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City Managers Can Also Manage the Media
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Imagine that you were recently terminated from your city manager’s position.  As painful as the situation was, you’re doing your best to keep a low profile.  You’re looking for a new job while keeping busy with family activities. One morning, as you are minding your own business and heading home from dropping the kids off at school you notice an unmarked van parked on your street. You wonder about the vehicle for a minute or two and then shrug it off as you park your car and attempt to head inside the house.  All of a sudden a reporter and a TV camera man jump out of the van and rush toward you.  Before you know it, you’re a victim of what’s commonly referred to in the news business as an “ambush interview” and there is nothing you can do to but try to remain calm. The reporter begins to grill you about your termination. He wants to know not only why you were fired but how you feel about collecting months of severance while the city is struggling to stay afloat. You answer the questions to best of your ability. You don’t take the bait and avoid the questions about city finances. You suggest the reporter review your contract with city officials, politely excuse yourself, and then head inside, all the while wondering what this is going to look and sound like on the evening news and what impact this is going to have on your professional future?


A scenario very much like this one actually unfolded recently in the Detroit area. Considering the uncomfortable circumstances, the city manager involved in the incident did a good job of dealing with the reporter and handling what could have been a very explosive encounter.  The reporter ended up doing a story several weeks after the actual ambush interview took place.  Not surprisingly, the piece was saved for the big May ratings sweeps period.  But because there wasn’t much of a story to begin with, the piece aired one day and then was history. The reporter and the station got what they wanted and then moved on to something else. But the City Manager was left shell shocked. He wondered if he could have managed the media better in that situation.  He also wondered if he could have done something to prevent an ambush type interview from happening at all. 

 There are ways for city managers to manage the media even in a very volatile situation. There are also many steps that can be taken to build better relationships with the media in general that will help you not only avoid confrontations, but more importantly, help you put your city’s best foot forward.

Don’t Panic

 The ambush interview is just that; an ambush. It is used mainly by TV reporters for the shock value and the surprise effect. It’s usually attempted when the media feel sources are being illusive or evasive. It’s difficult not to look stunned when something like this occurs but your best bet is to do exactly what this city manager did and that is to try and remain as calm as possible and answer the reporter’s questions to the best of your ability.  Fight the urge to walk away, say “no comment”, or put your hands over the camera.  Remember that camera is rolling and anything you say or do is being captured on tape for the entire world to see.  Refusing to answer questions or appearing confrontational will only make matters worse. The audience, which includes the viewing public, could very well include a new employer, and will be left thinking that you have something to hide and can’t be trusted.  This doesn’t mean that you should feel compelled to violate the terms of your agreement and spill the beans. It just means calmly answering what you can and referring all other questions to city officials. There is nothing wrong with approaching the TV station at some later point to discuss the way the interview was handled, but not when the lights are flashing and the cameras are rolling. 

Return Phone Calls


With our real-life scenario, the city manager involved received several calls from the print and broadcast media after his termination and prior to the day of the ambush interview. The calls were ignored when they should have been returned. Nothing is more irritating or frustrating for a reporter than a source or a contact that ignores repeated phone calls. Reporters have deadlines. They have jobs to do. Not returning phone calls raises lots of eyebrows and lots of questions. Even if you are limited as to what you can and cannot say about your settlement or termination, at least return the call and say just that. The reporter will appreciate your attempts to communicate with him or her and when they realize they can’t get what they want from you, they will seek out other sources for their stories.  But regardless of the type of story the reporter is after, always return calls or make sure someone else responsible follows up with the reporter quickly. 
Be Prepared


The Notebook for Managers in Transition published by the Michigan Local Government Management Association contains some very helpful information concerning confidentiality and release agreement clauses when dealing with the media. Study these items and discuss the terms of your own contract with your employer.  Make sure you have a clear understanding of what type of contact, if any, you can have with the press, in case of a lay-off or termination. 


In other types of crisis situations it’s crucial that city officials have a solid crisis media plan.  It’s important that there are one or two key spokespersons and that the spokespersons have been briefed on the details of a developing situation.  Too many talking heads can cause confusion and panic especially during a crisis involving public safety issues. This won’t happen if your city has established a detailed crisis media plan.

Build Relationships


Having a good working relationship with the press can make all the difference. It’s really common sense and human nature. After all, aren’t you going to give someone you know or get along with the benefit of the doubt compared to someone who has been unpleasant or uncooperative?  This applies in both good times and in bad.  Every city manager should make an attempt to get to know the reporter covering the city beat. You are a public servant after all and reporters provide an excellent means for you to reach the public and help keep citizens informed and up to date on their community. By limiting reporters to a few quotes at a city council meeting, you are limiting your access to the public. Are there interesting stories going on that you would like to see covered? Suggest some story ideas. Let the reporters know about special events or activities coming up. If you have a media relations person, make sure that person has an updated media list and is sending out press releases and story ideas on a regular basis.  Maybe they will never take you up on your suggestions, but you are still building a relationship. 

Be Available


The news media do not operate on a 9 to 5 schedule.  They operate 24/7. Even in today’s media savvy world, many people still do not understand or refuse to accept this reality. That means the beat reporter, the newspaper city desk, and the TV/radio assignment desks should have not only your office phone, but home phone and cell phone numbers as well.  If you don’t want to be bothered after hours about that important zoning law or budget issue, then how can you expect a reporter who has to go live at 6 or 11pm to have a complete story? You do, after all, answer to the public. This doesn’t mean that reporters have the right to harass or badger you at all hours but it does mean that you should be available and accessible to the press.
Never Go “Off the Record”


While there are still plenty of good hard working journalists out there, we have all seen the recent horror stories with the reporters seeking their 15 minutes of fame. They  ending up damaging their reputations and the reputation of their entire news operation. In the last few years we have had major national media outlets such as The New York Times, USA Today, CBS News, and Newsweek come forward and admit to serious problems in their newsrooms, including plagiarism, a weak vetting process, the use of so called “anonymous sources”, and other major issues. 

TV stations, radio stations, newspapers, and magazines are first and foremost businesses.  They have to get high ratings, and sell their product if they are going to stay in business. And like many companies trying to stay ahead in today’s tough economy, everyone including those running the media outlets, are attempting to do much more which much less. 

What does all of this mean for you? Well gone are the days when experienced reporters are allowed to spend months, weeks, or days on a story.  Even so called “investigative reporters” are given little time or money to investigate anything any more. News operations are hiring younger, and less experienced reporters more frequently in order to save money.  If you are lucky enough to have a reporter that covers your city on a regular basis, there’s a good chance your city is just one of many other weekly assignments. This means reporters are under more and more pressure to grab the headline or to find the lead story and in a lot less time. This could put you in a very vulnerable situation, especially if it involves an inexperienced news person.  A reporter may try and pressure you to go “off the record.”  Years ago that meant your comments could not be used in the story. By today’s standards it means absolutely nothing. Unfortunately many reporters still use “off the record” as a means to find a juicy nugget or tidbit that they can turn into a major story. Even if you have an established relationship with a reporter, never go “off the record”.  
Be Honest

Yes it’s true; especially with the media that honesty is indeed the best policy. Why? If you lie to a reporter or to a media outlet it will come back to haunt you.  Your credibility as well as the credibility of the municipality will be hurt or destroyed. Think back to the infamous lines of two former presidents. Do the words “I am not a crook” or “I did not have sexual relations with that woman” ring a bell?  You get the idea.  Just because you can’t go “off the record” with a reporter, doesn’t mean you can’t be honest. If you are not allowed to talk about a particular topic, offer to refer the reporter to someone who is allowed to speak to that information. If you don’t know the answer to a question, don’t try to invent the answer or speculate. Simply find out the reporter’s deadline and get back to them with the information as quickly as possible. 

Understand How the Media Operate

One of the best ways to build strong relationships with the press is to have a general understanding of their day to day operations. This will make the story telling process better for everyone involved. 

Newspaper reporters generally have a bit more time to write their stories as their deadlines usually come up once a day.  This could vary in smaller communities with weekly newspapers.  Deadlines for radio reporters are usually more frequent and can be hourly especially if the station has an all-news or news talk format.  TV reporters in large to medium sized cities such as Detroit, Flint, or Grand Rapids, usually file at least two or more stories a day and are  almost always expected to go live.  That means they will have to file stories no later than an hour before their deadlines which usually correspond with the daily newscasts schedules of noon, 5, 6, and 11. When approached by a reporter, be sure to ask them about those deadlines and try to be cooperative. 

Newspaper reporters are looking for solid quotes as well as still photographs to help tell the story.  Radio reporters need interesting audio and TV reporters need both audio and video. TV crews also need more room physically to cover a story because of the amount of equipment.  Keep this in mind during crowded city council meetings.  It’s a good idea to set aside a section large enough to accommodate several members of the press so that all the media have equal access to meeting or press conference participants.  Things can get ugly if one or more media outlets are eliminated from an important meeting or event simply because city officials failed to prepare ahead of time.
Understand the Story

Many officials agree to be interviewed without ever asking what the interview will cover. While you shouldn’t expect to get a list of questions in advance, you have every right to ask about the subject matter or the focus of the story.  This allows you to confirm whether you as a city manager are the appropriate source for the story.  It also allows you to prepare properly for the interview.  

Manage the Media

Managing the media does not mean using the press as a publicity machine. Nor does it mean putting a spin on stories in hopes of avoiding attention or controversy.  It means working with the press as a confident city manager to ensure that your community is covered accurately and fairly. By following the steps outlined, you will be able to build relationships with the media that will hopefully make a difference not only in a crisis situation but in your ever day dealings with the press.  

(Teresa Tomeo is a former Detroit area news anchor/reporter who now runs Teresa Tomeo Communications LLC, a media consulting and training firm. Teresa also serves as a media columnist and a professional speaker addressing media awareness issues.  For more information visit her web site at www.teresatomeo.com). 
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