
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Three Steps to  
Managing Media Interviews 

This is a quick summary of the content covered in today’s media training 
session to help you prepare effectively for media interviews in the 
months and years to come. We suggest you store this in a ‘media 
relations’ folder for quick future reference whenever you’re asked to 
speak to the media. For an electronic copy of this document, please email 
me at warren@mediatrainingtoronto.com.  

The Art of the Great Media Interview 
Media Training by Warren Weeks 

For more tips, visit us at  
www.mediatrainingtoronto.com 
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Three Steps to Managing Media Interviews 
 

STEP 1: Understand the Media 
 

The media plays a vital and critical role in our society. They 
strive for fair and balanced coverage. The media is also a 
major information conduit to the public and a means to reach 
key audiences. It can also be a filter through which 
information passes before ultimately reaching target 
audiences. That is why it is important to focus clearly and 
consistently on key messages during any interview. The 
following will explain some important ideas and approaches 
that are part of the media interview process.  

 
First, remember that news consists of three basic elements. 
Be aware that the reporter is usually looking for one or more 
of these elements in an interview: 

 

 Change 

 Controversy 

 Human interest 
 

Next, understand that medium has its own unique needs and opportunities.  
 

 
PRINT 
Daily and weekly newspapers, magazines and trade journals work on varied deadlines, so 
try to find out what the reporter’s deadline is, and respect it. Often, print reporters – 
especially beat and trade reporters – get into more detail and background than their 
electronic counterparts.  These interviews may be a little longer. Still, it is wise to stick to 
short, focused key messages and then follow up with more detail.  

 
RADIO 
Radio reporters often have hourly or half-hour updates, so their timelines are much 
shorter than print.  They are often looking for a short sound bite. Because the medium 
relies on sound rather than visual images, use your words to try to “paint a picture.” 
 
TV 
Because it is a visual medium, they seek on-camera spokespeople and other visual pieces 
to the story. Again, a brief and to-the-point sound bite is critical. It is helpful if you can 
proactively provide visuals that reinforce your key messages. Again, they are on tight 
deadlines, for the mid-day and evening newscasts, or for updates on 24-hour news 
channels.  
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STEP 2: Be Prepared 
 

The best way to ensure a good interview is to 
be prepared. When first approached for an 
interview – whether it is a surprise media 
call, or media attention that you anticipated, 
be sure to find out the following: 

 
1. What is the media organization and 

what is the position of the interviewer?  
 
Different types of media – TV, radio, 
newspapers, magazines, etc. – have 
different needs. As well, you want to 
understand whether: 
 

 The reporter is preparing a column or opinion piece;  

 He/she is a beat reporter who knows the industry/issues well; or 

 He/she is a general assignment reporter who may need to be brought up to speed 
on some of the more basic background information. 

 
2. What is the focus of the interview? 

 
Are they focusing on a specific issue or event, or is it a more general article? Try to find 
out if the reporter is looking for a lot of background information, a reaction, or seeking 
a sound bite or quote. Try to get as much information as you can, so that you can 
anticipate questions and prepare answers. 

 
3.  How will the interview be conducted?  

  
With print, determine if it will it be a face-to-face interview or a phone interview. If 
radio, will it be face-to-face or by phone. On TV will it be in-studio, taped, live and/or 
by satellite? NOTE: Always find out if you’re doing a TV or radio interview, if it’s you 
alone, or is someone else going to be part of a panel.  
 

4.  When and where will the item appear? 
 
Find out when and where you can track down the results of your interview.  
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Key Audiences 
 
Identify who you are trying to reach through this interview – is it your clients, customers, 
potential customers, employees, etc. Remember, the media is not an audience. It’s the 
filter through which you deliver your content. 
 
Key Messages 
 
Identify the three main key messages that you want to get across to your target audiences. 
These are positive points that you want to keep coming back to, even if the reporter 
doesn’t ask a question that relates directly to them, or tries to go in a different direction. 
 
 
 

STEP 3: Avoid Pitfalls and Use Proven Techniques 
 
INTERVIEW TECHNIQUES 

 Flagging – When you move to a key point, flag it 
with an introduction such as: “This is a really 
important point…”, or “The bottom line is 
really…”. 

 Blocking and Bridging – Use your interview to 
discuss the issues you want to explain. You can 
“block” or avoid an unwelcome question by 
bridging to take the discussion back to your key 
messages: e.g. “I think what you are really asking 
is….” “That speaks to a bigger point…”; or, “It’s our policy not to discuss ____ 
specifically, but I can tell you this…” 

 Headlining – State your conclusion (key message) first, then follow up with supporting 
comments. This helps to ensure that in a brief interview, you make your major points. 

 Directing – End your statement with an answer that clearly leads to a question that you 
want to be asked. 

 The Wrap Up – Many reporters will conclude an interview with a general “wrap-up” 
question. This is a great opportunity to re-emphasize a key message or introduce one 
that hasn’t been addressed.  
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INTERVIEW PITFALLS 

An interview is not a conversation.  Speech 
patterns and impulses that become second nature 
over time can detract from your objective of 
communicating your organization’s key messages 
effectively during an interview. Here are some 
things to watch out for when you’re being 
interviewed: 

 Avoid the “what if” question. Avoid being led 
by speculative or hypothetical questions; 
speak only to what is known. 

 Beware of repeating a negative. A reporter might use negative wording in a question. 
Avoid repeating these negative words as part of your response. Always answer 
questions in the positive; it’s clearer and helps avoid misinterpretation.  

 Correct misinformation or factual errors immediately. 

 Don’t be intimidated by “machine gun” questioning. A reporter may ask a series of 
rapid-fire questions, without giving you time to answer. Set your own pace, and answer 
the questions as slowly as you like. 

 Repeat answers for repeat questions. Reporters will sometimes ask the same question 
again and again. You may find yourself repeating the same answer, and that’s OK. 
Sometimes, you may politely remind an interviewer that you have already answered 
the question.  

 Don’t rush to fill the silence. Sometimes a reporter will use silence, or a break in the 
interview, in the hopes you will offer something more by way of information. Don’t feel 
you need to fill the vacuum.  

 Finish your answer. If a reporter interrupts your answer, finish your answer and then 
ask them to repeat their second question. 

 Avoid saying “no comment.” 

 Don’t go “off the record.” Do everything in an interview “on the record.” 

 Don’t argue with reporters. Be polite; answer questions fully; repeat key messages; 
and don’t get drawn into confrontation. Remember that they have a job to do too. 
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A QUICK CHECKLIST OF INTERVIEW DO’S AND DON’TS 
 
DO “flag” key points with phrases like, “The 
most important thing is…” or, “I think the 
bottom line is…” 
 
DO speak in easily understandable terms. Avoid 
jargon and “bureaucratese” if simpler words will 
do.  
 
DO use facts and figures as appropriate to 
demonstrate your credibility. 
 
DO use illustrations and anecdotes to “humanize” and explain your topic. 
 
DO be sensitive to reporters’ deadlines. 
 
DO be engaging and likable. Enthusiastic – but not a cheerleader. 
 
DO be yourself. Don’t try to reinvent yourself for an interview – you won’t be credible. Be 
the best you can be. 
 

**** 
 
DON’T over answer or answer questions you 
weren’t asked. When you’re satisfied with your 
reply, stop. 
 
DON’T be afraid to pause. Taking a few seconds 
to think will seem much longer to you than the 
reporter or audience. 
 
DON’T allow yourself to be provoked. Keep cool. 
 
DON’T assume the reporter knows more about your area than you do. Generally, you are 
the expert and that’s why the media is talking to you. 
 
DON’T assume the microphone or camera is off immediately before or after an interview.  
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