
Talk Back 

 

The Talk Back is the way you, positioned in front of the camera, communicate with the rest 

of the crew. It consists of a small earpiece through which you receive messages from the 

‘Gallery’ where the sound and vision mixer, audio engineers and director are located, and 

the studio floor which is the domain of the camera and stage crew. It is by way of Talk Back 

that you can be informed of time checks, upcoming advert breaks and news items, camera 

positions, and unforeseen problems. The skill with Talk Back lies in your being able to take 

on board two conversations at the same time because all the while you are speaking to the 

audience, the crew will be speaking to you or indeed each other through the earpiece.  

 

There are two types of Talk Back: 

 

Open Talk Back 

This is when all channels between you and the rest of the crew are left open so that, if 

necessary, you are party to the many different conversations taking place within the studio. 

The benefit of Open Talk Back is that you know exactly what is going on around you at all 

times. This is the preferred method for most experienced presenters as it keeps them in the 

loop and removes any element of surprise.  It is only by practising with Open Talk Back, 

however, that you become experienced at distinguishing which communication is relevant 

and what to block out.    

 

Closed or Switch Talk Back 

The other option is Closed or Switch Talk Back, which is when the earpiece acts more like a 

walkie talkie. The director or relevant crew pushes a button in order to speak directly to 

you. When they are not speaking directly to you or vice versa, the earpiece is silent. While 

Closed Talk Back is less distracting, the presenter does run the risk of feeling isolated from 

everything going on around them and, as a consequent, losing confidence, or making 

mistakes. So long as you are well practised and assuming you have a choice, opting for Open 

Talk Back will ensure you feel part of the team and that the team is working with you. 

 

 



Auditioning with Talk Back 

Learning to talk, listen and zone out all that the same time is an essential aspect of live 

presenting, which is why it is important that you are fully comfortable with the process prior 

to embarking on any screen tests or auditions. It is not an uncommon sight to see new 

presenters in auditions stopping whatever they are saying mid-flow, as they are distracted 

by the sound of someone talking into their earpiece. Ideally, the audience should never 

know that there is someone else communicating with the presenter, as it breaks the illusion 

of the one-to-one conversation. However on occasion an experienced Presenter may refer 

to the talkback making a point of informing the audience that something has been said to 

them and this is fine if the style of the show allows it, the most important thing is that you 

don’t look like your trying to hide or cover up anything. 

 

Earpiece 

When auditioning, expect to be handed a generic earpiece to use. This earpiece will more 

than likely not fit your ear. It will be too big or too small, it will get stuck or keep falling out. 

Whatever the scenario, it will be distracting. Experienced presenters have their own 

earpiece. This will have been moulded specifically to their ear size and shape and so will fit 

perfectly. You would be recommended to do the same so that you can eliminate any 

potential earpiece issues. A google search will bring up plenty of companies offering 

presenter earpiece services. You will probably be advised to get earpieces made for both 

your ears. This allows for varying camera angles where it is best not to see the earpiece. 

Also, if you are in the situation of presenting an extended show, it is wise to alternate ears 

to prevent any long-term damage.  

 

1. Working to Time 

 

With Live TV, timing is everything. Every minute of the show is accounted for and has to fit 

into a complex jigsaw puzzle consisting of advert breaks, credits, interviews, pre-recorded 

segments and day long television schedules. On pre-recorded shows, it is possible to play 

with time in post-production; editors can cut segments, add music, insert extra shots. 

Presenters can also re-do intros and outros and full retakes. When it comes to Live TV, 

however, the timing has to be precise first time around. 



 

Working to Time goes hand in hand with Talk Back as the majority of communication you 

receive through your earpiece will be timing related. When presenting live to an audience, 

your job is to engage and entertain, not to count the seconds until the next ad break. That is 

the job of the director sitting in the Gallery who is there to inform you of all upcoming 

transitions. As the end of your segment approaches, the director will start counting down:  

“10 seconds to advert break. 9-8-7-6-5-4-3-2-1-Zero.” 

Alternatively, if you are presenting, for example, a three-minute long interview, you will 

hear the director saying: 

“One minute gone, two minutes remaining. … 

Two minutes gone one-minute remaining 

15 seconds 

10-9-8-7-6-5-4-3-2-1-Zero” 

 

Make sure you finish speaking before the zero, not after.  

It is important to know that the times at which adverts air is set in stone. Regardless of 

whether or not you have finished speaking, the show will cut to the ad break. You will never 

be ‘surprised’ by an ad break as you will have received the countdown from the Gallery with 

several seconds warning. What you never want is a sloppy ending, where you are 

interrupted mid-sentence as this comes across as highly unprofessional. As soon as you hear 

the countdown, you have to be prepared with the correct phrases for rounding off in a 

smooth, elegant manner. Experienced live television presenters will have a number of such 

phrases up their sleeve: 

 

“We’ll be back right back, don’t go anywhere.” 

Or 

“That’s all from us. We’ll be back next week. Thanks for watching” 

 

When it comes to working out how long to make your cues, abide by the general rule of 

three words per second. Practise your cues at home and time them. Prepare several and 

know them well enough that you can present them off pat. The more confident you are with 



a number of phrases, the easier it will be for you to adapt them accordingly and remember 

to vary them with each transition.  

 

If It All Goes Wrong 

Sometimes on live TV, there are technical hitches when, for example, the autocue goes 

blank, or you lose all contact with the gallery in your earpiece. If this happens, the first piece 

of easily imparted, less easily adopted advice is, ‘Don’t panic.’ Easier said than done. If you 

panic, your audience will panic and the flawless unbroken relationship between you will 

break down.  

If hitches do occur, your options are to rely on imparting the information you do have at 

your fingertips. Hopefully, you will have a hard copy of the show’s running order before you 

that you can refer to. This will mean breaking eye contact, but if you tell the audience that 

there is a momentary technical hitch, they will understand why you need to look away and 

allow for it  

Alternatively, you could play for time, while the hitch gets sorted out, by using this 

opportunity to tell your viewers about the programme’s website and content (make sure 

you are familiar with this in advance) or any upcoming items in the show. Stay calm, smile, 

show the audience that you are still with them, working on their behalf.  

What you must be careful not to do is ad lib on a personal nature. This is most probably not 

the time to air your personal opinions or provide an account of your weekend plans. Keep it 

professional and keep it programme focused.   

 


