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Respond well to questions -
but how long have you got?

Several key factors work well together to help you give
persuasive responses to questions.

client asked me recently how
long somebody should speak
for, ideally. She referenced an
Adrian Chiles article which I’'d
already planned to reflect on, here. She
wondered whether GPB endorses the
view, summarised in the second part of
Chiles’s title: ‘... talk for more than a
minute and you’ve lost me’. Chiles
offers opinions on question-handling
as well as optimal timings. So, after
further reflection, I've outlined some
GPB perspectives on both areas here.

Yes, we do have a recommendation on
how long Persuasive Communication
should last. We’re clear yet equivocal,
contradicting Chiles’s very specific
stance on maximum duration. We’ve
found that, to be optimally persuasive,
communication should last for as long
as it needs to - but not a moment
longer. It’s a principle that applies
equally to media contact, question
handling, public speaking,
presentations, sales pitches and much
more besides.

To evaluate how
long we will
need, we should
first clarify
exactly what
we’re aiming to
achieve.

What do we hope
to communicate?
To whom? In
what setting?
And under what
circumstances?
Based on our answers, we should then
plan to deliver our objectives as
concisely as possible.

Chiles cites a particularly successful
radio interview he hosted (and includes
a link?) offering a simple rule: ‘never
talk for more than a minute in one go’.
But we don’t think you should feel too
constrained by his arbitrary time limit.

Chiles also makes the rather trite,
generalised claim that ‘Less is always

James Comey and Barack Obama (from their Wikipedia
pages) - Wikipedia, 2021.
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more.’ But that’s only true up to a
point. If you prepare a pithy and
powerful piece of persuasion and then
remove one word, one phrase, or one
sentence, would that reduction offer an
automatic improvement? No, not
necessarily! It might be detrimental.

Chiles warmly praises his star
interviewee, former FBI director James
Comey, primarily on the basis that he
was ‘the easiest edit ever’, revealing
more selfish motives besides just ‘the
comprehension of listeners’.

‘It didn’t need any editing at all... as
much to do with the length of Comey'’s
answers as what he was saying.
Whatever the optimum length of
answers is, our man nailed it.” That
last sentence suggests Chiles himself
knows his one-minute limit is arbitrary.
And even Comey isn’t entirely an
adherent, impressively persuasive
though he is. Always answering the
question directly, he adds supportive,
engaging
evidence and
anecdotes. He

\ not a moment
¢ longer. Comey’s
M approach to

d ‘What he says’ is
at least as vital
Ml as a time limit in
| his success.

Meanwhile,
Chiles (cheekily)
goes on to
admonish President Obama for
routinely giving much longer answers
elsewhere than Comey. Although that’s
a criticism Obama readily concedes?.

Advice
straight from the
experts
While we would agree it’s good
practice to make things as easy as
possible for the media when dealing
with them, there’s so much more to
giving good answers than merely
having an accurate mental stopwatch.
GPB has a well-proven methodology for
question-handling, whether you’re
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talking with clients, journalists or other
stakeholders. How you respond to
questions is often a decision-level
criteria for audiences, when evaluating
you and your message. So doing well
here may give you a powerfully
persuasive, competitive advantage.

Our methodology requires a bit of focus
and practice. But the value it can unlock
makes that practice and effort well
worthwhile. I'll summarise it here in its
consecutive steps:

systematic approach, avoiding self-
indulgent, over-extended detail.

Chiles suggests his stated beliefs on the
ideal length of an answer may have
been influenced by his earlier
experiences on the BBC’s ‘One Show’,
where even the biggest star guests ‘had
no more than four minutes at most’.

Luxury! Thirty years previously, cultural
commentator Michael Ignatieff had
already argued that even three minutes
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A Proven Question-Handling Methodology (GPB, 2021).

o Actively listen to the whole
question;

o Pause to choose your best
response;

o Clarify the question if necessary,
correcting any errors or
misunderstandings it contains

e Respond, illustrating your
reasoning, without overelaborating

¢ Having responded well, “Bridge” to
a key or positive point you want to
make. Ideally all with strong vocal
and visual delivery, of course.

Interestingly, despite now being widely
regarded as an excellent public speaker,
Obama acknowledges that this was not
always the case?. Like many people, he
learned the hard way how best to
persuade others with his spoken
communication, especially when
answering questions: ‘I was just plain
wordy... If every argument had two
sides, | usually came up with four... I'd
provide footnotes. “You got an A on the
quiz... No votes, though”... the
moderator called time at least twice
before | was done speaking’.

As Obama self-effacingly acknowledges,
answering tough questions well
requires discipline and a considered,

was well beyond the average attention
span of the typical audience member*.

Less ISN’T necessarily ‘always more’,
but enough IS always enough. And
Chiles shares an analogous observation
that we can probably all learn from. He
suggests you’ll rarely hear a church-
goer say, “Y’know, I really wish that
sermon had gone on longer’.

Equally though, they might well feel
short-changed if sermons stopped
arbitrarily, just 60 seconds in. Or if they
failed, through undue brevity, to
persuasively address important issues.

By Desmond Harney

Sources:

1. Chiles, A. (2021). It doesn’t matter how clever you
are: talk for more than a minute and you’ve lost me.
The Guardian, 17 February. Available from: https://
www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2021/feb/17
it-doesnt-matter-how-clever-you-are-talk-for-more-
than-a-minute-and-youve-lost-me [Accessed 19 March
2021].

2. Former FBI boss on Life after Trump (2021). BBC
Sounds, 15 January 2021. Available from: https://
www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/p0943v6y [Accessed on
9 March 2021]. (note: available to hear until Jan.
2022, for those who can access it)

3. Obama, B. (2020). A Promised Land. Penguin-Viking
(Pgs. 83 & 89).

4. Twopinplugvision (2009). Michael Ignatieff on Three
Minute Culture, 1989. YouTube. Available from:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ilGNRmjs4Fo
[Accessed 19 March 2021].



https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2021/feb/17/it-doesnt-matter-how-clever-you-are-talk-for-more-than-a-minute-and-youve-lost-me
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2021/feb/17/it-doesnt-matter-how-clever-you-are-talk-for-more-than-a-minute-and-youve-lost-me
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2021/feb/17/it-doesnt-matter-how-clever-you-are-talk-for-more-than-a-minute-and-youve-lost-me
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2021/feb/17/it-doesnt-matter-how-clever-you-are-talk-for-more-than-a-minute-and-youve-lost-me
https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/p0943v6y
https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/p0943v6y
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iIGNRmjs4Fo

