Partners in Care

TALKING TO THE MEDIA

GENERAL AIDE-MEMOIRE

When invited to be interviewed ask and note down:

Who is calling (publication or station, name and phone number)

Who recommended you as an interviewee

What is wanted

Deadline they are working to

Subject, programme, interviewer and audience

Background briefing or formal interview (you are always ‘on the record’)

When and where

Length of interview (live or recorded)

Who else is involved

Main areas they want to cover

Is there a fee involved?

(Don’t forget - you can always call back – this gives you time to think. But don’t forget, you must reassure them that you will call back by a given time or they will go somewhere else).

Be prepared – make sure you know your subject and the latest fact and figures will come in handy. Most mental health promotion materials, such as the College’s Help is at Hand leaflets and factsheets, will provide you with these. Other sources are ‘Fundamental Facts and Figures’

produced by the Mental Health Foundation www.mhf.org.uk .

Read a newspaper before or listen to local radio, just to make sure that you know what is in the

"news" that day – they may ask you comment.

Surprise Questions - be prepared to answer questions of topical interest which may be in the news; or indirectly related to your “story”.

Make your key points – before the interview, get clear in your mind, and if possible, rehearse out

loud 1 or 2 main points you want to make. Even if the questions to do relate to them, make sure you work them into the interview. Your fluency will improve if you rehearse what you are going to say.

Simplicity – keep your answer as simple as possible. Avoid jargon, clichés and psychiatric

terminology (eg. “patients present with” or “suicidal ideation”).

Illustrate your answers where possible – use examples and analogies. A thumbnail case history or anecdote enlivens an interview and makes you seem more human.

Jump on Untruths - use phrases like “No, I’m afraid that is quite wrong....” and state

concisely what is the case.(Example: I now have forensic psychologist and President of the

Royal College of Physicians, Dr T Tube on the line......”)

Be Positive Throughout - even if you are in a tight corner, do not use works like “failure”,

“mistake” or “weakness”. Answer with authority, stressing the positives.

Do Not Read From a Prepared Text - It sounds wooden. Use notes only if you have

to. You should be sufficiently well prepared to answer from memory.

Remember You Are the Expert - Do not let yourself be dominated or interrupted by the

interviewer. You know the answers - he/she doesn’t.

Be Human - Answer in as relaxed and sympathetic a manner as possible. You want your

audience to warm to you as a psychiatrist and to see you as a human being. Well disguised case

studies or personal experiences always humanise the interviewee. If appropriate, smile if you are on television or having your photograph taken for the local press.

     
REMEMBER

1) 
Do not comment on individual cases unless you know the patient, and have

permission to do so. The College has produced some guidance for members on

talking to the media about well-known personalities.

2) 
Properly handled, an interview is your golden opportunity to make your case and be

listened to by thousands or even millions of people. Make the most of it.

PRESS INTERVIEWS

Press interviews are more often than not conducted on the telephone rather than face to face. When a journalist contacts you, identify the areas to be covered in the interview, in advance, if possible. You may be able to ring back if you need time to prepare, but fix a time, and stick by it. Make sure you have your facts straight and your arguments marshalled. You should state whether or not you wish to be quoted by name or as a spokesperson for the Royal College of Psychiatrists or your organisation. Always assume you are ‘on the record’.

1) 
Make sure the reporter has your name spelt correctly, and has your title, details of your

professional background and specific areas of expertise.

2) 
Do your homework thoroughly and be as up to date a possible with facts and figures.

3) 
Some topics are highly controversial eg. ECT and recovered memories, and there may not be a consensus. If so, do not be afraid to acknowledge the fact.

4) 
Ask your interviewer to clarify any questions which seem woolly or ambiguous.

5) When the interview is finished, go over again any points you are worried may not be clear. It will be too late once the article is in print.

TELEVISION AND RADIO

1)
Be aware of the main news stories of the day. You may be asked to comment. Find out

about the programme and its audience beforehand. If the programme is controversial or

particularly difficult, you may decide not to participate. Consult with colleagues if you are unsure. Find out the likely duration of the interview and final programme. Is it live or pre-recorded? Remember, if it is re-recorded you may be heavily edited.

2)  
Think about your dress - appearance matters on television. Avoid stripes, checks, red and

white, distracting jewellery. Remember that studios are very hot places!

3) 
Agree the first question before you are recorded or go on air.

4) 
Listen carefully to the questions, listen to the interviewer and keep your eyes steady. Do not look at the camera. Smile at appropriate moments - it will lend warmth and humanity to the interview. Keep language simple, sentences short, and focus on getting the main points across.

5) 
Never drink alcohol before an appearance.

6) 
Sit back and relax in your chair. If you use hand gestures, keep them to a minimum. Never “wring” your hands. Don’t lick your lips or look to the side.

7) 
Vary the pattern of your sentences to avoid monotony.

8) 
Take every opportunity to show that you care about the subject. Be positive and proud of

your profession and about your own role within it.

9)
Even if faced with a hostile interviewer, do not treat him or her as an opponent, and never lose your temper.

10) 
Remember, with radio and especially with television, you have very little time available. Be sure to make your 2 or 3 key points before time runs out.

11) 
You may continue to be on camera or sound after the interview has finished. Assume you

remain audible and on camera until the interviewer tells you the interview is over and instructs you to leave your seat/switches off the microphone.

Useful Phrases for Awkward Moments

- Correction of incorrect information:- “No, I’m afraid that’s quite wrong....” and then go on to say what is the case.

- Surprise questions:- “I don’t know about that, but what I can stay is....” (and get back to what you want to say).

- Interruptions by the interviewer:- “May I finish, please....”

- If you need time to think – “That’s a very important question …”

 HOW TO ORGANISE A PRESS BRIEFING

1) 
Identify topic, speakers, chairman, venue and timing of meeting. Ensure that at least one of the speakers can deal with local issues. You may want to include a patient who is happy to talk to the media, who generally like the “human interest” of a case history.
2) 
Make sure that the chairman and speakers are well briefed on what you want them to talk

about, and are prepared to answer questions. Think about holding a dress rehearsal, either the day before the press conference, or early on the morning of that day.

3) 
Identify your media targets by name. Contact them by telephone in advance to make sure that your date does not clash with another newsworthy event, and that your story is of interest to them.

4) 
Issue media invitations in writing approximately two to three weeks before the press briefing. Local media includes, newspaper, radio and TV. Address to news editor, health page editor (if there is one), the women’s page editor and problem page editor. Identify radio and TV programmes which cover health topics and make sure you target the TV, local morning and evening news programmes.

5) 
Ask your speakers to prepare a short synopsis of their talks for inclusion in the press packs you will distribute at the meeting. This should be newsworthy and written in simple language. Include facts/figures and quote local statistics if possible. Good visual aids are always a bonus and copies can be included in the press pack.

6) 
Telephone the invitees a couple of days in advance to confirm that they are coming.

Sometimes they will not commit themselves until the morning of the press briefing itself.

7) 
Speakers should talk for no more than 5 minutes each, using visual aids if the subject lends itself. The question session should follow at the end of all the talks and last about half-and hour. Make sure you have a strong chairman to direct questions and keep the briefing to time.

8) 
Leave time at the end for journalists to approach individual speakers informally, possibly over a sandwich or buffet lunch.

9) 
Send press packs to all the press who were unable to attend. Think about including a press release in these packs with some direct “quotations” from those involved in the press conference. This should facilitate coverage in those newspapers which were unable to attend.

10) 
Monitor the press/radio/TV coverage and keep a clipping book.

11) 
Keep a note of the names of journalists who attend press briefings for future reference.

12) If a key publication is unable to attend, offer them a telephone interview. If journalist wants information in advance of the press briefing, let them have it but make sure that the materials are embargoed for the date and time of the press briefing.

Attendance: Don’t be disappointed if only one or two people turn up – it’s difficult nowadays

to get the media to attend briefings because of under-staffing and lack of time
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