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Guidelines for Working with the Media 
 
When a reporter calls for an interview or statement about a topic that is not specific to your 
parish or community, refer her or him directly to Executive Director of Communications 
Diana Marie Waggener (dwaggener@dcwy.org or 307-343-5473). If the topic is political in 
nature, refer him or her directly to Legislative Liaison Deacon Mike Leman 
(mleman@dcwy.org or 307-630-4134). 
 
Always remember that you do not represent yourself as an individual. By virtue of your role 
in the Church, either as clergy or a lay employee or volunteer, you represent the Diocese of 
Cheyenne and, by extension, the Roman Catholic Church. Even if you hold a personal 
opinion on a topic, if that opinion does not agree with Church teaching, you need to either 
decline the interview or speak only of what the Church teaches. 
 
If you encounter a reporter in the grocery store or a community event, and he or she asks you for an off-the-
cuff statement, decline to comment. If the reporter persists, tell the reporter to send you an email and you 
will respond, or refer him or her to the appropriate resource. Remember, the reporter does not have the right 
to make his or her deadline your deadline. If a reporter says he or she needs to meet within the hour or needs 
a statement before end of the day, simply say that you do not have time to respond. It is better for an article 
to say that the church representative was not able to respond at the time of the report, than to agree to an 
interview unprepared or to rush off an ill-thought-out statement. 
 
If a Local Reporter Is Calling about Something Occurring in Your Local Community: 
 Ask what the story is about and how you fit in. 
 Decide if you wish to be interviewed. Do you believe you are qualified to speak on the topic? Is it 

appropriate for you to speak on this topic? Do you have time to be interviewed? 
 You may request that reporters email questions to you. This strategy gives you a written record of 

your responses. Many reporters will grant that request, but you need to respond in a timely manner 
and be certain to use correct grammar and spelling. 

 If you choose to be interviewed: 
 Keep a positive attitude toward the reporter.  
 Prepare talking points long before the interview is scheduled. Develop three main 

points, and no matter what the reporter asks, keep in mind that these are themes you 
want to be known as a result of the interview. Do not avoid the reporter’s questions, 
but steer the subject back to your talking points. 

 Know the subject matter well. If you don’t, you’re not the right source. Anticipate 
possible questions and have responses ready. Rehearse responses so that they become 
natural. 
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Understand the Rules of the Game 
 
An interview is not a conversation; anything you say may be used, and, possibly, not to the good. Never go 
off the record; never believe that a reporter shares your world view or that of the Roman Catholic Church. 
If the reporter is your friend, assume that in the capacity as a reporter, your friend has no friends, 
including you. If a reporter has a tape recorder or video camera, always assume it is on; if a reporter comes 
with a cell phone, assume you are being recorded. 
 
Keep It Simple 
 
Even though you have a complex understanding of Church teaching, keep explanations simple. Journalists 
are taught to write as if they are communicating with eight graders. As an interviewee, you should do the 
same. Do not use highly technical Church language. Although you are speaking to an individual reporter, 
remember that your message is intended for the public, and your goal is to present your three main themes. 
 
Remain Calm and Polite 
 
 Take enough time to make sure the reporter understands what you are saying. Good reporters will 

repeat what they believe they have heard you say; if the reporter doesn’t do that, ask him or her to 
repeat what you have said. If a reporter misses the point, offer to explain it a different way. If the 
reporter continues to summarize your statement incorrectly, correct him or her. Do not allow the 
interview to end until you are certain that you have been understood. 

 Attempt to establish a business-friendly connection with the reporter, but don’t let down your 
guard.  

 Do not become defensive or lose your temper. Do not get into an argument. Stick to the facts. If 
you do not like the framing of a question, or you do not understand what the reporter is saying, ask 
the reporter to restate. Do not answer hypothetical questions or speculate. Stick to what you know. 

 Do not respond to a loaded question. While a reporter’s facts may be correct, his or her assumptions 
about those facts may be ill-founded. Take that opportunity to correct mistaken assumptions. 

 Never comment on other people’s comments. You may be commenting on a misquote or 
misrepresentation; you also may land in a situation where you are pitted against another person. 

 If a reporter asks a series of questions, answer the one that best supports your case. If the reporter 
then wants to restate the other questions, ask him or her to do so one at a time. 

 When asked a difficult question, do not buy time with statements like, “That’s a good question.” 
Simply pause, think, and when you are ready, respond. This behavior communicates thoughtfulness. 

 If you do not know the answer to a question, tell the reporter you don’t know, but you would be 
happy to find the answer and get back to the reporter; if you do that, make sure you call back 
promptly. If the question is not in your area of responsibility, refer the reporter to the appropriate 
source. Contact the source immediately, and let her or him know what the question is, the name of 
the reporter who will be calling, and the context in which the question was asked. 
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At the Conclusion of the Interview: 
 Thank the reporter. 
 Invite the reporter to call for additional details or clarification. Please be available when you say you 

will. 
 Never ask to preview the story before it runs. You don’t have that right, and that is why preparation 

is important. 
 You may ask to have your quotes read back to you. Some reporters are willing to do that; excellent 

reporters do that without being asked. 
 
A Reality Check 
 
 The story may not run or will be delayed. Decisions on which stories run, and when they run, are 

dictated by space, time, and relative importance. Those decisions usually are made by editors and not 
reporters. 

 The story headline may be misleading. Usually, that is not the reporter’s fault. Headlines are written 
by editors who often have only limited time to gain an understanding of a story, and they write 
headlines to grab the readers’ attention and to fit into a limited space. 

 If you’re happy with a reporter’s story, it is OK to thank him or her, but don’t be too effusive.  
 If the reporter makes a significant mistake in the article, you should call the reporter first. A 

responsible reporter will write a correction. If the reporter is unresponsive, you should call the editor. 
If the editor does not write a correction, you may write a brief letter to the editor correcting the 
mistake. Do not scold the reporter or the publication. Understand that the letter will be published 
with your name and, remember, you do not represent only yourself. 

 
 
Please know that most of you will never encounter a reporter who wants to talk with you about a hot-button 
issue, but it is best to be prepared and have an idea of what you should do if something occurs in your town.  
 
Positive press is an important goal for the Catholic Church as a whole, so if you are given the opportunity to 
be featured in a local newspaper because, for instance, you are the new priest in town, don’t hesitate; just 
keep in mind the above advice. 
 
In addition, if your parish is involved with community service or offers an important resource for the larger 
community, please feel free to contact your local newspaper and encourage them to cover your parish as it 
serves the community—at the very least, the newspaper may send a photographer. 


