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Pop-up media training guide   

  
Introduction 
 
If you ever decide to give media training yourself, these are the three main points you want to bring across 
to the scientists you are training: 
 
1. Never give an interview unprepared. Always take time to think about what you want to say, the points 
you want to make, and the examples and numbers to illustrate and support those points.  
 
2. As the one being interviewed you have a lot of control over the course of the interview. Using your 
examples, and simple techniques like 'bridging' (sparingly), you can steer the interview in the direction you 
would like it to go.  
 
3. Make sure that what you are saying is relevant to the audience looking at, listening to or reading the 
interview. What does your research mean for them, why would they want to know this, or in two simple 
words: 'So what?'.  
 
If the scientists in your training - whether it is short or long - take away with them these essentials, you 
can consider it a success. The format and guide to this 'Media training in a box' have been developed with 
these three basics in mind. In one slide (from science communication agency COMPASS): 
 

 
 
Input came from three experienced trainers, all having an extensive track record in training and advising 
scientists on how to cope with their media appearances: 
 

 Fred Balvert works at Erasmus MC, and has literally (co-)written the book on scientists and media: 
Prepare for 15 seconds of fame'. 
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 Johan Vlasblom was a press officer at Utrecht University where he introduced media training 
sessions for scientists. He now runs his own communication agency Big Easy Communicatie, 
writing articles, helping scientists develop communication strategies, and training them. 

 Roy Meijer was a colleague of Johan in Utrecht, and is now a science communication advisor at 
TU Delft. He advises scientists on communication issues and gives media training sessions in Delft, 
but also at general science communication meetings and conferences like Bessensap. As a board 
member of SciCom NL he initiated the making of these tools.   

 
All the hard work putting together the format and guide was done by science communication students 
from TU Delft. In what is called a Crash Case in their student association InterSECtion, they interviewed 
the three training experts together in one afternoon session, and took away that input to produce what 
you now have before you.  
We all hope these tools and our advice on how to develop your own media training are helpful for you 
setting up your own media training, and we of course very much welcome your feedback 
(roy.meijer@scicom.nl).   
 
Giving media training sessions yourself is one of the best ways to get to know the your scientists, and for 
the scientists to get to know you. And maybe just as important, a point made by all three trainers: it is 
great fun to do! 
  
 
  



3 
 

About his guide 
 
Media trainings, in our experience, are highly valued by participants. Such press trainings are often given 
by external professional trainers. However, SciCom NL would like to convince communication 
professionals working in knowledge institutes like universities that a media training is something you can 
easily give yourself. We even highly recommend doing them yourself, because of the relationship you 
build up with your scientists in an intense session like a media training. Therefore, we have set up this 
guideline to develop your own pop-up media training.  

Tips to get started 
Ask about the learning goals of your participants, do they have to appear on tv, want to write a press 
release or speak at a conference? Different goals have different means so adjust accordingly. How long 
should your training last, and do you want to focus more on the theory or on practice? Based on the 
learning goals and the constraints for the training, a specific pop-up media training can be constructed 
using different theoretical and practice modules. 
 
This pop-up training guide is built up out of five parts that should be the basis of any media training. For 
each part, the goal is stated and some important points. For the theory and practice parts, modules can 
be selected depending on your and your participants’ preference, goals and constraints.  
  
Part 1: Introduction 

 Goal: create a safe space, a safe learning environment 
 1a. Instructions/rules for the course; make sure that the participants can share media experiences 

freely and feel free to practice with one another. Practicing in small plays (preferably in front of a 
camera) is most important and for this the participants need to feel free enough to make mistakes 
and to take uncomfortable feelings away. 

 1b. Everyone introduce themselves - who is everyone? This is important for groups with random 
participants who do not know each other. When people already do know each other, it might be 
interesting to let everyone think of something the rest will definitely not know yet about him or 
her. Also: what experience do the participants have with media already?  

 1c. Learning goals: make sure that you as the trainer know what people expect from your training 
to prevent any disappointments at the end of the course.  

  
Part 2: The confrontation 

 Goal: Showing why this course is relevant and activating the participants to think about the 
concepts being presented during the course. The relevancy of the course will be made clear 
because of the big challenge the participants will probably have to ‘survive’ the confrontation.  

 2a. Examples:  
Show a video (from 1.20 min) of someone who horribly failed in the interview, tell a personal story 
of your contact with the media, or - best option - be an annoying reporter and ask your participants 
almost insulting interview questions. Be a ‘Rutger Castricum’ (Dutch journalist famous for doing 
nasty and/or irritating interviews for Geen Stijl) and make a caricature of a journalist. Also, make 
it a real life scene with preferably a camera and a microphone (be creative with objects you can 
use as microphone).  

 2b. Reflection.  
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Ask the participants, what went right in the interview? What could have been better? Especially 
when you went ‘Rutger Castricum’ on your participants and they embarrassed themselves, they 
will need some encouragement to keep participating and not shut down completely. A positive 
and open attitude as the trainer will be needed during the whole course, as people might find the 
exercises intense to do.  

 
Part 3: Theory  

 Goal: Transfer of theoretical knowledge 
Choose the modules that fit the learning goals of the participants. See ‘Modules’ section from page 5 
onwards. 

 Module 1: Goal-Target Group-Message-Means.    
 Module 2. Control and Sympathy. Useful for interview, press conference.  

Module 3. So What? Why is this news. Useful for interview, presentation or press conference.   
 Module 4. 5Ws & H. Useful for interview.  
 Module 5: Interview Theory and Tips. Useful for interview. 
See ‘Modules’ below this introduction. 
  
Part 4: Practice 

 Goal: practice with creating a good story and get ‘redemption’ for the confrontation phase.  
 The possible exercises for a given module are given in that particular module.   
 In this point of the course it is important that you take the expectations and learning goals of the 

participants into account. Then use exercises based on these learning goals of the participants or 
their suggestions for what they find interesting. In the modules, related exercises can be found.  

  
Part 5: Evaluation 
Goal: Reflection - were all learning goals achieved and all questions answered? Participants learn where 
they can get more information if they want to know more or reach further learning goals. 

 5a. Reflection on learning goals, setting new ones for daily practice 
Talk with the group about what they learned and what they would like to integrate into their daily 
practice. Give small take-home-exercises which people could use to improve certain skills.  

 5b. Reflection on the training (learning moment for the trainer!) 
Talk with the group about positive points, negative points, clear or unclear points. Ask for a grade. 
Did participants miss anything or consider anything not very relevant? A smart way to do this is to 
ask your participants for a ‘tip’ and a ‘top’. Make sure that you have some small sheets of paper 
(post-its for example) for the participants to write on.  

 5c. Inspiration, examples and contact information.  
 Inspiration & examples?  

 Own input 
 Links to more information/blogs, etc.  
 ... 

 Your own contact information 
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Modules  

Choose the modules that fit the learning goals of the participants. Ask yourself which modules are 
applicable. Some of the modules are useful in general and some are more specific.  

Module 1. Goal-Target Group-Message-Means  
In general useful  
In this module it is important to stress that everyone should think about these four main components in 
every communication. The goal can be informing, persuading or turn into action. Different goals need 
different communication as the goals should be communicated clearly. The goal should be addressed to 
the target audience in the form of a message. Thereby, the channel is also a component that influences 
the way of communication. More information can be found about this on the blog: 
https://roymeijer.wordpress.com/2011/08/21/communicatie-101/ 
  
The goal 
The goal can be informing, persuading or turn into action. Different goals needs different communication 
actions as the goals should be communicated clearly.  
  
The target group 
Who is it you are trying to reach, inform, convince and or trying to move into action? This determines in a 
large part the means, the media channels you want to use. Also the tone of voice: can you be informal, 
use jargon, what language do you use?  
  
The message  
One tool used by TU Delft press officer Roy Meijer is the ‘Message Box’. The Message Box is a simple 
schematic developed by COMPASS, an American consultancy company, and can help to get to the core of 
a message. It is applicable for any situation where the ‘story’ of your research has to be communicated to 
a specific target group. Even without a lot of explanation, this tool can help to get the message more clear. 
The method is explained in detail in this video by COMPASS: https://vimeo.com/150175020  
  
  

 
Their workbook: https://www.compassscicomm.org/the-message-box-workbook  
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Another great tool is simply to answer the following questions, even when they are not asked by the 
reporter, a list developed by Rachel Feltman: 

 What previous work was integral to the new study? 
 Why do you care about this particular subject? 
 Did any of your findings surprise you? 
 What are some of the limitations of this study? 
 Do you expect these findings to be controversial in your field? 
 What are the broader implications of these findings? 
 What do people usually get wrong about this subject? 
 Looking back on this study, what were some of the most memorable moments for you and your 

colleagues? 
 What are you working on next? 

  
Combining these questions with the Message Box tool can give your scientists a very good, audience-
specific preparation of the message for any interview. Do not give any interviews unprepared – which 
should be the main lesson from the ‘confrontation’. 
  
Optional and for advanced training: Framing  
Note: the theory of ‘framing’ is probably a bit too complicated for a basic media training, but if you are 
comfortable with the subject, and are dealing with more experienced scientists, you might want to 
consider expanding this part of the training with some thoughts on this topic. But it can easily be skipped 
in a regular training. 
 
Framing indicates that you tell the story from a certain perspective. The frame determines the context of 
the message. Hero / villain / victim and policy / principles / personality are two well-known 
framing models. Discussed in: 

1. https://www.managementboek.nl/boek/9789045019970/framing-hans-de-bruijn  and – 
in course format – in  

2. https://www.edx.org/course/framing-how-politicians-debate-delftx-frame101x-0   
3. Also, “A good frame has a high level of common sense. A good frame is one that you agree with 

intuitively.” “It is sticky” https://www.edx.org/course/framing-how-politicians-debate-
delftx-frame101x-0   

  
You can show your audience how the wrong messages are formed incidentally. What is the message they 
get out of these stories? The next examples are evidence that a message can be formed accidentally. Also, 
these examples are good examples of Negating a frame is evoking a frame! 
  
“I am not  a witch” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uxJyPsmEask 
“I’m not a crook” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sh163n1lJ4M  
  
Then talk about tools and theories to enhance the delivery of the message. 
Examples to show: stick with your core message:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-41QciKkLhA (Fox 
News vs day-care director), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IL73OEzXmac (PowNews on 
Zwarte/Witte Pieten).  
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However you can also stick too much to your own story 
https://www.facebook.com/NOSop3/videos/1160512620660032/?pnref=story (Blokker gaat ‘winnen’, + 
analysis on CommunicatieOnline) http://www.communicatieonline.nl/blog/blokker-had-beter-moeten-
weten-waarom-voor-woordvoering-niet-de-beste-kandidaat-gezocht).  
To exercise this it’s possible to let the participant fill in the message box considering a specific subject.  
  
The means 
Getting your message across can be done using many different kinds of media, from press 
releases and op-eds to social media, presenting at fairs and personal communication, and 
depend largely on who you want to reach out to and where they usually get their information.  
 
As media trainings as described here focus mainly on giving an interview, it is not necessary to 
go into this too deeply. Of course, by giving an overview of different media, you do give your 
scientists an indication of what other questions and issues they can turn to you for. Show off 
your own expertise here.  
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Module 2. Control and Sympathy 
Useful for interview, press conference. 
  
In theory, being in the media is all about ‘Control and sympathy’. Show examples of control and 
sympathy. Let the participants learn from these examples.  

Ionica Smeets - control and  sympathy 
http://programma.vara.nl/pauwenwitteman/media/209627  , 

Nebahat Albayrak - no control and no sympathy  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vOaHNH_KGZg  

W. F. Hermans / Adriaan van Dis (6:45 - 7:10, 15:30 - 15:40, 17:10 - 17:30)  
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rr4mjU9UAJo  

  
To exercise with getting the control in an interview the bridge exercise can be done. In this exercise, the 
participant is assigned a one-liner (for example I believe that my research will make the world more 
sustainable). The participant has to bridge from a strange question that has nothing to do with the topic 
of the interview bridge to the one-liner. The strange questions is asked by the interviewer. It’s best to film 
this with a camera so that the participant sees that it isn’t strange to bridge to his own topic.  
Tips for the participants: 

 Try to bridge, which means that the interviewee should stay away from the topic covered in the 
strange question 

  
No bridge example 
Interviewer: stupid question like: “Do you feel discriminated being the only woman in the team?”  
Interviewee: bridge sentences: “We are a mixed team that comes up with creative innovation, so I do not 
feel discriminated, and I can get along with all men”  
Interviewer: takes back the lead because there is no bridge “So you suggest that a woman should work 
harder than men in the field of science?” 
  
The interviewee answers the questions and does not bridge from the question to his/her own story. The 
interviewer takes back the lead and continues with elaboration of the strange question.  
  
Bridge example 
Stupid question like: “Do you feel discriminated being the only woman in the team?”  
Interviewee: bridge sentences: “We are a mixed team that comes up with creative innovation. Our 
innovation is breath-taking” continue interview about the innovation. 
  
Or the interviewee can say: "I think my feelings about the group composition are not so relevant as we're 
discussing the latest research at TU Delft. As that research is truly breath-taking." Continue interview about 
the innovation. 
  
The interviewee takes the lead and the interviewer follows. This is how you can control the direction the 
interview takes. Adding a concrete example makes your bridge even stronger, which is why you want to 
have your scientists think about that before they give any interview. 
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Module 3. So What? Why is this news?  
Useful for all types of communication. 
  
The ‘So-What’ question can help to get the relevance in a broader context clear. Keep asking ‘so what?’ 
until the right level of explanation has been achieved. Scientists and journalists communicate in very 
different ways and styles (see the figure), and this simple question can help to align the two and enhance 
the scientist's ability as a communicator and a salesman.  
 
  

 
  
As an example, a scientists is excited about the development of a new microscope. So what? ‘Well this 
microscope is interesting for (fill in some obscure fields of science).’ So what? ‘Well, such developments 
make it easier to track cells in real time.’ So what? ‘This gives us insight into, for example, how cancer 
cells grow.‘ 
From the obscure first example, the broader relevance has now become clear, and for explaining the 
development and how it came to be we can simply backtrack along the path of ‘So What?’ questions.  
  
Helping to get to the ‘so what’ of a story can lead to better relevance and more public understanding and 
support. https://roymeijer.wordpress.com/2012/10/30/essentials-in-science-communication-so-what/ 
  
To exercise participants can do a “so what” questionnaire for their scientific topic. Try to continually ask 
“so what?”. 
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Module 4. 5Ws & H  
Useful for press releases 
  
One optional part of a training could be to let your scientist write their own press release.  
If you want to write a press release, you should take into account the following things. Is it important to 
know whether the press release is really news. To test whether your press release is considered as news, 
you can check the following criteria: https://roymeijer.wordpress.com/2011/03/18/leidraad-voor-
wetenschappers-wanneer-is/ 
  
It is important to write in a format that is acknowledge by the journalists. Therefore the press release 
should be written according to the 5Ws & H. 3 of the 5 Ws should be in the title and the rest should be 
named in the lead.  

 Who  
 When  
 Why  
 What 
 Where 
 How 

  
To exercise this it’s possible to let your participants write a press release about his/her research or an 
imaginary subject.  
  

 
  
Criteria for the press release:  
§ Max. 400 words 
§ Core message is leading 
§ Introduction includes 5 W’s and 1 H 
§ Following paragraphs: background info in order of relevance 
§ Avoid complex words and jargon 
§ Ready-made quote can add attractiveness 
§ Conclude with contact person for more info and requests for interviews 
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Module 5: Interview tips  
  
There are some tips for interviews and offer practical insights and handholds for the practice session. 
Some of the most important points to bring across are: 
  

1. There is no ‘off the record’! 
2. Always know a standard ‘pitch’ or concrete statement to be able to deal with surprise interviews 

or surprise questions. 
3. Irrelevant questions: use the ‘bridge’.  
4. Stay true to your own vision. 
5. Keep it simple, keep it short. 
6. Know presumptions about your field (see questions scheme in Module 1) - stay informed on 

developments that might influence your field!  
  
Further examples of topics to be discussed in the final part your training can be found in the 
accompanying slides, where we’ve included example slides you could use. These were taken from the 
slides used in the training given by Meijer and colleagues. The whole presentation they use can be found 
on Slideshare: 
 

 
https://www.slideshare.net/RoyMeijer/mediatraining-update  
 
Good luck developing your own media training!  
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