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HAVING A FAMILY MEMBER KIDNAPPED CAN BE A FRIGHTENING 
EXPERIENCE, MANY FAMILIES FIND THE PUBLICITY AND ATTENTION 
THAT KIDNAPS CAN ATTRACT DIFFICULT AND STRESSFUL

This guide offers practical pointers on 
how to cope with the media and social 
media during and after a kidnap.

It is aimed at US-based families of 
American hostages taken overseas, but 
some points are relevant in other cases.

Each kidnap is different, so there is no 
one-size-fits-all approach.

This document is for guidance only.
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SHOULD WE TALK TO THE MEDIA?
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YOU SHOULD ALWAYS THINK CAREFULLY BEFORE TALKING  
TO THE MEDIA

In most cases, it is not advisable to speak 
to the media because of the potentially 
negative impact media coverage can 
have on the hostage.  It can raise the 
‘value’ of the hostage, which can prolong 
the negotiation process. It can also lead 
to a hostage transfer, whereby a kidnap 
group passes on or sells the hostage to 
another kidnap group, sometimes turning 
a criminal kidnap into a political one. 
Giving away too much information about 
the hostage can also help ‘copycats’ 
who claim to have the hostage and divert 
attention and resources away from the 
real case.

You need to be clear about why you want 
to talk to the media – what do you hope 
it will achieve? It is always worth taking 
professional advice, and Hostage US 
can assist.

Be careful about the language you use. 
Try to avoid terms such as ‘hostage’, 
‘deadline’, and ‘terrorists’, and public 
condemnation of the kidnappers’ 
demands can be unhelpful.

Media coverage can also have a negative 
impact on your family. It can attract 
attention from unscrupulous individuals 
who might hijack the story for their own 
purposes.

If a release seems to be imminent, media 
needs to be handled by a professional.
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HOW MUCH MEDIA ATTENTION IS THERE LIKELY TO BE?
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EACH CASE IS DIFFERENT

The amount of media attention will 
depend on the nature of the kidnapping, 
who has been taken, and the amount of 
publicity sought by the kidnappers. Some 
cases are not covered in the media at all, 
whereas others generate considerable 
attention.

You might also receive interest from 
the media when related incidents are 
reported, such as other kidnaps or events 
in the country where the kidnapping has 
taken place.
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WHAT INFORMATION WILL THE MEDIA WANT OR NEED FROM ME?
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JOURNALISTS COVERING A KIDNAP WILL WANT TO GET LOTS OF 
INFORMATION, YOU DO NOT HAVE TO TELL THEM ANYTHING, THEY 
DON’T NEED ANYTHING FROM YOU, BUT IT CAN HELP TO KNOW 
WHAT INFORMATION THEY MIGHT ASK FOR

They will want to know what has 
happened: who has been taken, where 
they were taken, why they were there, 
which group has taken them, why, and 
whether a ransom been demanded.

They are likely to want personal details 
about the hostage: their job, employer, 
are they married, do they have children, 
do they have any medical problems, or 
whether there is anything about their 
background that will help them to cope 
with the kidnapping.

They will ask for a recent photo of the 
hostage – it is not advisable to give them 
one unless you have sought advice. If you 
decide to provide a photograph, having 
one ready in case it is needed can be 
helpful. Try to find a personal family photo 
rather than an official passport- style one.

Make sure that the photo is not 
‘unhelpful’. Don’t choose one that gives 
the impression the hostage is wealthy. 

Avoid photos that might be perceived 
as offensive to the kidnappers – those 
that show the hostage drinking alcohol, 
dressing immodestly, or showing an 
allegiance to a particular religious faith or 
political cause. Avoid photos that imply 
military links.

Journalists will be interested in how 
your family is feeling, what they know, 
and with whom they are talking. They 
might ask your views about the actions 
of the hostage’s employer, if they were 
kidnapped while working overseas, or 
whether you are happy with the response 
of the Hostage Recovery Fusion Cell, the 
US government, or the government of the 
country where the kidnap has happened.

Because of the Internet, social media 
and the global nature of the media, you 
must assume that anything you say to the 
media could be seen by the kidnappers. 
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WHAT CAN WE EXPECT FROM THE MEDIA?
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IN A HIGH PROFILE CASE, JOURNALISTS WILL BE UNDER PRESSURE 
TO GET AS MUCH INFORMATION AS POSSIBLE, YOU DO NOT HAVE 
TO SPEAK TO ANYONE IF YOU DO NOT WANT TO

Journalists might try a number of things 
to get you to speak to them. They might 
turn up on your doorstep, call your 
phone or cell phone, or try to speak to 
your neighbors, friends, extended family 
members or colleagues.

Social media such as Facebook, 
Twitter and LinkedIn provide a wealth of 
information for journalists, who are able 
to access personal photos, information 
about the hostage’s private life, and 
messages from friends during the kidnap. 
When a person makes a comment on 
social media it is a public message and 
can be used by journalists. It can be very 
unhelpful or potentially dangerous for 
personal information like this to be used 
by the media.

To avoid this happening, you should 
consider closing your social media 
accounts or increasing privacy settings, 
including controlling access by the 
hostage’s friends. You might also 

consider removing unhelpful photos or 
comments. Hostage US and the Hostage 
Recovery Fusion Cell can assist you.
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WHAT ABOUT SOCIAL MEDIA?
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AS SOON AS YOU LEARN ABOUT THE KIDNAPPING, CONSIDER 
CLOSING THE SOCIAL MEDIA ACCOUNTS OF THE HOSTAGE AND 
IMMEDIATE FAMILY MEMBERS

At the very least, reset privacy settings 
to limit the number of people that can 
get access to photos and comments on 
these accounts. Hostage US and the FBI 
can help you to do this.

In doing this, don’t forget professional 
profiles like LinkedIn college alumnae 
networks and social clubs, which might 
contain information that could be harmful, 
such as military connections, affiliations 
with certain organizations, and might 
imply the hostage or their family is 
wealthy or influential. 

Families have also been victims of cyber 
bullying on social media. This can be 
very distressing. If this happens to you, 
contact the Hostage Recovery Fusion 
Cell or Hostage US for assistance. In 
some cases, cyber bullying should be 
referred to the police.

Due to the speed of social media, you 
might hear about new developments in 

the kidnapping via that route rather than 
from the Hostage Recovery Fusion Cell 
or the hostage’s employer.

Many families monitor social media and 
the Internet for news about the hostage, 
the group holding them or the country 
where they have been taken. This is 
understandable. However, given the 
amount of information, it can become 
overwhelming. It might be advisable to 
give yourself ‘time out’ from the Internet 
and social media each day. 
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WHAT CAN I DO IF JOURNALISTS BEHAVE INAPPROPRIATELY?

 



17

ON THE WHOLE, MOST JOURNALISTS ARE RESPONSIBLE PEOPLE, 
BUT, THEY HAVE A JOB TO DO AND WILL BE UNDER PRESSURE TO 
GET INFORMATION

If you are unhappy with the behavior of 
a journalist, you could tell them that you 
will report them to their employer. If this 
does not work, go ahead and report them 
in writing to their editor (newspapers) or 
news editor (television and radio). 

You can also report them to the 
Independent American Press Association 
or to the police if they trespass on your 
property or harass you.

If you do not want to have to deal with 
confrontational situations, you could 
ask the Hostage Recovery Fusion Cell 
to intervene on your behalf or contact 
Hostage US for assistance.

You can screen your phone calls and 
have a dedicated phone number for 
family, the police, government, or the 
hostage’s employer to reach you on. 
Hostage US can help you to arrange 
this. It might be advisable to record 
your conversations with journalists so 

you have proof if they misquote you. 
This might also encourage them to act 
appropriately at all times. 
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HOW CAN WE HANDLE THE MEDIA IN A WAY THAT MINIMIZES 
DISTRESS TO OUR FAMILY?
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REMEMBER – IT IS UP TO YOU WHETHER YOU TALK TO THE MEDIA, 
TAKE YOUR TIME AND DO NOT FEEL PRESSURED INTO SAYING 
ANYTHING UNLESS AND UNTIL YOU ARE READY

The following ideas might help to reduce 
the stress on you and your family from 
media contact: 

Write down what you want to say before 
you speak to a journalist. Stick to that 
script, and do not say more than you 
had planned. They will always push you 
for more and might rely on the silence 
technique to try to make you fill the gap. 
Be firm but friendly. You could also email 
quotes to journalists rather than meeting 
them or talking to them on the phone.

Whenever you speak to a journalist, 
make a note of their name, organization 
and contact details. Verify they are who 
they say they are by asking to contact 
their employer on a company registered 
phone number. Consider screening 
your phone calls, or having a dedicated 
number for important calls. Consider 
having one person to act as the point of 
contact for the media. They will establish 
relationships with journalists, track what 

has been said, stop journalists playing 
one family member off against another, 
and ensure the family maintains a 
consistent message.

You might feel more comfortable 
speaking to one particular journalist – 
trust your instinct.

If you do need to speak to the media, 
you could use a single interview that is 
shared by newspapers and TV stations, 
rather than doing separate interviews 
for each. The Hostage Recovery Fusion 
Cell can help you to organize it. You 
could also consider reading a prepared 
statement, rather than answering 
questions. You might find it helpful to 
keep a notebook where you record 
information. This would be kept private, 
but it would help you to keep a clear 
mind when talking to journalists.
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WHAT SHOULD WE DO IF THERE ARE THINGS WE DON’T WANT THE 
PRESS TO REPORT?
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IF YOU DON’T WANT A JOURNALIST TO REPORT SOMETHING – DON’T 
TELL THEM

It is important to understand that talking 
to a journalist ‘off the record’ does not 
mean you are speaking confidentially. 
They can report what you have said but 
cannot attribute it to you.

If you want to give a journalist information 
for background purposes only you 
need to state clearly that it is ‘not for 
publication or broadcast’ and verify that 
they have understood and agreed.

Journalists are always under pressure 
to get as much information as possible 
so you will need to be clear and firm 
with them about the basis of your 
conversation.

Journalists will generally not let you 
check quotes before using them, but it 
is worth requiring or insisting they do so 
due to the sensitivities of a kidnap. You 
can expect them to use quotes without 
changing them, but there is always a risk 
they will take them out of context. If in 
doubt, ask the journalist to explain how 
they would use what you say. 
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WHO ELSE MIGHT BE TALKING TO THE MEDIA? 
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LOTS OF OTHER PEOPLE AND ORGANIZATIONS MIGHT BE 
COMMENTING IN THE MEDIA.

The Hostage Recovery Fusion Cell will 
probably issue a factual statement if 
pressed by the media to comment, but 
they will liaise with you before speaking 
publicly.

Foreign governments might comment if 
the kidnap involves other nationalities.

The hostage’s employer (if they were 
kidnapped while working overseas) may 
comment. A private security company will 
be involved if engaged by the hostage’s 
employer.

Journalists may approach your friends, 
neighbors and colleagues, and it is 
advisable to discourage them from 
speaking to the media.

People pretending to be related to or a 
friend of the hostage might comment – 
where this happens, let the press know 
and they will generally stop speaking to 
them.

If more than one hostage has been 
taken, it is important that the families 

try to agree a common media strategy. 
If one hostage is released before the 
others, the media must be handled with 
considerable care until all hostages are 
home safely. 
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ARE THERE THINGS THE MEDIA CAN DO TO HELP?
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IN SOME CASES, MEDIA COVERAGE CAN BE HELPFUL BUT YOU 
SHOULD ALWAYS TAKE PROFESSIONAL ADVICE AND PROCEED WITH 
CAUTION.

The media can be useful to make public 
appeals but they should be carefully 
organized, both to maximize public 
response and minimize any risks.

Make a note of the name, organization 
and contact details of all the journalists 
you come across so that if you need their 
help you know how to reach them.

Try to be polite in your dealings with the 
media, especially as you might need their 
help at some point. On the whole, they 
will understand the pressure you are 
under, and are just doing their job. But 
you need to remember that their interests 
are not the same as yours, and they may 
think different details are more important, 
or wish to take an editorial line you don’t 
agree with.

There will likely be press attention at the 
end of the kidnapping, and you need 
to think carefully about what to say, if 
anything.  
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WHAT SHOULD WE DO AFTER THE KIDNAP HAS ENDED?
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YOU DO NOT NEED TO SAY ANYTHING

Sometimes a short statement or press 
conference can provide the journalists 
with the quotes they need and allows 
the family time to relax outside of the 
spotlight. The Hostage Recovery Fusion 
Cell or Hostage US can assist.

If the family or the returning hostage is 
considering telling their story by writing, 
co-authoring a book, TV program or 
movie, they should limit what is said to 
the press. Remember to check first with 
family and friends to ensure there are 
no surprises for them and always take 
professional advice.

If you have had good relationships with 
certain journalists, do take the time 
to thank them afterwards. Give them 
feedback about anything that was 
distressing, as good journalists they will 
appreciate it.

Share your experiences to Hostage US 
so we can help other families and update 
this guide.

Ultimately, the decision to communicate 
directly with the media rests with the 
family. Whatever you decide to do, 
Hostage US will try to help in any way 
we can. 
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CONTACTS AND SOURCES OF INFORMATION

Hostage Recovery Fusion Cell- Family Engagement Coordinator: 866-828-5320 / 
HRFCfamilies@ic.fbi.gov 

American Press Association: www.americanpressassociation.com or 978-413-3933

Hostage US has a wealth of experience, but we are always learning. We would 
appreciate your feedback so we can continue to improve the support and advice we 
provide.

Please send your comments and experiences to info@hostageus.org

Hostage US has also produced ‘A family’s guide to coping during a kidnapping’ and ‘A 
life after captivity: reintegration guide’, both available on our website.

Hostage US has a strict privacy policy; any information you provide will not be shared 
with anyone without your permission.

This information is provided for guidance only.

Hostage US 24/7 toll-free helpline 888-284-1010

hostageus.org



Hostage US 24/7 toll-free helpline 888-284-1010 

hostageus.org


