
Dealing with the media  
Some things I 
learned from ~30 
years experience 
that I wish I'd 
known when I 
started. 
 
These may make 
dealing with 
media less scary, 
easier, & more 
effective. 
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Geoscience interests the public, so we get lots  
of media interest, often starting early – and 
sometimes unexpectedly - in our careers. 
 
We get many chances to explain what we do. If 
you're so inclined, dealing with media can be fun, 
interesting, and help shape the resulting story. 
  
Two big questions:  
  
Why and When to talk to the media: my focus here 
  
How to talk to the media:  There's lots of good 
advice out there about including 
http://sharingscience.agu.org/ 
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You don't need to     
talk to them. 
 
Talk to media only 
when you want to. 
  
The fact that they  
want a story isn't  
your problem, but  
is an opportunity. 
  
Success with  
media involves  
mutual interest. 3 



Be clear  
why you want  
to talk to them: 
  
Options: 
 
- Help explain 
science to public 
- Explain a result 
you've come up 
with 
-  Promote/oppose  
a policy you favor/
oppose 
- It's fun (perfectly 
good reason) 
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Think about the type of media you’ll be dealing with 
(some overlap) 
 
National/international electronic (CNN,NPR,PBS…) 
National/international print (NYT, Chi. Tribune…) 
Scientific (Nature, Science, National Geographic…) 
Regional/local print 
Regional/local electronic 
Social (YouTube, Twitter… easier to produce on your 

 own, harder to get attention) 
 
What to expect differs (time you get, their preparation & 
seriousness) 
National usually better but local media can be good 

8 



Think about what kind of story they’re doing 
 
Event driven (earthquake,  
volcano, flood, hurricane…) 
very time sensitive 
 
Feature (big picture,  
less time sensitive) 
 
Discovery report  
(pseudo-event: meeting  
talk, published paper) 
 
Profile (~People magazine) 
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Decide on your message 
 
A long interview often turns 
into a 20-second sound 
bite 
 
Either you choose the 
sound bite or they will  
 
Repeat your message 
several times 
 
Like Silicon Valley 
“elevator pitch” 

13 



You don't need 
 to answer their 
questions. 
 
If they’re going 
afield, or into a  
topic you aren’t 
able to discuss  
or don’t want to, 
return to your 
message 
 
Don’t get dragged 
into saying things 
you don’t want to 
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A few useful tips to keep in mind 
when communicating with the media:

Keep it Simple!
5	 Be	conversational	and	speak	at	the	level	of	a	9th	grader
5	 Use	clear,	everyday	terms	and	analogies	(no	jargon!)
5	 Maintain	good	eye	contact,	voice	projection,	and	helpful	hand	gestures
5	 Keep	your	answers	brief	and	allow	the	journalist	to	interrupt	you
5	 Be	enthusiastic	about	your	work	and	convey	why	your	research	is	meaningful	to	you

Be Prepared!
5	 Respect	the	reporter’s	deadline	by	promptly	returning	calls/emails
5	 Have	2-3	key	points	ready	to	communicate
5	 Never	conceal	anything!	Prepare	answers	to	tough	questions	or	direct	the	

reporter	to	the	PR	officer	of	your	institution
5	 Provide	graphics,	good	quotes	and	a	compelling	story	to	the	reporter
5	 If	led	outside	of	your	line	of	expertise	during	the	interview,	redirect	the	reporter	

back	to	the	main	points	of	your	research

Follow Up!
5	 Offer	to	do	an	accuracy	check
5	 Be	available	for	follow-up	questions
5	 Offer	a	polite	correction	to	the	journalist	if	a	story	contained	a	mistake
5	 Provide	background	material	(especially	at	press	conferences)
5	 A	compliment	never	hurts;	if	you	like	the	story,	tell	the	reporter 

(or,	even	better;	his/her	editor)

Adapted From Herbert O. Funsten • Revised by Nyasha Dunkley

sharingscience.agu.org

Be responsive to 
their needs for a 
timely, good, and 
clear story, without 
harming your 
message 
 
There’s no one 
“right” way to do 
things, so be 
yourself. 
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Observe and assess colleagues’ media appearances 
Accept that no media contact works perfectly 

Treat media dealing as fun & enjoy it 
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