONS. This is critical. Answer questions in such a way that you convey one of your messages. For example, I'm often asked, "What are those marks on your forehead?" I could just say "clay." (Duh!) This works better: "According to our ancient tradition, which is part of the Vaishnava Hindu culture from India, our bodies are temples of God. The tilak, or clay on my forehead, marks my body as a temple."

5. BE FRIENDLY: A reporter's job is to find news. Yours is to share information and answer objectively. Don't take it personally if they probe or seem hostile; it's their job.

6. NEVER SAY 'NO COMMENT.' If you don't know the answer to a question, say so and offer to find out the information and get back to them later.

7. NOTHING IS OFF THE RECORD. Whatever is said or experienced during an interview is subject matter for the story. Never say things you don't want recorded, and be aware of your appearance, and the look of your office, and all those details that make an impression.

8. PRAY. We all get nervous in front of a microphone. Just direct that nervous energy to prayer. Remember for Whom you work. You could be promoting Coca-Cola, but instead you chose to spread God's message. Be strengthened by that! And remember: God loves communicators, too.

* Anuttama Dasa is the Communications Director for ISKCON Hare Krishna and Vice-President of the RCC.

