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By Gerard Braud

Special RepoRt

the 3 most often heard compaints 
from executives and spokespeople 
after a media interview are:

➊ They took me out of context.

➋ The left my best stuff on the  
         cutting room floor.

➌ You can’t control what they write. They’re   
         going to print what they want anyway.

Believe it or not, each of these is more often 
than not the fault of the spokesperson and 
not the media. Overcoming each one of these 
requires specialized skills acquired by humbling 
yourself in an intense Media Training course. If 
want to know the secrets to success, read on.

complaint #1: they took Me out of 
context

When a CEO, executive or spokesperson tells 
me the media took him or her out of context I 
ask, “Did you provide context?”

The lack of context occurs when the reporter 
asks you a direct question and you answer it 
directly, without any context. Having 2 great 
opening sentences that serve as a preamble to 

your conversation best solves this. You must 
know these sentences in your heart, they must 
be absolutely true, and if you are awoken from 
a deep sleep, you should be able to sit up in 
bed and say them without giving it a second 
thought.

The first sentence of your preamble should 
tell the audience how you or your company 
serve the greater good of humanity. It must 
focus on your external behavior toward the 
world and not your internal business objectives. 
The second sentence must tell the audience the 
3 most important ways you provide services to 
the world and for whom you provide them.

For example, an electric company’s preamble 
might be, “Our goal is to always keep the lights 
on for our customers. We do that by generating 
electricity using power sources such as wind, 
natural gas and nuclear; we deliver that power 
to their homes and businesses through a 
network of transmission lines; and we work to 
keep the cost of that electricity as affordable as 
possible.”

That preamble expresses the company’s goal 
and it explains that achieving that goal is done 
through generating electricity, getting the 
electricity to their homes and businesses, and 
working to keep it affordable.

Every question about anything within the 
power company will relate to generating 
electricity, the transmission system, or the price. 

That type of preamble provides context to your 
answer.

Let us place this preamble in the context of an 
interview:

Reporter’s question: Your customers say 
your electric rates are too high, how do 
you respond to this complaint?

Typical answer: Well, the state public 
service commission has approved our 
rate increase and some of the increase 
is necessary because the cost for fuel to 
generate electricity has gone up. But our 
cost per kilowatt-hour is still pretty good.

Correct answer to the same question: our 
goal is to always keep the lights on for 
our customers. We do that by generating 
electricity using power sources such as 
wind, natural gas and nuclear; we deliver 
that power to their homes and businesses 
through a network of transmission lines; 
and we work to keep the cost of that 
electricity as affordable as possible… so 
when someone is concerned about the 
cost of lighting their home or business, 
we share their concern. Because coal is 
the primary fuel at our power plants, and 
because the price of coal has gone up 
because of the current economy, people all 
across America have seen their electric bills 
increase by about two percent. While we 
are unable to control the price of coal, we 
can help our customers bring down their 
monthly bills through our conservation 
programs. (explain the conservation 
program.)

The secret is to not spin and not dodge the 
question, but also to not answer a harsh question 
directly until you have softened the question by 
providing the context of the preamble, which 
provides empathy to the customer, rather than 
the typical blame and defensive posture shown in 
the “typical answer” example above.

complaint # 2: they left My Best 
Stuff on the cutting Room Floor

In the old days when film was used in 
television news, the good film was used in the 
news report and the editor literally dropped the 
useless film to the floor of the editing room, 
which was also known as the cutting room, 
because the film was literally cut with a razor 
blade. Hence, the bad stuff was left on the 

cutting room floor.
Many spokespeople mistakenly think the many 

details about their topic comprise their best stuff. 
Nothing could be farther from the truth. The 
reality is, most people who watch TV news or 
read news online or in print do not care about 
the details surrounding a story.

Don’t believe me? How often do you read 
every word of every news story either in print 
or in an online publication? You don’t. So if you 
don’t care about other people’s details, what 
makes you think anyone cares about your details?

The best stuff, to a reporter, would include 
great quotes. You should use professionally 
written quotes in your interview. Reporters are 
also professional writers. I believe writers get a 
“writer’s high” or endorphin release when they 
write or hear a great quote, compelling them to 
insert these great lines into the news story.

I have a long history of great quotes in news 
reports around the world, including quotes 

used in front page headlines. Each was carefully 
written, practiced, and used at a pre-planned 
portion of the interview, without the reporter 
ever suspecting anything.

You too can follow this same protocol.

complaint # 3: You can’t control 
What a Reporter Writes

This is not true. The secret to controlling what 
a reporter writes is to supply them with what 
they need, in the order they need it.

A reporter needs a headline, they need an 
opening synopsis sentence to lead off the story, 
and they need a strong quote from you. And 
they need it in that order, so give it to them that 
way.

If we return to our exampled of the electric 
company, and the question about high rates, this 
is how you could phase your answer in order to 
control what the reporter writes:

“the average electric customer can 
implement two simple strategies that will 
save them enough money each year that 
they can pay for Christmas. step one is to 
weather proof all of your doors and windows 
and step two is to turn off all lights every 

each was carefully written, 
practiced, and used at a 
pre-planned portion of 
the interview, without the 
reporter ever suspecting 
anything.
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time you walk out of a room. In a single 
year you can save nearly $600, which is 
what the average family of four spends on 
Christmas.”

Written into a news report that conversation 
would look like this:

 Headline: Cut Your Power Bill and Pay  
for Christmas

 
 Lead sentence: Customers concerned 
about the cost of their power bill 
can take two conservation steps that 
experts say can save enough money to 
pay for Christmas.

 Quote: “step one is to weather proof 
all of your doors and windows and step 
two is to turn off all lights every time 
you walk out of a room,” says Jane 
smith with the local power company.

Reporter’s transitional sentence: smith 
says in a single year the average 
customer can save nearly $600, which 
is how much the average family of four 
is expected to spend on Christmas this 
year.

Your Next Move
The secret to accomplishing this type of 

success lies in great writing by a professional 
media relations or public relations expert, 
combined with proper training by a media 
training coach.

Think of it this way, great athletes have great 
coaches and practice on a regular basis. Being 
your best in every interview requires you to 
practice on a regular basis and to partner with 
a coach that you respect.

When done correctly, you will never be 
taken out of context, you will always be 
quoted correctly, and every story will look like 
you wrote it yourself.  n 
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The 3 Bucket Rule

Viusalize three buckets.

In bucket #2 should be the 
negative things that you would 
rather not talk about. 

In bucket #3 are issues that 
you are prohibited from talking 
about because of privacy laws 
or other issues that require 
confidentiality.

A crutial mistake many people make in interviews is, in an attempt to appear honest, they begin the interview by discussing the 
negative issues in bucket #2.  After talking about the negative, they attempt to expalin the positive things they are doing in bucket #1 
to rectify the negative things from bucket #2.

This is a big mistake. What you should do is make bucket #1 the “Things You Must Talk About.” Then, make bucket #2 the “Things 
You Will Only Talk About if You Are Asked.” You must always be prepared with well rehearsed answers about the issues in bucket #2, 
but never are you obligated to share those details until you are asked.

From which bucket do you usually speak?

In bucket #1 should be the 
positive things you must talk 
about in your interview. 

➊ ➋ ➌


