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The Art of Self-Defense

Media coaches show their clients how to cope with questions from the big bad press. Just
what kind of tactics are they pushing?

By Lori Robertson
Lori Robertson is AJR's managing editor.

In the early 1980s, back before she was a media coach, back before she told

people how they should ded with the press, Carol Ann Kell was aradio reporter in Philadephia. WIP's
first woman anchor, in fact. Once, she interviewed a man from Houston on the titillating subject of
"deregulation of natura gas," sherecdls, tilting her head to one side and making a snoring sound. Thiswas
not a made-for-the-airwaves event.

The guy was smart, he redlly cared about this stuff, and he had spent alot of money to travel around and
talk about it. At the end of a haf-hour, however, Kdl couldn't use anything he said. "He didn't understand
that reporters are generdists,” she says. And besides that (and thisis the degth knell for anyone hoping to
be the subject of anews story, especidly abroadcast piece), "He spoke in paragraphs instead of
sentences.”

Needlessto say, "deregulation” didn't make the day's newscast.
If only that guy had had atrainer.

Kel, like many media coaches, tired of the journdism life and decided to channd her tdentsinto
something e se. She recdled that Houston man and some of her other interviewees who desperately
needed lessons in mediaspeak. In 1985, after 13 years as aradio and television reporter, she started up
her own consulting business. She'sbeen at it ever since.

Coaching, or mediatraining, isa popular afterlife for burned-out journaists who don't want to go into
public relations exactly and who want to be their own bosses. There are coaches who do not have

experience in journadism, but many--including al but one of those interviewed for this article--do. Kell
says when she started out there weren't many of her ilk. "Now," she says, "everybody and his sgter is

hanging out ashingle."
And just what are everybody and his sister telling people about journdists? They offer clients an ingder's



look at the media and explain why reporters do what they do. They offer advice on how to respond to
questions and point out the clear no-nos of any interview. They're not secretive in the least. All of these
media coaches readily and thoroughly answered my questions, and only one expressed a bit of
Pogt-Interview Paranoia, nervous that | may have a predetermined skewering in mind for those who have
switched sides.

Relax. Thiswon't hurt abit.
Thefirst lesson the press can learn about media coaches: They're Not Redlly Evil.

Many journdists tend to view leaving the profession for a PR-ish job as the ultimate
deeping-with-the-enemy betrayd. It's asif the traitors quit the club and are now showing everyone the
secret handshake.

After 20 years of work in TV news, including stints producing "The CBS Evening News with Walter
Cronkite' and both CBS and ABC's morning news shows, David Horwitz jumped the fence for the
media-coach pasture. He also does a bit of talent coaching for TV anchors and reporters. The business
types love the fact that he has contact with the mediaworld, but the journdists "are more suspicious of my
going to the dark side.”

Horwitz's dark-sde work, however, can, at times, be a benefit to reporters (that's not aways the case, as
you'l see later). But, asthe Scarsdae, New Y ork-based coach recdls, "In the yearswhen | used to have
to stick amicrophone in front of an executive...these corporate types could rarely do something that was
what you wanted"--10 to 12 seconds, a sound bite. Instead, Horwitz would edit the tape and inevitably
get acdl from a PR person asking why the executive's remarks were out of context. Hey, Horwitz would
reply, he couldn't do what | wanted.

Clarence Jones, author of "Winning with the News Media: A sdlf-defense manua when you're the story”
(now in its seventh edition), spent 30 yearsas aprint and TV reporter before starting his own media
consulting business in 1984. Newspaper people, he says, more so than television people, fed "that | have
somehow |eft the priesthood.” Jones, who worked for the Miami Herald and Miami's WPLG-TV, where
he won three duPont-Columbia Awards, doesn't see it that way. He says about six timesin his
consultancy years areporter has attended one of his seminars. "'l think they were there to catch me
teaching my clientsto lie, cheat and stedl.” That's not, by the way, what Jones teaches.

Some reporters wonder why anyone needs a media coach at al, Jones says. But the trainers lay out good
arguments for why their jobs are necessary. As Horwitz and Kell point out, many people don't know how
to spesk dearly and concisdly (scientists, engineers, deregulation guys most definitely fal into this
category). But thereé's something e se that stops many from doing agood job in an interview: fear.

People are afraid--afraid of being misquoted, afraid of being embarrassed, afraid of not being able to
answer the question, afraid of al the lights and cameras, afraid of the reporters. "I once asked a client,
'What's your definition of acriss? " says Len Biegd, aprincipa in the Washington, D.C., firm Weber
Shandwick and head of its globa crigs practice. "And he said, "When the phone rings and therés a
reporter on the other end." "

That trembling executive may not have done anything wrong, but the media are powerful. If he messesup
the interview, he's going to look bad. As Kell says, "Reporters have the power.... All I'm doing is evening



the playing fidld at first." (In the end, she says, the reporter controls how the story will be presented.)

Kél hasastudio set up in her Washington, D.C., home/office, complete with cameras, lightsand a
backdrop of the Jefferson Memorid. Tellingly, she cdlsthe intervieweg's chair "the hot seet.” Here, her
clients can run through amock interview and build up their confidence. "Having practiced it alittle bit
before is usualy agood thing,” she says.

One of Kdl's clientsis Carpenter Technology, a manufacturer of specidty aloys based in Reading,
Pennsylvania. Katharine Marshdl, Carpenter's director of communications, says Kl hastrained a
number of the company's managers on how they should respond to the media if, say, afire or accident
were to occur at their plants. "We were concerned that they would just ignore reporters requests, even
though they weren't necessarily time-consuming requests.” Plus, many were afraid to talk to areporter.
"Part of overcoming the fear is understanding what a reporter's mind-set is and why time isimportant, for
example” Marshd| says. Also, "sharing partid information is OK. Better to do that than not say anything
aadl”

Certainly reporters don't want people to be afraid, but they may not be so gung-ho about having their
subjects polished and primped in the coaching pit beforehand. Mediatrainers say that televison news
especidly is grateful for guests who have been given afew lessons.

Not s0, says Santina Leuci, head booker for ABC's "Good Morning America' who had worked to
secure Connie Chung'sinterview last August with U.S. Rep. Gary Condit (see Free Press, October). "We
prefer people to be unscripted and fresh," Leuci says. 1 think people in certain Stuations, if they're
coached, they're not giving their real response.” Leuci says she could understand an ex-military officid or
an attorney who does more of the roundtable appearances or provides expert commentary being trained,
but not people involved in newsissues. "That's not news, that's like acting.” She says shed be "very
surprised” if alot of the guests on "Good Morning America' or ABC News had been coached.

Asfor that Condit interview--which is not applauded by the coachesin the least--Leuci says he was so
scripted that the interview "was dead. There was nothing.... Theres no answer."

The first lesson coaches teach their clients: Be honest, don't lie. (As Jones putsit in histen
commandments, under No. 1, "Be Open and Cooperative--Never Lie," and in avariation under No. 8,
"If You Screw Up, Confess and Repent.”)

If you don't get the repenting out of the way early, Jones and others say, the mediawill drag this thing out
for weeks, replaying every little nondevelopment nightly on TV, until they get to the truth--which, the
coaches caution, they generdly will.

Kl addsto thistip: "Never say, 'No comment.' " That phrase dways makes the interviewees ook guilty,
even if they're not.

If clientslisten to their coaches, they know they can always return to their core messages rather than utter
a stony-faced no-comment. (Herés the point in this story that raises the hair on the back of many a
reporter's neck.) Before an interview, coaches sugges, their clients should determine what they want to
convey and mold it into two or three distinct points. Thisis abeautiful thing--it summearizes the sory,
creates the sound bites the client wants out there, paves the way for agood headline. But then comes the
second part of the advice: No matter what the interviewer asks you, your first priority isto get across your



messages. (Or, as some put it: Y ou don't have to answer the questions.)

Whoa. They'retelling people NOT to answer the questions! And, hey, isn't that alittle contradictory to tip
No. 1?

Asthe coaches see it, their clients want to get something out of this, too, not just give everything to the
reporter. Says Horwitz: "1 think a CEO has to go into an interview the same way they're going into asdes
cdl.... You have to steer a conversation in the direction that will give you the results you want." If the
CEO dlowsthe customer (ak.a reporter) to lead, he says, "dl of a sudden you're talking about your
weaknesses instead of your strengths.... Thisiskind of like baseball--you never score on defense.”

Sheila Tate, vice chairman of the Washington public relations agency Powell Tate and former campaign
press secretary for President George Bush S, say's one of the biggest misconceptions people have about
the mediaisthat the interviewee's role is passive and reactive, "that they sit down and answer areporter's
questions, period. The only reason to do most interviews," Tate says, "is because you have a story to tell
and you want to get your message communicated.”

Media coaches say you can answer the question, of course, but make sure you find a smooth trangition
from the answer to your message. Horwitz shows his clients in an exercise how this "bridging” works. He
asks them to write down something they want to talk about. Then, he asks a completdy off-the-wall
question (Do you know any women who have tried Viagrafor sexud enhancement?' for ingtance). The
chdlengeisto work the message into the answer.

Some clients freeze. Others redlize they can go from Viagrato the new marketing plan in seconds. That's
certainly worth the consultancy fee.

Another main coaching tip: Never accept afdse premise. Tate saysif the bass of aquestion is flawed, the
interviewee has to correct the record first. Also, don't assume the reporter knows everything about a
given subject. Before agreeing to an interview, do some research on the reporter's publication; ask
guestions about what the story will be about; be prepared. Horwitz says it amazes him how little
forethought most executives put into an interview. "They'll spend days or weeks preparing a speech for
peers,” he says, "and then will decide to wing it with the Wall Street Journd.... Very strange.”

More people are hiring coaches, however. Kell saysthat public speaking--including talking to the
media-isincreasingly apart of many jobs. And the nature of what gppears on televison is changing, says
CNN nationd correspondent-turned-media coach Mark Bernheimer. Producers want talking heads. And
many people who are expert on certain subject matter "know nothing about how to communicate” their
wisdom, he says. (The coaching does not come cheagp. According to the rates of Jones, Horwitz and the
Los Angeles-based Bernheimer, afull day of training sessons can run anywhere from $2,000 to $4,000.)

Bernheimer is a newcomer to the coaching world: Last year he left behind a 16-year TV news career to
gart his company MediaWorks Resource Group. His Web site prods potentid clients with a series of
questions about the press. The most provocative in mid-February: Do you know--What a reporter
REALLY wants when he cdls you for an interview?"

Asareporter, | thought, "No, | don't know. What does a reporter redly want?' Bernheimer answers that
"'sometimes reporters go into stories without any idea what they're going to have when they come back,"
and other times they go in "with a preconcelved idea of what the story will be about.” He suggests that his



clients ask some questions before signing on for an interview.

If areporter's point of view comes through clearly on camera, Horwitz suggests nicdly and camly
emphasizing some points that are important to the interviewee. If that doesn't work, the source can flat out
confront the Stuation, with something like, "I'm not sure you're hearing what we're saying here”

Alternately, go for the quote, Horwitz says. "Every reporter is such a sucker for agood quote.” (Yes, we
are)) Theright bite "can get the reporter to redirect the story because the quote is so compelling,” he says.

A good quote can aso attract quite amedia following. Kell once coached Randy Schwitz, who was
executive vice presdent of the Nationa Air Traffic Controllers Association and is now an air treffic
controller in Atlanta. In January 1998, the association issued a press rel ease about the proposa to rename
Washington, D.C.'s Nationa Airport after Ronad Reagan (who had fired thousands of controllers during
adrikein 1981). Schwitz was quoted as saying: "1'd rather have a hot poker in my eye than have an
arport named after him."

That quote, understandably, played dl over the place. "I was pretty surprised about the amount of
atention” it garnered, Schwitz says. He says the media training taught him "to stay on point with whatever
message you were trying to convey."

All of these media tips apply whether aclient is the subject of a pogtive interview or under fire, coaches
say. AsKdl says, "If you don't tell your story, somebody ese will." And theré's no need--in fact, it's
detrimental--to be mean to the reporter. "It's stupid,” Kell says. "Why offend [the reporter]?... [ Sources]
might aswell be friendly and get you on their sde."”

(I can think of afew news professionds I've interviewed who could use some media training themsdves.
Let'sreview: 1. You should talk. 2. Benice)

Even if the journdist gets angry first, says former media coach Matt Lundy, the interviewee needs to have
"agmile on your face.... The last person to lose their cool aways [comes] out the winner.”

Eye contact and pogtive body language are important. Horwitz suggests gesturing even when doing a
phoneinterview, to sound more at ease. On TV, coachestell their clientsto Sit up straight and, if need be,
to cut that hair. (Kell once persuaded awoman in her 40sto cut her long, flowing tresses, and "everybody
was redlly impressed that that happened,” Kdll says.)

Lundy, who in the ultimate switch went from TV reporter to media coach for five yearsto TV reporter, is
now news director at WDSI in Chattanooga. He would aso tell clients not to get caught in the " Paul
Harvey trap." Harvey often has long pauses, and in an interview people tend to rush into an answer rather
than wallow in the sllence. By doing so, Lundy says, "you're probably going to go down aroad you dontt
want to go."

Aswith most advice, what coaches preach is much easier said than done. Witness Gary Hart, Gary
Condit, Richard Nixon, Jm Bakker, Bill Clinton (in the Monica phase; otherwise, coaches say he was
quite good), anyone associated with Enron.

Coaches say they can eadily recognize who has been coached and who hasn't, and everyone has their
favorite examples of people who bit the dust in the media limdight quite royaly. Tate doesn't remember
the details, but she does recall the incomprehensible jargon used by one young congressman on Nationa



Public Radio. George Bush Sr. was refusing to fund something, Tate says, and this congressman got on
the radio to talk about why Bush was in the wrong. "What do you think should happen?" the reporter
asked. The response, as Tate recdls: "1 believe we should detrigger sequestration.” Tate says she dmost
drove off theroad, "I was laughing so hard."

Bernheimer adds one to the list: Hugh Rodham, Hillary Rodham Clinton's brother, "whose daily tactic was
to get out of his car and to scream at the reporters there that...they weren't going to get any information
out of him."

Bernhemer says a common mistake "is the assumption that refusing to talk to the mediawill make the
media or the story go away. And if you think that's agood strategy, ask Gary Condit." (Condit saidina
February 17 New Y ork Times Magazine story that he refused to let the mediainto his private life on
principle)

Y et many high-profile people frequently violate the commandments of media training, including the ones
about being open and honest. Why? Sometimesiit's the lawyers faullt.

Lawyers never want their clientsto talk. As Kl says, public relations people "groan” when they know a
lawyer isinvolved.

"When | go into acrisgsjob in acorporation or agovernment agency,” Jones says, "it is dways the lawyer
versus me." The CEOs "amost dways take the advice of the atorney over the media consultant.” Jones
reminds his clientsthet if they areinvolved in legd action, they will betried twice--oncein acourt and a
second time in that dmighty court of public opinion. An atorney is giving the correct legd counsd, he
says, "but if you take his advicein the mediatrid, you will dmost dways lose that case.”

Coaching can help take media attention away from how the message is delivered and focusit more on the
message itsdlf. Presdent Bush, Kdll says, is a perfect example of someone who turned his bad press
around. (When was the last time a story commented on Bush's smirk?) Al Gore, on the other hand, was
excellent at ddivering the content of his message, but his manner wasn't dways too appeding — "it was
very studied," Kel says. Coaching can, it seems, backfire.

Or it can completely aggravate reporters. Dow Smith, aformer news director who teaches broadcast
journalism at Syracuse University, acknowledges that hed like interviewees to have at least rudimentary
gpesking skills. But "particularly with paliticians, they're so coached they don't even answer your
question.” On the Sunday morning shows, Smith says, the reporters will ask "awful" closed, yes-or-no
questions, and the politicians will till respond with their preordained messages. "A wdl-armed interview
subject can do alot to frustrate you when you're trying to get ared story.”

How can areporter get someone to answer a question he or she doesn't want to? Smith and others say
you just have to keep asking it in different ways. Other tips from the coaches include saying, "But that's
not the question | asked you" (that's from Horwitz), or asking seemingly softbal questions, which Kl
says people often have a harder time with than the tough, pointed stuff.

What if areporter smply asked, "So?" The Paul Harvey pause could set the interviewee off in
unanticipated directions.

Faceit: Many people smply aren't good pupils. Lawyers aside, do coaches ever watch their clients go



into an interview and proceed to ignore every bit of advice they've been given?"Mogt of thetime" Kdll
says, laughing. "What do you do? You just keep trying.”

Sometimes the culprit is socia conditioning. "We are al supposed to answer the questions,” she says. "It's
counterintuitive” to tell someone he or she doesn't have to, "but some people redly likeit. They seeit asa
game."

Good thing some don't play as well as others. Imagine aworld in which everyone comes clean right away,
communicates in message points and sound bites, and is nice, polite and smiley.

How boring would that be?



