50 Tips For A Perfect Media Interview

What is a perfect media interview?

· One that results in a story! (“I don’t care what you say about me…as long as you spell my name right.” – George M. Cohan)

· One that results in a story that:

· Is read or listened to by the end audience

· Meets the objectives you set before the interview (generate leads, drive traffic to website, create awareness of your company, position you as an expert, etc.)

· Conveys at least one of your key messages

· How can you help ensure this? That’s what this tip sheet is all about.

ATTITUDE

1. Think of the reporter as your friend. Generate the warmth in your heart and the expression on your face that you have for people you genuinely like.
2. Never trust the reporter as you would your friend. You must like the person while remaining ever wary of the things their job requires them to do.
3. Remember that you are in control. Be accommodating, understanding, helpful, but know that you can make choices.
4. Learn what it’s like to walk in the reporter’s shoes. Reporters are people, just like you.  They have families and bills. They have problems and hopes like you do. They are concerned about their children, their community, and the future. They work under the constant pressure of deadlines and this makes them prone to error, but they try not to be. Rather than being critical or cynical, understand their needs and help them do their job.
5. Reporters and editors are gatekeepers between you and the people you want to reach. Treat them as you would a secretary if you were a sales rep.
6. Respect their time. Ask if they have time to speak with you before launching into your requests. Keep your responses concise. Ask if they would like clarification before assuming.
7. One journalist said, “I look at the media as a mirror showing the beauty and blemishes of the community.” Don’t be one of the blemishes.
8. Understand the role of the media as a tool, a channel, a medium. They are not the audience; they are one means of reaching the audience, although they are a powerful one. However, the more we develop other means, the less important and less powerful the media will be. This is increasingly true in the Internet Age.
PREPARATION

9. Decide how you want to position yourself in your market, i.e., how do you want to be seen in comparison to your competitors? Then, during the interview, emphasize how you are different.
10. You must have something worth talking about (Is your product available NOW? Do you have any customers willing to talk about how your product works for them? It's nice that you just received new funding or hired a new executive, but what DIFFERENCE will that make, especially to the people OUTSIDE your company?) 

11. Write down ahead of time what your objectives are for seeking the coverage, i.e., what results do you hope the interview will produce for you or your organization? This is especially important. Read them before you go to the interview.
12. Know your message! Prepare 2-3 points that you’d like to get across. Then, during the interview, make sure that you answer at least one question with each of them. It’s OK to repeat your main points several times during the interview.
WHAT TO DO WHEN A REPORTER CALLS
Everyone:

13. Ask the reporter’s name, publication or other medium name, and contact information (address, phone, FAX, email).

14. Ask the purpose of the call (interview, schedule an interview, obtain background information, obtain referral/contact information, other?)

15. Ask the reporter’s deadline.

16. Remember that nothing you say, even before or after an interview, is “off the record.”  Always carry a picture of Connie Chung in your head saying, “Just between you and me, whisper in my ear.”

17. Remember that you are trying to get coverage. Make things as convenient for the reporter as possible.

18. Always return phone calls from journalists, even if it is just to tell them to whom you have referred their call.

19. Never say, “No comment.”

If you are not a designated spokesperson:

20. Politely tell the reporter, “The person you need to talk with is___________.”

21. If they ask, “Aren’t you [your position]?” you can reply, “Yes I am, but our spokesperson is ___________.  She (He) will be able to give you the information you need.”

22. Question: “Oh come on, all I need is a quote on your reaction to . . . yesterday.”

Reply: “I understand that your deadline is this evening.  I will contact ________________ and make sure they get back to you before then.  We also have current information available on our website [if appropriate to the situation].”

If you are the designated spokesperson:

23. If it’s radio, they probably want to interview you on the phone at that moment. They will record the call. If they don’t mention this, it is OK to ask. If the time is not convenient, you may ask them if you can return their call shortly. Arrange a specific time and make it within the next few hours. Radio is likely to call you in the afternoon for sound bites to air the next morning.

24. For TV or newspaper, schedule an interview at a time and place when you will be comfortable. You don’t want to feel rushed.

25. Ask what information the reporter already has and for the overall angle or point-of-view he or she plans to take. You can tell them this will help you determine what information to bring to the interview.

26. Tell stories! Think of mini-human interest stories or convey your message in a memorable way. Think of your audience; remember you are speaking to them.

27. Think of the interview like a news story: hit the headline first, then the main points, fill in the details later as time allows.

28. Use numbers; talk about results. These provide credibility and make your generalizations real.

29. Journalists will be interested in quoting you if you are willing to state a strong opinion.


No: Internet banking is the wave of the future (outdated and bland)


Yes: I don't believe a bank can be successful today, and probably won't survive at all, without both clicks AND bricks.

30. Remember that for TV an answer should never be longer than 30 seconds and 10-20 seconds is better. Look at the interviewer, not the camera.  Smile!

31. If you are asked a negative question, respond in the positive.  


Example: “Do you beat your dog, Mr. Martin?”


Wrong answer: No, I don’t beat my dog!

Right answer: I love my dog.  

32. If you must deny something, deny it without repeating the topic.


Example: “Do you beat your dog, Mr. Martin?”


Wrong answer: No, I have never beat my dog.

Right answer: No, that is not correct,” or “No, I have never done that.”

33. Use every opportunity to build relationship with the reporter. The best time to do this is when you have their attention during an interview. 

34. Ask how you can help with the story you’re being interviewed for (send photos, get names & phone numbers of end users the reporter can talk to, etc.).

35. Suggest other/future story ideas. Ask questions about the type of stories the reporter might want to do in the future, what information they want you to call them with in the future, etc. 

36. Pick their brain and learn all you can from them about how you can help them do their job better—but read their cues about when they’re ready to go.


HOW YOU CAN MAKE CHOICES DURING AN INTERVIEW

37. Bridging: a transitional phrase from a question you don’t want to answer to something you want to talk about.

a. “Different regions of the county may want different things, but what’s important is that the residents of each community will have the opportunity to tell us what they want for their future.”

38. Hooking: answering a question so that it begs another question.

a. “We will be doing something that has never been done in this industry before.”

b. “We engage our distributors in an iterative process.”

39. Flagging: using phrases that emphasize the importance of points you want to make.

a. “The most important point is….”

b. “There are two things to remember….”

c. “The key issue is….”

MORE TIPS FOR DEALING WITH REPORTERS

40. Always be accurate.

a. Make sure all your facts are accurate.

b. If you don’t know, say so & find out.

41. Be timely – deliver what you promised FAST.

42. Don’t beg for coverage or complain about lack of it.

43. Focus on what’s really news—this is not a commercial.

44. Couch your comments in the context of current issues in your industry or in the country/world generally.

45. Say thank you for the coverage, even if it’s a bad story – do it in a way to be remembered.

46. If you want to be quoted, be concise and use unusual/colorful words. Example: The landslide went “woompf.”

47. You must make noise, but noisy is not necessarily controversial. Give people a reason to be interested in you. For example, talk in terms of the future – identify trends, make predictions.

48. You are an expert talking to an amateur. If you speak in terms the reporter and his/her audience will understand, you will maximize the odds that the reporter will write it like you said it.

49. Try to make every reporter feel special, and that you are giving them something you haven’t given to others. Allowing for a little spontaneity in the interview will help create this tone, but it’s also wise to prepare at least one fact, angle or opinion you can share uniquely with each individual reporter.

50. Remember to enjoy yourself, be natural, smile. A better story will result when you have built some rapport with the reporter and you are comfortable with each other.
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