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Welcome to Media Masters, a series of one to one interviews with people at the 
top of the media game. Today, I’m here in ITV’s Good Morning Britain studio 
and joined by their editor Neil Thompson. A journalist and producer with more 
than 30 years’ experience, Neil worked for the Daily Mail and Bauer Media 
before helping to launch GMTV in 1993. In 2013, Neil became editor of 
Daybreak, and is now editor of Good Morning Britain where the presenting 
team of Susanna Reid and Piers Morgan have drawn their best ever ratings of 
two and a half million viewers.  
 
Neil, thank you for joining me.  
Pleasure to be here!  
 
Well, let’s start with Piers Morgan, as we were chatting before the podcast. 
Pairing him with Susanna Reid seems to be a genius masterstroke. Did you 
know the combination would work? You’ve known Piers for 30 years, haven’t 
you?  
I have, actually. On my very first local newspaper after I left university, I was a 
graduate trainee on a paper near Brighton, and I just got there, and I was called in by 
the editor who said, “Look, you need to look after our intern from Harlow, who is 
coming to us for three weeks, he’s a local boy.” And the local boy was Piers Pughe-
Morgan. So for three weeks, I had to “mentor” Piers, although I’m not sure exactly 
that’s how he felt it had gone. 
 
How do you think things are going at the moment? The new studio, the 
relaunch, seems to be going fantastic, and emerging, if I can put it like this, out 
of the ashes of Daybreak. 
Yes. I think that the key thing is, and that we think about every single day, is actually 
that Daybreak was a disaster. No question. Let’s not deal with anything other than 
the unvarnished truth in there. And I think that was a disaster of which ITV was the 
architect. They’d taken a show, GMTV, that was still very popular, and had been in 
certain but slow decline since 2005. They bought Disney out in the end of 2009 and 
then relaunched it in the autumn of 2010 and accelerated that decline very 
significantly. And that was a bad period. And it went through a certain number of 
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regimes, three or four regimes, three or four different incarnations, and each one got 
worse, and so at that point it was really starting from year zero. There was no point 
trying to reinvent GMTV. It was starting with a completely brand new proposition, 
much more news focused, but letting the audience come to the show rather than 
forcing the show on the audience. Actually producing a show that the audience 
would hopefully choose in increasing numbers to make part of their breakfast habit. 
Critically, the same team that were, in a sense, part of the disaster that was 
Daybreak, was actually the same team that were critical to the success of Good 
Morning Britain. So the key thing was, “Let’s give the team the audience they 
deserve.” 
 
Well, nothing teaches successful principles about what will work than the 
painful lessons of knowing what doesn’t work.  
Yes.  
 
Not to dwell on the negative of course, but what was it about Daybreak that 
didn’t quite work? What was it that, when you started Good Morning Britain, 
you thought, “Right, we’re not going to do that.”  
Well, breakfast is a very inclusive part of the day. There are a number of things 
we’ve got going for us around breakfast, but one is that if you get it right, you can’t 
time shift breakfast. In a modern world, where everyone can get any sort of content 
they want downloaded, or on a plus one service, or from multiple other sources, you 
cant time shift breakfast – it’s a habit. And if you can integrate yourself with that 
habit, you’re on a winner. And it doesn’t matter what happens to television 
schedules, if you get the breakfast offer right, that will be the building block and the 
springboard for the rest of what you offer as a channel or as a broadcaster for the 
rest of the day. I think what Daybreak was, it was a very kind of entre nous kind of 
offer, very conversational, but it was a conversation that you weren’t a part of. The 
key thing is, you’re broadcasting to an audience, so include them. But Daybreak was 
an excluding kind of offer. What it did in a sense was it made a lot of assumptions 
about what the audience wanted, conducted a lot of conversations of which they 
weren’t a part, and in the process ostracised them – that was the key problem. 
Whereas Good Morning Britain is very much we broadcast to the nation, we try 
endlessly to try and pick up on what they’re talking about, what they want to talk 
about, the news they’ll find interesting, as well as news that they may not be aware 
they’ll find interesting but we know that we can actually provoke their interest. 
 
What else did you reinvent and reimagine as part of the pivot and the reboot? I 
mean, I work in America a lot. And when you did the rebrand and you launched 
GMB, the first thing that struck me about the studio is that it looked very 
reminiscent of American studios. And in fact, when we were speaking before 
the podcast, you said you went to Fifth Avenue for that look.  
We went to Jack Morton PDG, who are incredibly good designers. Their team has 
designed studios for NBC, CBS, ABC, CNN, a lot of North American broadcasters, 
as well as a lot of other international broadcasters. And it wasn’t so much that they 
were American, but they were different. And there’s a tendency in the UK, 
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particularly in the area of news and current affairs, kind of studio based news 
focused programmes, to go to the same three or four designers, who are all very, 
very accomplished, but it’s a bit like a Status Quo riff; they’ll give you another set and 
it’ll be a few riffs different in sound from the previous song that they’ve created. So 
we wanted something that actually took us a leap further forward, and was two 
things. One was, of course, very different, but the second thing was that it was very 
much a place. It wasn’t a series of flats that would be dismantled at the end of the 
show and then replaced by another show. When you come to Good Morning Britain, 
you come onto a programme, you come onto a show. You come into a dedicated 
entrance on the side of the ITV building, you come into a branded lift, you come onto 
the programme, you’re given a mug, often with your own name on it, you get looked 
after, you get a goodie bag when you leave. It’s meant to be an experience. And 
actually we thought that was really important, that actually that this felt to the viewer 
like a show you came onto, not that you were a small part of. 
 
And for me, being in the studio, you can see that it also shows the sense of 
gravitas and the sense of commitment that ITV has to the show, given that it 
isn’t just some flat pack thing that’s going to be disassembled an hour after 
you’re off air. It is very much a physical commitment to the success of the new 
brand. 
Yes. I mean, the great thing about ITV is that it is very self-aware ultimately, and it 
was very self-aware about the failure of Daybreak, and it felt equally very self-aware 
about the success of Good Morning Britain. But when we launched, there were no 
guarantees, of course they weren’t. We launched, and we had a lot of conversations 
amongst ourselves, and with the 21st floor, that this wasn’t a habit we were going to 
create in a few days; there was no silver bullet. As quickly as ITV had allowed the 
breakfast show to fall off a cliff, it was going to take a long time to scramble back up 
it. And that could take two years. So our belief was actually, you know, that if we 
believe we’ve got it right, it’s a news focused proposition, it’s a show that will bring 
you the world to which are waking up, it’s the news that’s happened while you’ve 
been asleep, whether it’s closer to home or further afield, it will increasingly 
understand what your preoccupations and what the topics are that really get you 
fired up, that you’ll take out with you for the day, whether you’re going on the school 
run, on the commute to work, to the high street to go shopping, to the Zumba class, 
or simply coming back off your shift, it will give you all the information that you need 
– but that will take time. And it won’t happen in a week. And of course, there were 
some occasions, eve on day four, you get your collar felt with people saying, “Are 
you sure we’ve got this right?” Well, actually, which bit of two years did we not 
understand? In the end, we flatlined, which was great – it doesn’t sound like a great 
measure of success, but after 10 years of decline –  
 
You stopped the decline. 
Yes. In the first six months, we flatlined, and people were saying, “Where are the 
green shoots? Where’s the growth?” I’d say, “Well, the growth actually is we stopped 
decline.” Then after six months we started to grow. And in the year after that we 
grew by about 12%, which was phenomenal given that lots of terrestrial television 
was declining by a similar measure over the same sort of period. And then we had a 
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belief that we needed an incentive, so to continue to differentiate and to find ways of 
creating a new shtick, whilst still being true to all those news values that we felt had 
been absolutely instrumental to that initial surge of success. So we brought Piers in, 
and that was really exciting, but again, you had the conversations upstairs by saying, 
“Look, this is great. We all know Piers is really exciting, we’re hiring him because 
he’s a very disruptive energy. He will differentiate what we do.”  
 
And he genuinely is! It was a brave decision because it could have gone pear-
shaped. 
Oh, yes – we could have, and it will go pear shaped for some people. So some 
viewers will stop watching. And the gamble – it didn’t feel like a gamble, it’s a very 
intelligent risk, if you like, or certainly I thought it was an intelligent risk – was that we 
would actually start to gain more viewers than we lost, and also they would be a 
different kind of viewer, a different kind of loyalty, so you’re sort of shaking a tree, 
and some of the people who may be less interested in watching television anyway 
would stop watching and we’d get a new audience. But in the first six to 12 months, 
don’t look for any rainbows because frankly you’ll be disappointed. So that first year 
that Piers was with us, we kind of flatlined and actually the audience didn’t grow – 
but I had a utter conviction in my heart that actually that that was the audience 
getting used to a new form of broadcasting. 
 
Because the thing you can’t take away from Piers is, for all he is and isn’t, he’s 
a genuine journalist has been doing this beat for decades and knows what 
he’s talking about. 
And how! I mean, he is an amazing journalist, and actually was then partnered up 
with another amazing journalist in Susanna, and also with other fantastic 
broadcasters and journalists in the form of Kate Garraway and Ben Shepherd and of 
course others who we’ve had on the programme.  
 
Regular viewer and fan of the show, it’s brilliant.  
Charlotte Hawkins, Ranvir Singh – they are fantastic journalists.  
 
But it does take a little bit from the happy-clappy breakfast TV; you would 
expect the two lead anchors to get on and to be all smiles. And one of the 
interesting things is their dynamic. I don’t think Susanna’s putting it on! 
Yes, and here’s the thing, Paul.  
 
The tension seems to work. 
Rather than not. Because it’s real. Now, the key the key thing with Piers and 
Susanna is, you’ve got two Alphas. Two Alpha brain, two Alpha personalities. They 
are both amazing and they both have that amazing self-assurance. So what we were 
doing is we’re putting two Alphas together and absolutely believing two things. One 
is, for the first time in a while, possibly ever, the audience were going to enjoy a 
relationship that was going to build, and they’d be watching this relationship, this 
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“marriage”, grow in front of them – and that will be an excitement they wouldn’t 
actually have had an opportunity to enjoy on television, certainly like forever. 
 
Two Alphas is a good way of putting it. Do you remember the old show Hart to 
Hart, with Stefanie Powers and Robert Wagner?  
Yes. Well, I’ll give you another example, another television sort of marriage if you 
like. And this one is a bit closer to home, is Jack and Vera Duckworth. And when 
Susanna said to me quite early on, “What’s of the organising principle here? What’s 
the motivation? I said, “You may not like this, you may not understand it, but you’ll 
very quickly get where I’m coming from, but you’re Jack and Vera Duckworth.”  
 
I used to love that. She was the boss as well! She took no crap from Jack.  
Do you know what? Jack shoots from the hip, he says some amazing things, he’s 
very voluble, he’s a total personality. Of course, he’s got fantastic insight and he’s a 
total kind of character. But then when Vera talks, the whole world listens. And that’s 
it. So Jack and Vera Duckworth, now, the key thing is two things. One is that’s a 
relationship that people would look at and they go, “Okay, I get that.” That’s a bit like, 
and they look to their side, under the duvet, on the sofa or at the kitchen counter and 
go, “That’s a bit like my partner.” And that could be any partnership – married, 
unmarried, straight, gay – it’s a partnership. You look at them and think, “Christ – 
that’s a bit like us.” And that’s what we want to be – not just like us, but authentically 
like us.  
 
Which is brave to have done actually. 
Yes.  
 
Because it could have gone wrong.  
Because television is littered – and ITV is not exempt in this regard whatsoever – 
with those relationships and those partnerships which have been created in a petri 
dish. And we could all name those shows.  
 
A confection. 
Utter saccharine. And it’s that sort of Regis and Kathie Lee – great show, fantastic 
show – but were they on each other’s Christmas card list when they left the show? 
Were they regular companions? I’m not saying Piers and Susanna are, but it’s an 
authentic relationship between Piers and Susanna. They like each other, they 
respect each other, they madden each other and they’re in awe of each other.  
 
It’s great telly.  
Yes. It’s authentic. It’s not from a petri dish. It’s absolutely real, and the audience 
understand that. The key thing is, Jack and Vera Duckworth, fantastic. If it then tips 
over into Don and Betty Draper and becomes an abusive relationship, you’re in 
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trouble. But we haven’t. And I said if there was a risk, then that might be a greater 
risk, but actually the reality is that in terms of putting two Alphas together, two great 
brains, two great journalists, two great characters, full of self-assurance and 
conviction, is absolutely going to create television history – and we’ve done that. 
 
But there’s also a lot more variables that you need to coordinate, because it’s 
not just those two and the pairing. If you look at Adrian and Christine, they 
were brilliant on The One Show and the dynamic just didn’t seem to work in 
the morning.  
Couple of things going on there. One is that is was a different part of the day. So 
seven o’clock in the evening, early evening vs. early morning. Different mindset. The 
second thing is, I think that Adrian and Christine unfortunately also suffered from 
being imported, and being imported in a very noisy way, into ITV, with a sense that 
there was a lot of money that they were… you know, there were much higher sums 
and actually they probably were being paid.  
 
That seemed to be the big story about the whole show, was how much they 
were on.  
The prism through which everyone viewed Christine and Adrian was not through this 
amazing partnership, but was through the chequebook, the amount of money they 
had been paid. 
 
And yet ITV is a commercial organisation; they’re not a burden on any 
taxpayer, so they’re entitled to pay whatever they like. 
But breakfast is a very intimate part of the day. And breakfast was a part of the day 
which in which ITV had the high ground. Back in the day we had twice the ratings of 
the BBC, and we’d fallen from that position of privilege and had half the ratings of the 
BBC or less. And the reality is that they seem to have been shipped in, expensive 
imports. Their character and their accomplishments and their journalism and their 
presenting flair was forgotten amidst just an apparent kind of mosquito swarm of 
pound notes. And that was that was really unfortunate for them and for the show. So 
people saw it, and they saw the show being imposed upon them. They haven’t fallen 
out with GMTV, they hadn’t fallen out with Andrew Castle or any of the other 
presenters. 
 
Michael Wilson, my friend.  
Yes, well I worked with Michael Wilson when we launched GMTV, and no one had 
fallen out with that show. No one had in a sense left that show; that show was in 
decline, and it had been in decline for a long time. That could have been reversed, 
but the audience felt, I think, felt humiliated because when they took GMTV off air 
there was no goodbye. Andrew Castle I think was on the last day, and somebody 
else, they weren’t even allowed to say, “Well, that’s it. We’ve had a great time, it’s 
almost two decades, we’ve had a great time, and you’re going to be welcomed on 
Monday by Adrian and Christine, and I think you’re going to have a great time with 
them too. Give permission to that new show. There was absolutely nothing, so that 
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show was upended and relaunched as a new proposition, and the audience were 
watching and going, “Well, I’m clearly off the pace. I’m clearly out of fashion. I’m 
clearly… I feel a bit humiliated because I didn’t ask for this thing, and actually what I 
liked was so unlike this that I must be really unable to discern a proper breakfast 
show, because this has nothing in common with what I thought was good.  
 
Even the studio. I remember because I am interested, for my sins, my wife 
thinks I’m very boring for this, but I’m interested in news presentation, and I 
remember the very first moments of Daybreak when, of course, because you 
had the glass background, the sun hadn’t risen yet so it was just pitch black.  
Oh, my God. Yes, I know.  
 
So it felt really odd. 
The worst things that TV tends to do, it does in plain sight. And in that case, what 
some people involved in that launch were utterly ecstatic about, which is that ‘we’ve 
got some amazing backdrop’. But an amazing backdrop in breakfast television would 
be in darkness for seven months of the year. Now, unless you pay St Paul’s an 
enormous sum of money to light St Paul’s and the rest of the Thames, you know, 
you’re going to have nothing to look at. And then when the sun does come up, 
you’ve got glass that actually doesn’t deal with direct sunlight very well. So you’ve 
got this great backdrop in a very narrow studio that feels claustrophobic, and the 
magic of the background is lost on you. So that was unfortunate. They chose the 
wrong studio. 
 
The thing is though, it could have been a success. Isn’t it difficult when you’re 
trying to plan any combination of presenters and studio environments? It is 
ultimately a chemistry thing and a bit of luck, isn’t it? It’s more of an art than a 
science, is what I’m trying to say. 
Yes, but I think the thing about breakfast is it’s a very different kind of offer. And I’ve 
made lots of different types of television, and breakfast is very different. And every 
part of the schedule, whether it’s peak time, shoulder peak, late night, breakfast of 
course, day time, they all say, “Well, this is special.” And of course, they are all 
special, but breakfast is a different mindset. It’s chaotic for the people watching it. It’s 
a privilege to be invited in to take part in it as a breakfast show. Most people to 
whom you’re broadcasting are in their undies. They don’t do that at any other part of 
the day, I don’t think, well, not on this channel anyway. It’s a special part of the day, 
and they’ve got to come to you; you can’t impose on them any more than you can 
impose upon them a different bus route or a different breakfast cereal or a different 
ring tone on their alarm clock. Everything is very particular. So you have to allow 
them to come to you, and I think Daybreak forced itself, through a massive marketing 
campaign amongst other things, on the audience – and they just thought, “Well, 
you’re forcing yourselves on us, and we weren’t tired, we don’t think, of what we had 
before, GMTV.” 
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If it’s not too odd a question, how nervous were you at the relaunch of Good 
Morning Britain? Because you’d had the failure of Daybreak, if this would have 
gone wrong again, and you were very bold with your choices, but that would 
have been certain death, I would imagine. 
Well, not doing things differently was not an option. Sometimes you hear people on 
television say, “Well, if we do nothing, nothing bad will happen.” I don’t subscribe to 
that at all. The reality is, that the only option was to do something very, very different. 
I was very lucky in that the team that I had, who was the same team who had 
delivered Daybreak, and they had some really strong instincts. I spoke to all the 
team, and there were a lot of people on the team, as many people on the team who 
were prepared to talk to me, I talked to. And there were some, I mean, Erron Gordon 
who’s our series director, was phenomenal in terms of the ideas and the excitement 
that he wanted to bring to the new offer, as well as some very strong assistant 
editors, and some very strong senior producers, and the sales team, and the online 
team, and they all essentially wanted to share what they thought their view was. So 
taking a lot of that raw material and their native feedback if you like, and building that 
into what Good Morning Britain became, felt like, “You know what? If we’ve all 
collectively got it wrong and no one has forced them to think these things,” and my 
job initially when I joined Daybreak in the last six months and my early view was to 
get the team match fit, cheer them up, give them a new vision, and a vision into 
which they have bought and they’ve invested, and they can point to bits of it and go, 
“Well, yes, I’m the person who had the ideas about weather, I’m the person who had 
the ideas about how we use a Steadicam, I’m the person who had the idea about 
how we can brand the Los Angeles bureau, I’m the person who had the idea about 
where we locate the regional ops, I’m the person who had the idea about how we 
populate stories at different parts of the hour.” So often, the team can point at those 
things, and they’re going to be behind it. So collectively, we felt behind it, so do you 
know what? I didn’t feel that nervous. Also I’m an old git, so do you know what? Sack 
me. If it doesn’t work, sack me. But as long as I feel that we’ve done, and I’ve done, 
the right thing, that’s what matters. 
 
Last question kind of dwelling on the negative is, why do you think the BBC 
did steal a march on you over those years? Because at one point you were the 
market leader, as you said you went to decline. I’m a big fan of the BBC, I think 
they do a lot of things well – but I don’t think they do breakfast well. I don’t 
think it suited to being broadcast from Salford, all the big names are always 
down the line, a lot of the studio guests are not A-listers, if I’m honest. I mean, 
I’m all for 5 Live and Children’s BBC being moved to Salford, but it seemed to 
me that breakfast moving up there was a mistake. And for me, as someone 
who works in the media, I look at GMB, which I genuinely believe is a much 
better product – I mean, don’t get me wrong, your ratings are increasing, going 
in the right direction – they are still the market leader.  
I mean, I think these things are never very straightforward, are they? But 2005 was a 
key a key turning point for the BBC when they were still located in London. And 
that’s when GMTV had that extraordinary breach of faith with the audience. 
 
Over their premium phone lines. 
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Premium phone lines, yes. And I think that was dreadful. At the same time, they also 
lost a key anchor who was much loved, still is much loved, Eamonn Holmes. So the 
two things happening in tandem. That triggered the beginning of an incipient but 
steady… 
 
That was the beginning of the end.  
Yes. The beginning. And for five years, the ratings went down and down and down 
and down. And during that time, the BBC dialled up their populism a bit, they 
increased their story count a bit, they relaxed a bit, they obviously made the move to 
Salford, but all they had to do in a sense was not screw it up. Just be consistent, just 
be reliable, just be that thing is not going to let you down. Just be that bowl of 
cornflakes, or that bowl of Rice Krispies. So not very exciting, but they’re never going 
to mess with you. And that’s what they did. Solidly. To their credit. Which is why they 
are where. And when the BBC get up to where they are – i.e. when we launched 
they had three times our ratings and now we are just over half their ratings – that 
was, in a sense a triumph of just consistency. 
 
Talk us through a typical 24-hour period of how you put the show together. I’m 
fascinated by this. Do you get up super early on a morning, then? 
Well, my alarm clock goes off or I’m already awake much earlier than I chose to be 
up, but I wake up quite instinctively. 
 
At what time?  
I’m usually up about 4:30. Sometimes 5:00. And then I’m either in here or I’m 
watching from home. We have a rotation with the deputy editors who are all very, 
very accomplished and very different, and three deputy editors, all very 
accomplished, all very good, all from very different places, and without whom I might 
be absolutely cut off at the knees, and we take it in turns to actually be in from the 
beginning of the show. So I’m usually in for a show a couple times a week, and then 
in by seven-ish a couple times a week, and then occasionally I get the luxury of 
watching from home. 
 
Is it agony watching it from home? Because you’re that one stage removed? 
Even though you’ve got a great team, if you see something going wrong or 
that could be better, do you not feel a bit powerless or at one stage removed? 
Or can you just phone someone up and say, “Sort that.”  
Well, four years into it, everyone at that level is empowered to make good, strong, 
muscular decisions. If they weren’t, then the whole thing would become very brittle 
and will fall apart. So any of those editors – Sally Watson, Corinne Bishop, Winnie 
Nelson, Sally came from the BBC, BBC Breakfast, Winnie Nelson  came from CNN, 
and she’d been a showrunner on Tyra Banks and Oprah Winfrey, and won news 
Emmys in the States. Corrine Bishop has been at the BBC and ITV for 27 years and 
as worked on breakfast a lot, so a really great triumvirate. And they’re all charged 
and empowered to make those good, strong, muscular decisions. Watching from 
home, four years into the launch, sometimes you spot things you just would never 
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spot in the gallery when you’re surrounded by – and you’ve seen the gallery – loads 
of rather old fashioned screens, and sometimes you’re too intent on what’s 
happening in front of your nose to get the bigger picture. And of course, that’s how 
the viewer at home will watch, they’ll watch as they burn their toast, as they can run 
out of the shower, soapy loofah, as they put a shirt on a wet back in their mad rush 
to make the bus, they don’t watch it as we watch it from the gallery. So I find that 
quite instructive when I do that. I should do it more actually, I find it a very instructive 
process. But yes, I will phone and text in and say, “What’s this? What happens 
now?” You can’t help it.  
 
Is there a GMB way of doing things, like the way that you would carry out an 
interview, that may be even subconsciously different? I notice, for example, 
that you actually don’t do a lot of pre-recorded interviews with Hollywood A-
listers; you’d rather have someone who is slightly less famous in the studio 
live and interactive. 
Making Good Morning Britain, we make it massively differently from the way in 
which, for instance, we made GMTV when we relaunched, when probably two thirds 
of the show would be packaged or post-produced in some sort of way. Now, the vast 
majority the show is live – and that’s absolutely key to its success.  
 
People feel they in the moment with you.  
Yes. Do you know what? Hardly anybody records Good Morning Britain and watched 
it later. The only people who watch it on plus one are the ones who’ve got the remote 
control muddled up and they think they’re watching us and actually they’re watching 
plus one and then they complain about having the wrong time on the clock. The 
reality is that we’re a live show, it’s a live experience, and that’s crucial to integrating 
it with the habits of the viewers, because they can get packaged material anywhere. 
They can get it on YouTube, they can download it off the website, they can get it off 
news sites, they can get it anywhere. So actually, what we need to be is a live 
experience. So if we package and post-produce things it’s to explain a live moment. 
So you might have a set up into a complicated story, so if you’re doing a piece about 
the budget or doing a piece about a really dramatic human interest story, you’re quite 
likely to do a quick 90 seconds on tape just to explain that story so they enjoy the live 
interview even more. That’s actually kind of key. So some random examples, we 
were offered a Lionel Richie interview on tape last year, and I said, to the horror of 
the segment producer, “I’m not sure we should take this because it won’t rate.” She 
said, “What do you mean, it won’t rate? It’s Lionel Richie!” I said, “I know, but you 
can watch a Lionel Richie interview on tape anywhere.”  
 
There are plenty of them on YouTube.  
Exactly. But you get a much lesser star and they’re live and they’re being eyeballed 
by Piers, Susanna, Ben or Kate, and that’s going to be exciting – it’s of the moment. 
You can’t miss that. If you miss it, it’s gone. And that’s crucial. That’s the beating 
heart of breakfast – it’s a live experience. You can’t time shift breakfast, and you 
can’t time shift a breakfast show. It’s of the moment. It’s a celebration. It’s a world to 
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which you’ve woken up. It’s not something that you rack on your PDR and watch at 
3:00 in the afternoon, you’ve got to watch it now. 
 
And you do get that sense of being in the moment. One of the things as you 
were saying that that sprung to mind is when you had that guy Tommy 
Robinson on that show, and Piers clearly was utterly appalled, and rightly so, 
by a lot of the things that he was saying. But even I was shocked at just the 
strength of the vitriol toward him. There was no doubt whatsoever what Piers 
thought of him. Which you wouldn’t get on Newsnight, for example. 
Yes. And I think that this goes back to authenticity. Piers and Susanna are authentic, 
as indeed all our presenters are. And actually, bringing that disruptive energy into the 
programme… Piers doesn’t triage and decide what he’s going to feel about 
something; either he feels strongly about it or he doesn’t. And if he feels strongly 
about it, he finds it very hard – in fact impossible, in fact he wouldn’t – disguise his 
feelings and opinions. And that’s part of what makes him so relatable to the 
audience. 
 
How did you get Piers and Susanna to join you? Because there was a risk for 
you in hiring Piers and Susanna, but a risk for them as well. Piers’ CNN show 
had recently been dropped, Susanna was moving from, successfully, from the 
BBC – both of them were taking a risk.  
Yes. Well, not… I mean, we all take risks in life. But the reality is, the most important 
things you do in your career, and in your personal life to be honest, you don’t 
overthink. Paul, when you asked your wife to marry you, you didn’t overthink it, did 
you? I hope you didn’t! 
 
No, I didn’t! I asked on the spur of the moment. I was in a Travelodge, for 
goodness’ sake! It wasn’t even that romantic. 
Was that a good call?  
 
Well, she said yes.  
Well there you go. And you seem pretty happy.  
 
I’m reasonably happy.  
I’m damn certain that Susanna did not overthink the decision. She thought, “I’m not 
sure I want to remain on BBC Breakfast. This seems like an exciting offer. I’m not 
going to overanalyse it. These guys seem very enthused, they want something new, 
and it’s in London. So I’ll do it.” And Piers, “I’ve come back from the States, this is a 
very news led show, its instincts are my instincts.” And my instincts, and I think 
Piers’s instincts, that I know, is an absolute belief in popular, intelligent, informed, 
excited and excitable tabloid journalism. And tabloid, to me, is really a badge of 
honour. But I mean that by those words, intelligent and informed. 
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Did you meet President Trump when you guys did the special? 
No, I was back here, sort of the reception committee, if you like, for the rushes, and 
we had a team over in Davos. 
 
Because I follow Piers on Twitter. It was basically like being part of the 
production team, every single moment by moment. Talk about a PR ability to 
whip up an insatiable frenzy, and appetite for it! 
That was what made that interview I think so potent. It wasn’t what President Trump 
said. It wasn’t what Donald Trump said. It was how he said it. And he said it in a 
much more relaxed way than anyone would have heard before. Much more candid. 
Felt more candid. Clearly he felt he was in the company of someone that he 
respected and liked, and who had been a travelling companion in many ways, and 
who could therefore put questions to him again and again and again until he got an 
answer, whether it was about the Paris Accord, about gun ownership, retweeting 
Britain First… sort of forcing an apology out of him. And he wasn’t being barracked 
by an anchor who he had no knowledge of on another show or another broadcaster, 
here was someone saying, “President Trump, don’t you think you should apologise? 
Shouldn’t there be an apology?” And Piers wouldn’t let it go.  
 
But what I respected as the viewer is, let’s be honest, there was only Piers that 
Donald Trump would have done the interview with, and there would be no 
interview if it wasn’t for Piers, and he was quite open about his relationship 
with him. There was a lot of stick on Twitter saying that he praised too much 
but actually he did robustly challenge him on a lot of things. And frankly, he 
does criticise President Trump when necessary, over guns for example, he 
constantly writes articles in the Mail on Sunday calling him out. So for me, 
again, you sometimes you end up being on Piers’s side. 
Yes. The thing is, there have been half a dozen, very recently, pieces by Piers, in the 
run up to that interview, all calling Donald Trump out on some aspect of policy, or an 
issue he’s championed, and Piers believes wrongly. So he doesn’t pretend. I think 
that’s what Donald Trump admires, actually.  
 
A critical friend. 
A critical friend. And actually, those are your best friends, aren’t they? So at the end 
of the interview there was empathy and a candour that you wouldn’t have got from 
any other interviewer, and yet they weren’t reduced to fisticuffs. And Donald Trump 
was sorry to go, and Piers was sorry to see him go. And they shook hands, and it 
was an affectionate moment, and will remain so. I think that’s a trust thing, isn’t it? 
And yet Piers didn’t let any the inquisition go; he didn’t at any point duck the hard 
questions or fail to repeat the question when Donald Trump hadn’t given the right 
sort of answer. 
 
And at the end of the day, that was the biggest interview in the world – 
everyone wanted it.  



 
 

 13 

Yes.  
 
I think a lot of the criticism was based on the fact that the world and his dog 
wanted Donald Trump in the hot seat, and he got him. It’s just jealousy.  
Yes. He got him. And did you feel you knew – I’m not saying had to like – did you 
feel you knew and understood Donald Trump a bit better at the end of that interview 
than you did at the beginning of it? Yes. Were the answers massively different from 
some of the answers he’s given at campaign rallies or press conferences on Capitol 
Hill? Not necessarily. But they’ve been given in a way that is thought, “Right, I sort of 
understand where this guy is coming from.” Really interesting answer around the 
Paris Accord and the Second Amendment. 
 
Obviously I don’t agree with almost everything that Donald Trump does and 
says but…  
Yes. But two very good examples there, Paul. Let’s talk about the Second 
Amendment first of all. Piers pressurised him and said, “Well, okay, I accept that you 
absolutely feel total ownership and investment in the Second Amendment but there 
is nothing you can do to make the ownership of guns more difficult? 
 
There are people with mental health problems in all countries but do we really 
want them having semi automatic weapons? 
Actually, but can’t you make access to those guns more difficult? And what’s Trump 
done now? He’s made bump stocks, you know, bump stocks will become illegal. I’m 
not saying that those two things are directly related, but it would be hard not to think 
that wasn’t in some way influenced by that line of questioning from Piers in that 
moment, around the attempts to try and make the ownership of such lethal weaponry 
rather more difficult than it had been before. Another example, the Paris Accord. 
Where Trump said, “Well, the Paris Accord, it wasn’t a big deal for America. It was 
expensive, it wasn’t a deal that worked for us. It worked for everybody else, it didn’t 
work for America, it wasn’t a good deal. We wanted to come out of it.” And Piers 
asked, “And you’re never going to back into it?” And he went, “You know, who 
knows, who knows.” And in that moment you thought, “Here’s a deal maker.” This 
guy, whatever he grew up selling in Queens, as a dealmaker, as a realtor, as a 
property developer, he’s still that man. So do you know what? If the right deal was 
put together would America go back to the Paris Accord? He was sort of saying, 
“Yeah, I’m not going to rule it out.” So you had to look for these levels of meaning, 
but they are absolutely there.  
 
It struck me in the shower the other day, an analogy, that… I used to watch 
Dallas when I was a kid, and Donald Trump strikes me as a JR Ewing type 
character where he is what he is and he doesn’t pretend to be anything else. 
And when Bobby Ewing used to have fallouts, it was when he took the 
righteous path and tried to condemn him and box him in, he always lost – but 
the minute he accepted JR for who he was and played him in that way without 
trying to change him, he always got his way. And I think it’s a little bit like that 
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with the world, that Donald Trump is never going to change. So we either just 
stop pushing back at that and wishing he was not a horrendous person, and 
actually work with it like Piers does. Because ultimately you either are talking 
to the guy and try and have some influence with him, or you join a list of 
people he will never listen to in a million years. 
Yes. I had a chat with Piers last year about this. it’s interesting, with Donald Trump, 
an example that Piers would frame is that that we – you, me, and many others – take 
Donald Trump very literally but not seriously, where his supporters take him very 
seriously but not literally. So when he stands up and says, “That terrorist outrage in 
Stockholm yesterday,” and you and I go, “There wasn’t one!” but his supporters go, 
“No, there wasn’t, but there might be.”  
 
It’s the essence of that.  
It feels like there could be one. It’s Scandinavia, of course there could be one. And 
sure enough, a few months later there was one. But the point was, they don’t take 
him literally but they take him very seriously. So if he makes a sweeping 
generalisation about something they’re not going to hold him to account on every 
aspect of the detail, and that’s probably our misunderstanding of Trump the man. I’m 
not a supporter of Trump but I think I understood him better at the end of that 
interview. That sense of actually, do you know what, I’m a dealmaker. I’m after broad 
change here.” And sometimes he will say things and appear to believe things that he 
probably doesn’t actually believe or mean to be understood literally. 
 
Back to your typical 24 hours, as it were. We got to the point when you wake 
up. What does the editor of Good Morning Britain do? Because once the show 
goes off air, it’s morning, you’ve got the rest of the day ahead. Are you putting 
tomorrow’s show together, or hiring and firing and planning next week’s 
shows?  
All of those and more! So we come off air at 8:30. We’ve handed over to Lorraine at 
8:29:20, so they get a clean beginning to their programme, and then we almost 
immediately go into a debrief, and that’s a no holds barred, what’s worked, what 
hasn’t worked, and that involves all the presenters and the senior team who’ve been 
working on it overnight, the deputy editor who’s been in the gallery, myself, along 
with at least some of the team who’ve been involved in the building of that show from 
the day before. And again, it’s very much, “Okay, we like this, we like that, didn’t like 
this, didn’t like that.” It’s not unduly forensic, we don’t nit-pick. That worked, that 
worked that worked, what lessons can we learn, what can we do that’s even better 
the following day. And that is about a 20-minute meeting, and sometimes it’s very 
bloody, and sometimes it’s full of fragrance and light. 
 
Because if you’ve had a good show there’s no point being rude to one another.  
Exactly. But if it’s been a bad show, then we will be quite candid about it, and none 
of the presenters are anything other than very direct in sharing what they think. And 
so it’s a good exchange, and typically a very a very useful and a very good 
exchange. Shortly after that we go into the first meeting of the day at 9:30, and that’s 
with a large team who are going to be involved in the building of the show for the 
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following morning, and that will involve people from planning and there’ll be elements 
of the show that have been a long time in gestation, some long term bookings, some 
long term strands, features, debates we’ve been planning, and that’s again quite a 
hard-nosed, quite a brutal process of going, “Right, okay. These are stories that are 
around…” 
 
Because there are diary stories. If you know the unemployment figures are 
coming out on a Wednesday, you don’t know whether they will be up or down 
but you do know you’re going to cover it.  
Exactly. And if those stories are coming up, and those big diary stories are being 
revealed in the course of the day, at noon for instance, we need to reflect that in 
tomorrow morning’s programme, but at which point all the other news outlets will 
have been all over it. So what’s our particular treatment? How do we look at this? 
How do we find interviewees and pundits and ways of explaining this story that will 
make it even more relevant in its telling that it might have been on the early evening 
bulletins or the News at 10 on the BBC or ITV?” So we put a lot of thought into that, 
and will decide what are the runners and riders. What are the big stories, the big 
interviews, the big human interest stories? What are the big access pieces we’re 
doing? How are we going to film things are going to be filmed? If we’ve got a vox 
pop, how might we think about the environment and how we treat those vox pops? 
How are we going to film those set ups? How are we going explain that story? And 
then the team are more widely assigned and delegated those tasks. Then throughout 
the day, most notably at three o’clock, we gather together that same team again and 
work out, okay, well what’s worked, what hasn’t worked, what’s become more 
interesting since we had that morning meeting? And then we throw the whole thing 
up in the air and reshape the programme again, and that will then go on throughout 
the evening, and then the night team will come on, and there’ll be a big exchange of 
ideas and ambitions between the night side and the day side team, and the assistant 
editor who’s been working day side, like a programme editor, will hand over to the 
assistant editor who is going to work overnight, and then they’ll carry on either 
refining what we’ve got, but also with an expectation that a significant chunk of that 
programme will be ditched overnight and replaced by a better story.  
 
Stuff happens. 
Stuff happens. And it’s a world which are waking up to. it’s the things that happened 
while you’ve been asleep. So it’s a revolutionary show. And back in the day when 
GMTV was launched, the whole show would be locked up by 8:30-9:00, and nothing 
will change overnight. It will just be refined and polished and made even better, but it 
would be the same stories, same sort of content. Now, if we’re on air, or about to go 
on air, with an amazing story then we will throw the whole show out and go with that 
story. 
 
And how often do you throw the whole show out? Because if there’s genuine 
breaking news… 
More often than you think. I mean, sometimes it might be a very high profile death, 
and of course that may take a big chunk of the programme. We want to hear about 
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that that person, we want to go out and find material that tells us the story of their 
life. So that’s, if you like, a more a more routine example of that happening. But it 
might be the shootings in Vegas. It might be the bombing in Brussels. It might be 
Grenfell. And Grenfell was a story to which we sort of… I was woken up shortly after 
1:30 in the morning by the overnight assistant editor, who said, “There’s a big tower 
clock fire.”  
 
So they ring you on your mobile, and presumably you are in bed at that time?  
I was asleep, yes.  
 
So if the news desk is calling you at 1:30am, you must know before you even 
answer the call that something big has happened.  
On that particular night, yes, I was asleep, got a call from a guy called Ben Briscoe, 
one of the assistant editors, and he said, “There’s a big fire, tower block, in west 
London.” I said, “Are the fire brigade saying it’s serious?” He said, “Well, they’re not 
– but social media is.” And social media was literally, you know, prolific in people 
saying, “This is really bad,” so we were aware, through social media, of a tragedy 
that, if you like, officially hadn’t been announced. So I came straight in, and a lot of 
people came straight in, and we were working on that story in the remaining dawn 
hours until we went on air with a show that bore zero resemblance to the show that 
everyone had left the previous day believing we will be we be making. I mean, no 
resemblance. We had six live feeds down there using these very portable Live View 
units, we had a number of reporters down there, a lot of the team were deployed to 
go straight down there, people were ringing in and being sent straight down there, 
we had a big team here, and we then ran a four and a half hour programme. So from 
6:00 until 10:30, four and a half hours, which is of two hours longer than we normally 
be on air.  
 
Do you ring some ITV national operations director and ask for more time on 
air? How does that work?  
No, that was a call that was made… so I called Emma Gormley, who is used to me 
calling her, poor thing, in the middle of the night when these things happen, and 
she’s very, very good at that. She knows if the phone goes at 3:30 it’s because…  
 
You’re not asking how she is.  
I’m not asking how she is. I’m not asking how she’s sleeping!  
 
“Very well until you called, actually!”  
She’s a great boss in that regard, in all sorts of regards, but… and she then 
contacted the 21st floor and Kevin Lygo and said, “Look, we know from Neil and 
from the gallery and the Good Morning Britain tam that this is a really serious story, 
and they are ready to continue into the airtime beyond which they would normally 
transmit, and they can go effectively open ended until we know you are ready, if you 
believe you need to be ready, to hand over to ITV News, who can then pick up it at 
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some later point.” And Kevin, rightly so, actually thought, “Actually, they’re in 
command of the story, they’ve got great coverage, they’re telling the story in the right 
kind of way. And it’s keeping faith with the ITV viewers. We don’t want to break 
service, a break in service, because that would be a bad thing for ITV viewers, and 
so we’re just going to run on.” And so we carried on beyond our usual air time, and I 
think told a really, really important and powerful story. 
 
And obviously, as a human being, you’ll be upset at what’s going on and 
devastated even, but there must be a thrill as a journalist, as an editor, when a 
big story happens like that and your programme is all over it delivering first 
class journalism. The adrenaline must be going. 
It is adrenaline, I think. That’s a really important word, adrenaline, because thrill 
sounds like you’re excited at the tragedy which is changing people’s lives forever, 
and resulting in 71 deaths. And for a long time, we thought, we feared, it would be 
even a far greater number than that.  
 
The imagery was just… it was worse than any Hollywood film, I thought. 
It was. And actually, those live feeds are coming in, at three or four in the morning 
certainly, back in the gallery watching all these feeds, these live feeds, thinking, 
“Crikey.” I’ve been a journalist since 1984 and I’ve seen some pretty horrible things, 
but this was certainly up there. But it’s your responsibility to convey that story without 
necessarily being horrific in all that you do, but some of those images that you 
needed to share with the audience were ones that people will never forget. 
 
What’s your relationship with ITN like in a situation like that? Because 
listeners might not be aware that ITV news is produced by ITN, but your ITV 
News on ITV isn’t produced by ITN, it’s produced by ITV.  
Yes. So the ITV News that we produce is produced by Good Morning Britain. But ITV 
News is a very important brand and it’s a very powerful brand, and it’s a very 
valuable currency. So if we’re telling news on ITV, we want to brand it ITV News 
although we are Good Morning Britain and we have total ownership of all the news 
that we put on the screen. Although we obviously make enormous use of shared 
picture from ITV News, stuff that they acquire, we’ll share with them, and they with 
us as well. 
 
Yes, because you’ve got your own political team, and they – I say ‘they’, it’s 
technically ITN but its also ITV News, that’s how they’re branded –  
Yes.  
 
So in Grenfell, when you came off air, you had one ITV News crew through 
you, Good Morning Britain, replaced by another set of ITV News crew.  
Well, we made our assets available as far as we could. I mean, some people were 
on their knees with tiredness. So as far as we could, anybody who was still able and 
fresh enough to be able to news gather, we made all those assets available to ITV 
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News so that we could make the transition for ITV as seamless as possible. And 
that’s really important, because we were in a really important position tactically to be 
able to make that happen as well as possible for them. So you want to make sure 
that the service you’re giving to ITV viewers is as uninterrupted as possible, so 
there’s no whipping out of satellite trucks and taking all your own satellite trucks 
home, or your own satellite links home, or your own crews home, your own reporters 
home, or news gatherers of some other sort – you basically want to make all that 
available to ITV News so they don’t have to start delivering from a standing start. 
 
What’s the best thing about your job and what’s the worst thing?  
The best thing are the people, and the worst thing can be the people. Most of the 
people are amazing. They really give a shit.  
 
You can’t buy that.  
You can’t buy that. And I always say – and as I’ve used that word once, that means I 
can use it twice – but the most important thing is, you know, if you really give a shit, 
everything else can be taught, or demonstrated, or upskilled, or groomed, or 
mentored. But you’ve just got to care. And there are always – and on Good Morning 
Britain it’s a tiny number of people – who don’t, but I think 96% or 97% of the team 
really give a shit, and that is great. 
 
And the worst thing about people?  
That tiny per cent who don’t.  
 
So in terms of the DNA of a really good breakfast show, what do you need? 
It’s got to be news led, it’s got to be topical, it’s got to be reactive, it’s got to be 
you’ve got to be news that people really care about. And you’ve also got to be able 
to tell stories that people may not be immediately drawn to, but you know that they 
will then, “Oh, okay, I know why I must really care about this.” So you can tell stories 
that are really important but you’ve got to be able to convince the audience that they 
care in them as well. And our running orders are peppered with stories that people 
naturally care about to do with politics, to do with the environment, to do with 
education, to do with human interest, but also stories that they may be less obviously 
drawn to. We’ve done a lot about transgender issues, for instance. We’ve done more 
stories about transgender issues than any other broadcaster in the UK.  
 
To your credit.  
To our credit and do you know, the feedback on those stories has been enormous, 
and we actually feel we’re paying a really important part in, if you like, being able to 
open people’s minds to different ways of looking at a more modern society, not by 
having an Open University lecture, not by having a considered, measured, balanced, 
quietly considered debate, but by having heat and light. By, if you like, recreating the 
same kind of argument you might have around the kitchen table – and that’s an 
argument that people are drawn to, and it’s not necessarily an argument in which 
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you’ve got two sides which are allowing the other to produce a considered point and 
then rebutting that point, it’s a row, you know, it’s heat. And light. And they’re drawn 
to it. And at the end of it they may have a slightly different view of their own 
understanding of that issue than they did at the beginning, certainly over time. 
 
Last question, then. We have a lot of students and aspiring journalists that 
listen to this podcast, and I’m sure many of them, like I was back in the day, 
are extremely ambitious and are listening to the editor of Good Morning 
Britain, because when you choose to move on and retire, whenever that may 
be, they want your job. They want to be the next editor of Good Morning 
Britain. What advice would you give them? 
 Do you know, it’s kind of… you know, I think you’ve got to flatter your prospective 
employer. Whether you’re applying for a job on Ant and Dec, Newsnight, as a runner 
on Emmerdale, or on a consumer show, look at how they build that show, because 
they’ll have done it very consciously. They are trying to connect to an audience. So 
before you start telling them how to do it better, work out why they’ve done it the way 
they’ve done it. Why is that lead story where it is? Why is the story selection in the 
form in which it is? Why is that script line, and why is that that particular story line in 
Corrie, why is it the way it is? What are they trying to do? How they try to engage 
people? And once you’ve worked that out, share that in the interview. Share that with 
the person you’re trying to convince to give you an internship or an apprenticeship or 
a traineeship, and flatter them that you understand, finally somebody understands, 
why I do what I do – and then how to do it better.  
 
Neil, we’ve run out of metaphorical tape. That was a fantastic conversation. 
Thank you for your time.  
I enjoyed it. 


