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Hostile Interviews 

5 Hints for Safeguarding Your 

Reputation 

n this age of confrontational media 

reporting it’s not unusual to find 

yourself in a time of crisis on the 

receiving end of a hostile interview. 

How you manage that interview may 

well determine how well your 

organization’s reputation survives the 

crisis. 

 In a recent blog posting, I wrote 

about the hostile interview and 

suggested some strategies for dealing 

with it. This article expands on the 

points I made. 

Is this trip really necessary? 

One of the things that is always 

surprising to me is how many 

otherwise responsible people think 

they have to accept an invitation from 

a potentially hostile reporter. In my 

blog I discussed the case of an 

Australian media representative for 

the Salvation Army who accepted an 

invitation to appear on a radio 

program hosted by two LGBT (lesbian, 

gay, bisexual, transgender) 

journalists. The representative’s use 

of offensive language and inability to 

respond effectively to a controversial 

biblical quotation created a public 

relations disaster. 

I was once instructed to cooperate with 

a journalist from one of our alternative 

newspapers here in San Francisco. 

After reviewing previous articles by this 

journalist, I strongly advised my boss 

not to grant the interviews. He was 

insistent and the journalist spent 

several weeks interviewing us and 

reviewing documents under Freedom 

of Information Act requests. The 

resulting article was, as expected, a 

very hostile report on San Francisco’s 

emergency services and was replete 

with misinformation and incorrect 

facts. 

There is a common thread that I find 

when I look at cases like these. In most 

cases, the decision to cooperate is 

made with the best of intentions. In the 

case in Australia, there was a genuine 

interest in opening a dialogue with the 

LGBT community. In San Francisco, my 

boss wanted to showcase our 

organization. 

How not to do it 

Good intentions don’t count if the deck 

is stacked against you. Some years ago, 

a FEMA regional official accepted an 

interview requests from two Los 

Angeles radio “shock jocks.” It’s unclear 
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whether the official had every listened to the 

program but I suspect not. These guys made a 

living by hammering the people they were 

interviewing. 

During the course of the interview, the FEMA 

official was asked a reasonable question: given 

the problems in the Hurricane Katrina response, 

would FEMA air drop water to avoid a situation 

similar to what had occurred in New Orleans? 

The FEMA official, who had a very limited 

operational background, could not respond 

effectively to the question. The two 

interviewers pounced. For the next twenty 

minutes the FEMA official was hammered 

unmercifully and ended the interview looking 

completely incompetent.  

Staying on message 

I’m not suggesting that we only do interviews 

with people who are going give good coverage. 

Frequently you won’t have a choice and 

winning over a hostile interviewer can go a long 

way towards effective reputation management. 

But I do advocate strong preparation. 

In addition to not preparing, interviewees in 

these examples allowed themselves to be 

drawn off message. The Salvation Army 

message, “We are not homophobic” became 

"Senior Salvation Army Officials believe gays 

should be put to death!" The San Francisco 

message of an effective emergency services 

team was distorted to show the team as weak 

and ineffective. The FEMA message of being a 

partner in disaster became one of incompetent 

leadership. 

Countering hostility 

A bit of preparation and thought can go a long 

way towards insulating you from a hostile 

interviewer: 

1. Research the Interviewer.  Review the 

interviewer’s body of work to see how they 

handle interviews. Who is their audience? 

Are they focused on the facts or just shock 

value? 

2. Research the audience. Knowing the 

audience suggests that types of questions 

that you might be asked. It also can help 

you avoid inappropriate language or 

arguments and alert you to sensitive topics. 

3. Anticipate “hot button” issues. The 

Salvation Army representative could have 

anticipated the controversial biblical quote; 

it had received previous media attention. 

Instead of being surprised, he could have 

responded, “The Salvation Army does not 

and never has supported the death of 

anyone for any reason.” 

4. Don’t wing it if you don’t know the 

answer. The FEMA official, realizing their 

lack of knowledge, could have responded, 

“I’m not an operations expert so I can’t 

speak to why it wasn’t done in Katrina. We 

certainly have the capability and we will do 

everything in our power to make sure 

something similar won’t happen here.” 

5. Consider community sensitivity. When BP 

CEO Tony Hayward made the comment, “I’d 

like my life back” he projected an image of 

an uncaring senior management. Step 

outside your message and think about how 

it will be perceived by the audience. The 

FEMA official failed in part by using agency 

talking points instead of responding to 

community concern. 

Hostile interviews may be unavoidable but with 

solid preparation, they can be an opportunity to 

enhance your organizations’ reputation. 


