
Media interview skills
The recent flooding in Dunedin highlights need for media interview skills

Recent natural events such as the flooding in Dunedin and Kaikoura 
earthquake 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.



EquiP’s Council Strategy Workshop
Strategy plays a key role in setting your council’s direction, building your council’s culture, helping 
transmit that culture through the whole organisation, and defining priorities for community 
outcomes.

EquiP’s Council Strategy Workshop can deliver powerful results in your 
improvement journey, with a special focus on the delivery of customer 
outcomes.  The value of this workshop will help you, at the governance 
level, to focus and prioritise around the outputs you seek to develop, as 
well as aid you in setting tangible goals to help drive your culture to success 
throughout your term in office. 

EquiP Principals

We’ve gathered some of the most experienced principals in the local 
government sector – principals who possess deep knowledge of 
governance and senior management delivery – to help councils shape their 
strategic framework. 

EquiP’s process of strategic planning

The journey of strategic planning starts with setting values.  In an interactive 
session, we facilitate the construction of the values that you’d like to see 
around the council table.  

Following this, we will help you determine how your aspirations can 
translate into council gains.  

We will also support you in defining and strengthening your relationship 
with your council and your community.  EquiP will then work with you to 
turn this vision into an empowering statement of belief that builds buy-in 
through your council and outwards to your community.  

Finally, EquiP’s best-of-breed experts will enable you to build towards 
creating an inclusive community vision so your constituents understand 
where your council is going, the journey that you’re on, and in turn, raise 
your value to the community through a succinct and articulate document 
that summarises your council’s term – something your community can 
believe in.

For more information on this Council Strategy Workshop, please email EquiP 
Business Solutions Manager Dr. Steven Finlay at equip@lgnz.co.nz.

< We’ve gathered some of the most experienced principals in the local 
government sector to help councils shape their strategic framework. >


