
Media interview skills
The Kaikoura earthquake highlights need for media interview skills

Recent natural events such as the Kaikoura earthquake and Edgecumbe 
flood are great examples of why mayors, councillors and local government 
staff need to be prepared to face the news media at any time with little 
notice.  It also showed how important it is to have a clear message for the 
media and the skills to get it across. 

Most leaders new to the media game treat an interview as a Q&A with the 
reporter or presenter.  They simply answer the question asked of them and 
then wait for the next one.  That seems like the correct approach because 
it’s how we communicate in every other part of our life.

But a media interview is a different ball game.  You need your own message 
and the skills to get it across.  Otherwise the reporter has all the power and 
you have no chance to influence what is covered in the subsequent story.

It also makes you more likely to get misquoted or quoted out of context. 
With print media interviews and all broadcast interviews that aren’t live, only 
snippets will make it into the subsequent story.  That’s why you need the 
skills to continually refer back to your points to make sure that one of those 
is the focus of the story.  This takes practice to master because you still need 
to answer the questions, but then transfer back to your message without 
sounding like a broken record.

How do you do this?

In a nutshell, you need to create the points that you want the reporter 
to use.  You then dress these points up by using interesting language like 
analogies and stories.  Then they become attractive to the reporter and you 
have a number of different ways of expressing the same point. 

The ability to create these points, dress them up and then get them into the 
story is a skill like no other.  It takes practice, but once mastered is valuable 
to anyone in an elected position or a media spokesperson from any sector.

John Key was an expert.  He regularly used analogies with the All Blacks to 
get his points across.  He would have known they were almost guaranteed 
to pass through all media gatekeepers and into stories. 

What’s changed in the last few years?

With the growth of the internet and social media, there are some changes 
you need to make to your preparation for media interviews.

Firstly, the time you have to respond to media in some situations has been 
cut heavily.  As those involved with the Kaikoura earthquake will have seen, 
reporters need interviews immediately because their editors and producers 
want stories for their website as soon as possible.  They will then be spread 
through social media in a matter of minutes.  In the old days, reporters only 
needed stories to be ready for tomorrow’s newspaper or tonight’s TV news.

If you are at the centre of the issue and you don’t respond quickly, the story 
will read something like, “the mayor couldn’t be contacted,” or even, “the 
mayor refused to comment.”  This is why it’s so important to know how to 
prepare quickly.  Sometimes it even makes sense to have pre-prepared 
statements on possible scenarios ready to send out at a moment’s notice.

Be as brief as humanly possible

Another change in the last few years is the need to shorten your message. 
These days you need to create three key points that last no longer then 25 
seconds combined.  That’s because the average length of a media sound 
bite is now eight seconds, down from 15 seconds only a few years ago. 
Sound bites are the verbatim snippets used in radio and television news 
stories.  In print media they are called direct quotes and appear between 
the speech marks.  When you dress up your key points into interesting 
language as discussed earlier, your aim is for these to become these sound 
bites and quotes.

If you can’t explain the points you want to make as briefly as possible, 
particularly for broadcast news stories, you could get into trouble.  It may 
mean only part of your point is covered and this could totally change the 
context.  The other possibility is that the reporter tries to paraphrase what 
you said.  This is usually when spokespeople get misquoted.  The answer is 
to be as brief as possible.

The points outlined here show a glimpse of how to master the media 
interview process.  I must emphasise that there is a theoretical and practical 
side to this.  It’s no different from learning to ride a bike.  You can read as 
many books as you like to understand how to ride, but you only learn and 
improve by doing it.  This is exactly the same.  The only way to master it is 
by focusing on one part of the theory before putting that into practice on 
camera.  Then move to another area.  There is no other way.

So how do I strengthen my media interview skills?

EquiP is proud to introduce Pete Burdon, founder of Media Training NZ and 
author of ‘Media Training for Modern Leaders’.  In partnership with Pete, 
EquiP has a developed a number of different media training solutions to fit 
the needs of elected members of various learning styles. 

As an introductory offer, EquiP has made 
available, free of charge, our ‘News Media 
Skills for Elected Members’ webinar, 
presented by Pete, on EquiPTV.  Contact 
equip.pd@lgnz.co.nz to gain access, 
and learn valuable skills in the comfort of 
your own home. 

Pete Burdon also facilitates EquiP’s 
Media Training for Modern 
Leaders workshop.  For more 
information on this workshop, 
0r to register, simply email 
equip@lgnz.co.nz.



Tourism Infrastructure Fund

Rethinking the infrastructure gap

If we could stop and catch our breath long enough I believe that we would 
design tourism infrastructure differently. 

Private sector initiatives at the 
moment are highlighting ‘service 
centres’.  Former Mackenzie District 
Mayor Claire Barlow is promoting a 
modular servicing centre particularly 
for non self-contained freedom 
camping vehicles. 

Similarly, in Inglewood, Stuff reporter Brittany Baker interviewed Lee Anne 
Blakelock who is opening up her farm for a freedom camping site, charging 
$15 per night and offering a rural experience. 

In my view, the private sector holds many of the keys to the infrastructure 
gap nationwide, but I wonder how these initiatives are going to address 
district plan or campground regulations. 

What I think is needed nationwide is a network design of service centres 
located outside of tourism destinations right across the country and 
combining campgrounds as part of that network.  The service centres 
would contain carparking, toilet and shower facilities, Wi-Fi and laundry. 
Commercial business leases would be invited onto the sites to help repay 
the investment.  The second part of the equation is directing visitor vehicles 
to these service centres and providing shuttle services to transport them to 
and from locations. 

Councils need to reacquaint themselves with the location of their 
campgrounds, their carrying capacity at peak, the facilities they have, the 
potential for expansion of land area and carparking, and the ability for other 
commercial activities to be invited onto these sites and shuttle services 
operating from them.  This conversation and planning needs to happen 
before leases are rolled over for their next term.

Funding the infrastructure gap 

The recent announcement of a $102M infrastructure fund over four years 
and $76M for DOC will fill in some of the infrastructure gap nationally. 

No one knows how big the infrastructure gap is, although Tourism Industry 
Aotearoa (TIA) has estimated that $100M per year is required to address the 
real issue.  The government fund is only a quarter of this estimate. 

What this signals is a highly competitive grant application process again in 
2017.  Last year’s grant fund was hugely oversubscribed, and this will only 
get more competitive as more councils prepare detailed applications.  The 
following criteria sets out which projects are eligible for grants.

 > Projects will not be eligible if seeking funding under $100,000.
 > Projects will be prioritised which support DOC’s regional dispersal 

investment.
 > Other co-funding options have been exhausted.

 > Councils must meet at least one of the following tests (now or 
within five years).  Priority will be given to councils that meet two or 
more of these tests: 
 » Visitor : rating unit ratio >5 
 » Revenue from tourism in the region <$1 billion per annum 
 » LGFA lending limits have been reached.

Regional dispersal investment is a clear intent to channel infrastructure 
funding to non-‘Gateway’ locations (regions outside of Auckland, 
Wellington, Christchurch and Queenstown), particularly in smaller visitor 
destinations.  It anchors some significant work done by MBIE on regional 
dispersal in November 2016.

Add another toilet?

Toilets and carparks will likely top the list of requests nationwide.  But 
apparently toilet facilities are a low priority.  So says Deloitte in their 
National Tourism Infrastructure Assessment of gaps commissioned by TIA 
in April 2017.  The company concluded that toilets only ranked 8th from 20 
infrastructure types for importance to tourism because toilets have, 

“no discernible ability to attract visitors – travellers are not attracted 
to a destination because it has public toilet facilities.  However, 
having more public toilets in areas of constraint will indirectly 
support additional tourism activity in the region, by improving the 
amenity (or removing disamenity) of a visit.  Finally, public toilets do 
not preferentially promote high-value, high-growth visitation.” (p.4)

More important infrastructure gaps in the report are identified as visitor 
accommodation, airports and related facilities, telecommunications, car-
parking, water and sewerage systems.

As part of the Deloitte research, councils were contacted and six areas 
including Mackenzie, Coromandel and Queenstown are experiencing 
constraints in public toilet infrastructure. 

The popular Mercury Bay area of Coromandel already has some 50 public 
toilets, so I am puzzled by a need for more.  With so many bays and popular 
beaches, the council could easily build another ten facilities.  But the answer 
to infrastructure pressure is not always a supply one.  Managing demand by 
regulation, such as regulating overnighting by non self-contained freedom 
camping, reduces the need for expensive infrastructure.

Rethinking council campgrounds

If a service centre sounds very much like a campground, it is – or, it should 
be.  Council-owned campgrounds need to be rethought by councils as 
a significant part of the solution to infrastructure gaps and destination 
pressure locally.  Instead, they have been captured by private leases, 
and suffer from councils regarding them as investment or commercial 
properties.  They are not – they are tourism infrastructure. 

As each council considers a comprehensive business case for co-funding, 
it would be good to explore the infrastructure gap as an issue not just 
requiring more facilities, but more integrated management.

Not another toilet block - New tourism customer service centres

Tourism numbers 

 > Annual total spend $34.7b, up 
12.2%

 > Domestic $20.2b, up 7.4%.
 > International $14.5b, up 19.6 %.
 > Record arrival
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