
David McCann meets Sam McBride, Political Correspondent at one of Northern Ireland’s 

biggest Newspapers, the Newsletter, to discuss how a PhD student can get into political 

journalism.  

 

What in your view is the best way to get into political journalism? 

I’m not sure that there is the best way to get into journalism; political journalism is in some 

ways something that I drifted into. I never set out to be a political reporter, I never for that 

matter set out to be a reporter when I was at school but the great thing about journalism is 

that there are so many routes into it. If you look around a newsroom you’ve got people who 

studied on journalism courses, you have people who have worked in maybe the army, civil 

service, all sorts of backgrounds have for whatever reason have ended up in journalism. But I 

think it’s fundamentally quite a straightforward occupation because you talk to people, try to 

accurately write down what they say and you try to put it in some sort of context to explain it 

to the readers. I think you could also come into political journalism straight in and not go 

through working as a reporter and just come in as an expert or specialist. I think there’s 

probably not been very much of that, I would suspect, I can’t think of anyone I would know 

of who came in that way. I can’t see any reason why you wouldn’t.  

If you want to write an article, what is the best way to ensure that it gets published? 

I suppose the best way to do it is to have something distinctive to say. It’s not so much how 

you go about it but the quality of what you’re offering in some ways. Newspapers are 

incredibly stretched in terms of resources. It’s no secret that the internet and mobile 

technology is changing the habits of readers which means that in terms of print copies 

newspapers are selling less almost across the board and that has a knock on impact in terms 

of resources in the newsroom. I think that anyone contacting a reporter or an editor has to 

realise they’re under a lot of pressure, you need to be concise, they need to be able to work 

out very quickly is there anything in this. I think that generally when the Newsletter uses 

pieces from political academics we would either contact them and say look maybe there is an 

election coming up we want an analysis piece, someone who has a long record of really 

interesting and incisive work but equally one of those people or somebody we haven’t heard 

of could contact us and say look here’s an idea. 



Do you think that academics need to be more aware that they are going to a newspaper 

that is seeking to appeal to a broader audience? 

The key thing in writing any article is to constantly simplify and think I’m explaining this to 

my grandmother; I’m explaining this to a child. I suppose when you are getting an academic 

involved, you’re looking underneath the surface getting a little bit of extra information. I 

think the killer in articles is jargon really, you need to explain things quite simply and you 

need to explain why it’s relevant to the reader. The vast majority of people who skim through 

a newspaper, will glance at the headline, if we are not interested in the headline we won’t 

read any further, if we are interested in the headline we may read the first paragraph, if the 

first paragraph doesn’t grab us we are probably going to turn the page. You’re sort of 

constantly with each sentence trying to keep the reader’s attention and even two stray 

sentences, if those don’t seem to make sense the chances are the person is going to turn the 

page and that’s not in the interest of either the paper or the person who is writing it.  

With more and more news moving online as more blogs pop up do you think that is a 

better way to gain more experience and experiment with your work? 

I think that blogs are a great way to build up a credible body of work. I think one of the big 

problems going back to what we were talking about earlier is an editor being able to trust that 

when they send you out on a story you’re not going to completely screw up and if you have 

the evidence to say look I have conducted interviews, I’ve analysed information, I’ve been 

able to pull out original ideas here. That will give someone confidence that you have 

something to say and that you’re competent and responsible. I think increasingly that is a 

really serious way into journalism. I think the other thing is that formal journalism training in 

terms of courses has been in the last decade the way that almost all journalists have come into 

the profession. I think with blogs they allow a writer to find out if they enjoy journalism, if 

it’s something that they can do, find that people appreciate what they write, learn from the 

feedback they get from people and similarly editors will be able to look at that and say this is 

clearly somebody I could have on my staff who can contribute.  

If you send an article in and you don’t hear back is that an informal way of telling you 

that it’s not good enough to be published?  

I think it can be or it can also be these people are incredibly busy, I mean our news desk 

email gets something like 300 emails a day so when you’ve got one person doing that plus 

the phone and trying to sort out what’s going into tomorrow’s paper you can understand and 

that’s at a small regional newspaper as you go up the chain people are just deluged with 

emails. Any editor should not take offence at something being sent twice because I realise 

that I forget things and someone sends me something a couple of times. I think if you’re 

constantly pestering somebody that’s different but I think it’s perfectly fine to call up 

someone and say look I sent you this I noticed its wasn’t used can you give me any tips on 

how I could write something that could be useful or how I might have adapted that piece to 

make it more relevant to the audience. 



Is there any characteristic in particular that you think a political correspondent needs 

to have?  

There needs to be an element of being a geek I suppose in terms of just fascination with a 

particular topic but not really I would say I think anybody who’s a competent journalist in 

one field could almost without exception go into another field and people tend to move 

around in journalism. I think that the key elements of being a good reporter are fundamental 

and it’s about being interested in the world or whatever your area of interest seems to be and 

if you’re not interested in it you’re not going to be good at it and I think an ability also to 

realise your own bias, being able to recognise your own opinions and being able to set those 

aside and try at least to recognise that there is another side of the story and even if your own 

views don’t happen to tally with that. I think a bad political journalist is somebody who is just 

an apparatchik for a particular party or a cause even people who are supportive of that cause 

are not going to be terribly interested in what they have to say and that’s a challenge for us 

all.  

When you’re starting off do you take the view of beginning with local papers or aiming 

as high as you can contact national newspapers? 

I think there’s value to learning the trade that is how I got into it I did some work for a local 

paper in Northern Ireland when I was studying on the course doing council and court reports . 

I think there is a real value to that even if it’s only for a few months it really does stand you in 

good stead. If you are reporting on a council on a weekly basis for a local paper at some point 

as a political correspondent at a national outlet you’re going to have to go to a council 

meeting because some huge story has blown up. If you’re familiar with doing that it just 

gives you a head start on somebody who has never been in a council and likewise with court. 

But I think there is value in having an editor there telling you that there is maybe something 

you can do a bit better because no matter what you are always going to assume that what you 

have written makes sense. Realistically there are not that many people who will go straight 

into national newspapers at the moment because of the sort of cuts that there have been but 

the flip side of the cuts is that if your sending in articles just starting off there are massive 

opportunities because editors have to fill pages and they have fewer staff then they had two 

years ago and at local papers, some will only have two reporters and 60 pages to fill every 

week, so there’s huge scope for that I think.  

 

 


