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Abstract

Speaking with the media is something that many wildlife rehabilitators and
educators are faced with at some point in their career, but it makes many peo-
ple uncomfortable—or maybe even downright terrified! The key to a good
media interview is preparation and practice; the goal of this article is to give
wildlife professionals some practical, attainable goals while practicing the skill
of the interview.
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Introduction

Wwildlife rehabilitators and educators have great stories to
share; after all, the public loves hearing about wildlife.
Given the appealing subject matter, reporters at a variety
of media outlets are drawn to wildlife rehabilitators to
help share stories. Common media stories include discus-
sion about a current wildlife issue, seasonal observations
of wildlife, a particular wildlife patient that has been res-
cued (typically with human-interest rescue story) or an
upcoming event that a wildlife rehabilitator or facility
is hosting. As technology allows reporters to be creative
and create more stories over greater distances, a media
interview may not look like it once did; while reporters
still often travel to their interviewee’s location, there are
also a growing number of “distance interviews,” utilizing
Skype and shared video.

Technology and affordable equipment have also driven
amateur media storytelling; more rehabilitation facilities
are creating their own “in-house” videos for the public
with the help of staff members, volunteers and/or stu-
dents who have an interest and a knack for minor video
filming and editing. These types of projects may feature
the work of a wildlife rehabilitator, include staff inter-
views or perhaps highlight particular skills or techniques
for training volunteers and students.

No matter who is on the other end of the camera,
it is important that everyone gets the most out of their

interview to best display the professional nature of the
wildlife rehabilitation and medicine field. A rehabil-
itator’s time on camera can be extremely valuable—
though a terrifying prospect for some, it is an excellent
way to represent an organization and/or profession
and is a valuable tool to share critical wildlife infor-
mation with the public. After all, it is a wildlife reha-
bilitator’s duty to “encourage community support and
involvement through public education” [NWRA
2021].

Before the interview

The best way to avoid panic at the thought of an inter-
view is to take time to prepare. Typically, a reporter will
call and set up a time for an interview; many are operat-
ing on a tight timeline, but it is common to have at least
an hour or two to prepare (if not more). Depending on
the story angle, preparation includes re-reading a par-
ticular patient’s record, reviewing the natural history of
a particular species of wildlife or running through the
logistics and timeline of an event. Pick the three most
important points that the public should know about
the subject matter—the three main takeaways from
this information. Sometimes a quick discussion with a
co-worker or colleague can be reassuring just to have
another knowledgeable person offer feedback or addi-
tional thoughts on the topic.
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Becoming a media ambassador

Before the reporter arrives, take a few minutes
change into a clean, professional shirt for the interview.
Appearance counts and will help shape the way the pub-
lic views the story and subject.

Staging the interview

Reporters may be coming with an idea for a story, but
they might not necessarily understand the greater con-
text of what a wildlife rehabilitator or rehabilitation
facility does. A quick tour will help provide the reporter
with more context and may help frame the story. On the
tour, the interviewee can point out one or two suggested
spots for filming the interview. It is usually best to have
one or two “pre-approved” places picked out to steer the
reporter to a safe, comfortable location; given free choice,
reporters may want to film inside a patient enclosure, for
example, which would not be appropriate or safe.
Reporters often want their own footage of the ani-
mal or particular species in question, but it is important
to remember permit conditions, which stipulate that
patients may not be shown to the public. If a reporter is
able to come and quietly film (without speaking) during
a planned procedure, they may be able to get the foot-
age they want for the packaged media story. Otherwise,
it will be most helpful for wildlife rehabilitators to sup-
ply the reporter with a few short, horizontal video clips
and/or photos of the animal or species in the story. It is
important to be firm on this point—patient care may not
be compromised for the sake of a story. While report-
ers may desire their own footage, it is not critical that
it be their own to create a good story, and wildlife reha-
bilitators should remain advocates for their patients and

Think in sound bites:

Producers are going to break up your interview so they can tell a cohesive story. An

average sound bite is 5-10 seconds — so make it count! Be concise and pause in
between sentences to give them room to edit or ask new questions.

Can you tell me more about
this bear cub?

This bear cub was admitted after he

was hit by a car. Our veterinarian
examined the cub, and found that he
had a badly broken leg. [pause] He
was taken to surgery to pin the
fracture; the prognosis is good.

Fig. 1 Think in sound bites to provide short concise statements.

A. Nicholson

profession. It is often helpful to set this expectation ahead
of time, to pre-empt additional questions or discussion
during the interview.

During the interview: speaking professionally

As the interview starts, reflect on the three most import-
ant points that viewers should come away with after
seeing/hearing this story. Share those point in sound
bites—short sentences of about 5-10 s in length. It is
important to remember that to create a cohesive story,
producers will break up an interview into short snippets;
long awkward sentences typically make editing chal-
lenging and may be cut out altogether. Pausing briefly in
between main points and sentences will allow for easier
editing and will keep those important points in the story
(Figure 1).

Seasoned reporters typically ask leading questions that
will prompt the interviewee to make a full statement, but
not all reporters are created equally and some will ask yes
or no questions. Never answer “yes” or “no,” this type
of answer does not work from a storytelling perspective.
Simply remember to repackage the answer with a part of
their question to make a complete sentence (Figure 2).

Use bold action words if warranted, but exercise
caution and do not overstate the point. Reporters may
be drawn to more emotional, dramatic storytelling but
always remember to provide professional messaging
to the public. Avoid any “off the record” statements;
expect that anything said to a reporter may end up in
the story in some capacity, since reporters will some-
times use off-camera statements to help shape their
story (Figure 3).

This bear cub was admitted after he was
hit by a car and got a broken leg and some
internal bleeding and our vets took him to
surgery and pinned the broken leg and we

feed him every day and will take more
radiographs in a few weeks and then he’ll
heal and then we can move him to a
bigger space and then hopefully he can be
released next spring.
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Yes or no?

A seasoned reporter will ask leading questions, but not all reporters are
created equal. Make sure you repeat part of the question back to them
to make full sentences.

Can people donate to the
Wildlife Center?

Yes they can.

People can support the Wildlife
Center’s work by donating or
shopping for merchandise on our

website, wildlifecenter.org

Fig. 2 Always answer in full, complete sentences — even if you are asked a yes or no question.

Choose your words wisely:

Emotional words can create some great sound bites, and reporters will
love these sorts of statements — but they can also be overly dramatic
and off-putting if overdone. Consider your words wisely.

Can you tell me about the
eagle that you're caring for?

Caring for a Bald Eagle with lead

poisoning is frustrating. This issue is

completely preventable.

This eagle became
sick after he
ingested lead.

This eagle is fighting
for his life because
some CARELESS
hunter left lead out
there. It’s RECKLESS.

&3

Too much

v

Just right!

Fig. 3 Avoid overly dramatic and emotional statements — these may be taken out of context as sound bites!

Always tell the truth but be ready to “pivot” if needed.
Sometimes reporters may ask questions about large-scale
issues that are simply too complicated to cover in a 2-min
news story; if the question seems as though it will lead to
a difficult discussion, simply reframe the question slightly
and give the sound bite that would be most appropri-
ate for the story. Credibility is crucial, but always keep
the interview on track and headed in the right direction
(Figure 4).

Avoid using jargon; those in the wildlife rehabilitation
and medicine field sometimes forget their audience and
may use their own terms for species abbreviations (e.g.,
“EASOs” and “BADOs”), techniques (e.g., “QID feedings”
and “auto-squirreling”) and locations (e.g., “B-pens” and
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“Hold”), which does not make any sense to the general
public (Figure 5).

Interviewees should also remember to be aware of
personal mannerisms and habits while speaking during
the interview. For the most part, those being interviewed
can act natural but should avoid a lot of excessive, overt
gesturing and nodding. Some mannerisms do not neces-
sarily translate well on camera, but interviewees should
also take care not to be completely wooden statues during
the interview.

Nearly, all reporters will close the interview with
a final question: “anything else?” While those who
have not enjoyed the on-camera experience may be
tempted to end the interview and be done, this is a
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Know when to pivot:

Tell the truth, but be ready to “pivot” if you need to. If you don’t like the
question, reframe it slightly and give the sound bite you'd like to be in
the story. Credibility is crucial, but keep the interview on track.

So what do you think people
should do with feral cats?

The problem with outdoor cats is a
complex issue. We know that cat
attacks are a significant cause of

injury for a wide variety of wildlife,

and even with treatment, survival is
low. Keeping cats indoors is one way
people can help.

Fig. 4 If you don’t want to answer the specific question you were asked, pause and re-frame the question.

Don't use jargon:

It’s very easy for us to forget that we’re talking to strangers, not
colleagues — remember, the general public will not understand your
species abbreviations, in-house jargon, medical terms, etc.

We took rads of the EASO to
check on the ulna fracture
before moving it to the BPens
and then we started mouse
school but the owl can’t fly

How will you get the owl . .
well so we have toimpiit ...

ready for release?

This eastern screech-ow! will be
prepared for release in one of our

outdoor flight pens. [pause]
The owl’s feathers aren’t in prime
condition, so our rehabilitation staff
might need to perform a procedure
known as imping to replace broken

feathers.

Fig. 5 Remember your audience and avoid using jargon and other “insider” language.

final opportunity to include any piece of information in
the story that was not already asked. Even if the final
answer is something along the lines of “For more infor-
mation, visit [website],” this can be a good addition to
the story (Figure 6).

After the interview

As the reporter is putting the camera away, ask when the
story will air. Media stories are excellent ways to interact
with a news outlet via social media and should be shared
with supporters. Unless the reporter was truly terrible to
work with, tell them how to get in touch about other

story ideas; encourage them to follow the organization’s
social media presence and website if this is a good way to
get ideas for future story.

While many people do not enjoy watching them-
selves on camera, reviewing the interview is extremely
helpful. Interviewees will have a great example of how
a media story is assembled and will better understand
what sorts of statements work and which ones do not.
When a friend or neighbour mentions seeing the story
on television, ask what they remember about the inter-
view and what they took away from it. This can be a
useful way to gain insight into how the general message
was perceived.
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Anything else?

While it’s tempting to say “no!” and be done with the interview, this is
your chance to answer a question the reporter didn’t ask you. Even if

you think the interview was great, at least plug your website or an event,

or something related to the story.

Anything else?

Becoming a media ambassador

You can follow this bear’s story on the

Wildlife Center’s website:

. We also have

Critter Cams in our outdoor enclosures —
maybe this bear will be on cam when it

gets better!

Fig. 6 Always leave the reporter with a brief summary or takeaway.

The role of B-roll

B-roll is known as the supplemental footage that helps
add depth and context to the main interview footage.
This footage is incredibly important—even if it is not the
main interview, it makes stories much more interesting
and captivating. For a wildlife rehabilitator or educator,
b-roll may be as simple as quietly working in the back-
ground while a colleague is being interviewed or when a
cameraperson requests to have a rehabilitator complete a
simple task on camera.

Appearing in b-roll is simple; those on camera should
just carry on with work as usual. Additional tips include
not looking directly into the camera, and taking extra
care to make sure appearance is professional.

Audio is not typically used in b-roll, but it is still
advisable to curb all extraneous chatter that is not per-
tinent to the action that is taking place. Additionally, it
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is often a pet peeve of camera people when those being
filmed ask, “Are you filming?” Anyone with a camera
pointed at them can just safely assume they are being
filmed!

Conclusion

Media stories are wonderful opportunities to share
important and educational messages with the public
and supporters. Taking time to prepare and present ideas
and thoughts professionally can help share powerful and
effective messages on behalf of wildlife.
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