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The Psychology of the 
Media 

A Practical Guide 

 

By Chris Delboni 
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Introduction 

»  Two most important 
lessons when talking 
to the press: 

 §  You are in charge of your 
answers (not questions) 

 
§  Respect the director’s 

chair (meaning the 
reporter’s ego)  
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Be in charge… 

✦ How? 

✦ Respect reporters’ egos 
as they can destroy your 
career 

✦ Know your message 
✦ Practice your style 
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Bottom line: 
✦ If you don’t have the 

message clear, you 
will be eaten alive by 
the reporter 

✦ If you don’t have the 
right style to deliver 
your message, you 
will be eaten alive by 
the reporter 



Just one way 
to be effective 

✦ Practice 
✦ Practice 
✦ Practice 

That’ what we will do… 



The basics of a good interview 

✦ Don’t (s) 
✦ Never lie 
✦ Never let 

your guards 
down 

✦ Never lose 
your cool or 
your control 

✦ Do (s) 
✦ Manipulate 

the answers, 
with dignity 

✦ Relax & smile 
✦ Listen 
✦ Be nice 
✦ Be honest 
✦ Be wise 



The message 

✦ Define three priorities 

1.  
2.  
3.  



The points must be: 
✦ Clear (easy to grasp & no big 

words) 
✦ Short (ideal 10 seconds) 
✦ Sharp (a bit of controlled 

controversy sells) 
✦ Concrete (give examples… leave 

the abstract for artists and 
philosophers) 

✦ Creative (news is news… give 
the reporter a lead.. If you 
build, they will come) 

 



Three Points: 
✦ Rewrite them using: 
✦ Catchy phrases 
✦ Examples 
 
Remember:  
 Clear, concrete, 
creative, short, 
sharp 

Practice: 
 
1. 
2. 
3 



Q&A techniques 

✦ Listen carefully  
✦ Keep messages clear 

and focused 
✦ Repeat them as many 

times as possible, 
alternating examples & 
catchy phrases 



Print 

•  One o the most difficult: reporters are usually savvier 
and content oriented 

 
•  If you don’t know your subject, you are dead 

•  Options: 
–  Phone 
–  E-mail 
–  Chat 
–  In person 



Radio 
•  Smile … Listeners 

really can tell your 
state of mind by your 
voice 

 
•  Stand as you talk 

(you breath and think 
better) 

 
•  Options: 

– Phone 
–  In person 

 



TV (showtime) 
ON TV, IMAGE IS EVERYTHING 
 
•  Wear pastel colors 
•  Don’t wear: 

•  white,  black or red 
•  stripes 
•  dramatic earrings 

•  Look at the reporter, not the camera 
•  “Watch” yourself speak  
•  Pretend the camera is NOT there and to relax (no 

one really does it, but we all learn to pretend) 
•  Don’t look up when thinking (look lost).  Look 

down (look thoughtful) 
•  Options: in person 
 



General tips (Dos) 

✦  Drink water and wet your lips before 
interview 

✦  Make time to take a breath before meeting 
the reporter  

✦  Natural and soft humor breaks the ice 
before, during and after the interview 

✦  Appear confident (even when you are not) 
✦  Keep constant eye contact with the 

interviewer 
✦  Whenever possible, role play answers 

(videotaping yourself is ideal; otherwise, 
audiotape; or use the mirror if no other 
resource is available 



General tips (Don’ts) 
✦ Don’t drink soda or coffee 
✦ Don’t ever appear insecure 

or say, “I am so nervous” 
✦ Never say, “good question” 

to a reporter (remember the 
size of their ego?  “Of 
course, it is a good 
question,” they think.) 

✦ Don’t “try” to be nice.  Be 
humble.  It works better. 



Avoid trouble (Dos) 
✦  Have a  glass of water close by.  No answer, 

no problem.  Take a sip and pretend to be 
thinking. 

✦  If the answer really doesn’t come, say 
confidently: “I will get back to you on it by 
your deadline” -- and do! 

✦  If the question is not clear, say, “let me make 
sure I understand, and paraphrase what you 
do understand 

✦  If challenged, smile and remain calm (the 
reporter will test limits) 

✦  Ask the general topic of interview 
 



Avoid trouble (Don’ts) 

✦  Don’t play tough or impatient 
✦  Don’t play the reporter’s power game 

(you will lose) 
✦  Don’t challenge the reporter (it will 

blow up on your face.  Your job is to 
make your points across to your 
audience: readers, listeners and 
viewers) 

✦  Never ask to see the questions before 
the  interview or to see the article 
before it is published (you will look 
VERY unprofessional)  

 



Issues & controversies 
✦ Be friendly with reporters but 

understand they are NOT your 
friends 

✦ Don’t trust reporters (ever), 
but neither go into an 
interview in a defensive mode 

✦ Your information must be 
useful, interesting and 
quotable 

✦ Be crystal clear what you 
mean by “on” and “off” the 
record 



On the record/off the record
•  "On-the-record": all that is said can be quoted and 

attributed.
•  "Not for attribution" The comments may be quoted 

directly, but the source may only be identified in 
general terms (e.g., "a government insider"). In 
practice such general descriptions may be agreed 
with the interviewee. 

•  "On background "The thrust of the briefing may be 
reported (and the source characterized in general 
terms as above) but direct quotes may not be used. 

•  "Off-the-record": the information is provided to 
inform a decision or provide a confidential 
explanation, not for publication.



Danger of “no comment” 

§  People seem to feel important when 
they say, “no comment.” 

§  You can get quoted saying, “no 
comment,” which might sound 
“smart” to you, but to your audience, 
it simply looks like you have 
something to hide 



Exclusive Interviews 

§  When you say you will give an 
“exclusive” interview, please do 

§  Be clear what you mean by 
“exclusive”: 
§  To the specific medium? (print, online, 

radio, tv) 
§  Until it is first published? 
§  All bets are off if others publish the 

information first? 



Topics of interview 
§  If you agree on the topic and the 

reporter asks questions on another: 
§  If confident, answer (will be better) and 

lightly remind the reporter he/she went off 
topic 

§  If not confident, don’t panic and don’t 
answer.  Nicely but firmly remind the 
reporter which topic was agreed upon and 
say you will be glad to talk about the other 
issue at ANY time in the future -- IF 
scheduled.   



If the media gets a fact wrong 
§  Don’t: 

§   panic 
§  call the editor/

director or 
owner of the 
outlet 

§  start yelling at 
the reporter 

§  Do: 
§  call the reporter and 

state nicely but firmly 
that a mistake was 
made and ask for a 
correction 

§  escalate the issue 
only if there is strong  
controversy, but 
ALWAYS remain 
apparently calm and 
polite 
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 Still think YOU had a big ego? 

   
 
 
 

Not even close to a reporter’s. 

»  For journalists, many times,  
  an interview is a power game. 

»  But you play poker, instead, not power…  
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Remember:  
  You are in charge! 

»  Think of reporters as a bridge 
 

§  Your message should reach their audience:  
readers, listeners and viewers 

 
(But definitely do NOT forget their egos) 
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Let’s play! 
»  Groups of two: 
 

§  Five minutes to rewrite three main points 
§  Five minutes learning about each other’s  

message (pre-interview) 
§  Five minutes making up five questions each 
§  Three minutes per interview (six per group/30 

seconds per Q&A) 
§  Five minutes critic per group 
 

Ready.. Set.. Go 


