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Chapter 4/Interviewing

Lesson #4: Journalists get most of their information by asking people questions.   Every successful interview begins with establishing trust and ends with telling a story.
Interviewing: having conversations with sources; key to most stories you will write; your ability to make people comfortable may be the difference between mediocre and good reporting

Primary sources: people who witnessed or participated in an event; documents reflecting the facts (police reports, birth certificates, etc.)

Secondary sources: people who talked to a witness (next door neighbors, co-workers); written accounts of an event (newspaper articles, TV broadcasts)

Social media sites offer information on people you might not otherwise be able to contact.  Don’t publish such information without other verification.

Interviews are best to solicit reactions and interpretations, not to gather facts.  Good reporters do fact gathering before the interview.
· Types of interviews:

· The News Story – usually there is little time to prepare.  Do quick background research…plan your approach…plan your first few questions
· The Profile – research on the subject and the person you are interviewing is necessary in advance

· The Investigative Piece –likely to be an adversarial relationship between the reporter and interviewee…advance preparation is essential…try to know in advance what the answers to your questions will be

· Points to Remember:

· Don’t confront your central character until after you have collected most of the evidence

· People often avoid interviews because the information you seek is damaging to them

· Try to give your subject the opportunity for an accuracy check to verify the facts (make clear that this doesn’t give them editorial control over the story)

[p.65] “Television journalists…are also performers.  An important part of the television reporter’s performance is the interview.”
For broadcasters the point of an interview is to obtain a sound bite or actuality (an audio recording that accompanies a story in radio or TV news or that is available on newspaper websites as a text supplement).  Sound bites convey information as well as emotion.
· Interviews Tips:
· Ask both objective (when, where, how much?) and subjective questions (why?)

· Focus on one issue at a time

· Ask open-ended questions (ones that can’t be answered “yes” or “no”); they are less direct and less threatening…exploratory & flexible

· Keep questions short

· Build to the point (don’t give away the punch line in the first sentence)

· Be honest

· Interviews by Telephone:

· Attempt to establish rapport

· Consider recording it…by law you must seek permission before starting the recorder…take notes in case the recording is spoiled

· Try to have a conversation rather than a simple Q&A session

· Interviews by E-mail:

· More frequent today because of deadline pressures

· Provides absolutely accuracy in quotes

· Doesn’t allow you to establish rapport

· Be absolutely certain the person is who you think it is

· Interviews by Instant Messaging:

· Same weaknesses as e-mail, but faster

· Like e-mail, IM is permanent…don’t type anything you wouldn’t want to see forwarded to others

· Interviewing by Skype online videoconferencing:

· Same advantages as e-mail

· Allows you to communicate face-to-face in real time

· Reporter talks instead of types

· General Tips:

· Dress appropriate to the subject and surroundings

· Aim to meet on neutral territory; powerful figures are more powerful on their familiar turf

· Prepare questions in advance so you can concentrate on the answers your subject is providing

· Choose your words carefully; your phrasing of a question may signal your bias or prejudice, or tip the subject to the kind of answer you expect.

· Ask neutral questions to avoid irritating your subject

· Ask only one question at a time

· Keep rephrasing the question until your source answers it adequately

· Don’t sit directly in front of your interviewee unless you are deliberately trying to make them uncomfortable

· Develop a shorthand or note-taking system

· Last question: “is there anything else I should have asked?”

Open-ended questions: allow the respondent some flexibility because they are less direct & less threatening…sources often reveal more than they intended to

Closed-ended questions: designed to elicit specific responses by communicating that you have done your homework and are looking for precise details

· Accuracy & Fairness:

· A major problem in all interviews

· Your story is only as good as your notes

· The best way to capture the content of an interview is to record it
· Some information you get in an interview will need to be confirmed from more authoritative sources
Conclusion: don’t be embarrassed to admit you don’t understand something your source has said.
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