
  Interviewing friends is a tough one. 

Your duty to the interview must 

transcend your friendship. 

Occasionally you’ll lose a friend. 

    —WALTER CRONKITE    
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82 INTERVIEWING

      5 Stages of Interviewing 
 OK, so you’ve scored an interview. Now what? Your 

next steps will determine whether you get a great 

interview or barely enough to pull a story together. 

 The right interviews build credibility and help 

shape your story. They form the skeleton. The steps 

4. Conduct the interview

5. Follow up

described in this chapter will ensure that you conduct 

interviews that will put some real meat on the bones! 

 There are fi ve key stages of successful interview-

ing, which we will explore in detail in this chapter. 

       Dig for background information and 
other sources.    

     Figure out what questions you’ll ask.    

     Check your gear. Be sure to make a 
good fi rst impression.    

     Here’s where your careful preparation 
will pay off.    

     Send a courteous thank-you note, and 
deliver on any promises you made.    

1. Prepare

2. Formulate questions

3. Get going
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5 Stages of Interviewing 83

Susan Lisovicz, former anchor and reporter

CNN 

VOICES from the Newsroom

Prepare

I’ve done plenty of interviews on the fl y, but only out of neces-

sity. Preparation is critical. A person who knows you’ve done 

your homework can’t push you around. And you’ll feel more 

confi dent, which is something you always want to project. 

When I have a big interview, I go deep into the Internet 

vault. I’m looking not only for specifi c milestones in a person’s 

life but also for anecdotes/quotes/observations that can help 

explain what makes this person tick. When I interviewed Mel 

Karmazin, the executive who runs SiriusXM Satellite Radio, 

I quoted Dan Rather, who said Karmazin’s management style 

was “as blunt as a punch in the nose.” That’s so much more 

interesting than asking a generic question about his reputa-

tion as a tough manager.

Some of the best resources for an interview can be your 

own colleagues. When I was prepping for my interview with 

Bill Gates, I called a former CNNer who was a tech correspon-

dent. He was invaluable in walking me through the rapidly 

changing tech landscape and what made Microsoft vulner-

able. It was much more time effi cient than reading reams of 

copy that I didn’t always understand.

The cruel reality is that some of your big interviews may 

come with zero prep time. In this case, if you need help, ask 

for it.

Formulate Questions

Many interviews will have areas that can be uncomfortable. 

My suggestion is to build the interview before you get to that 

point. One reason is to establish some rapport. And second, 

if the interview becomes hostile, you’ve got something in the 

rare event the interview ends abruptly.

One question I usually ask is about what keeps you up 

at night or what concerns you that you think is underreported. 

I asked the latter of Condoleezza Rice recently. We had talked 

about the Middle East, but she then started talking about 

Mexico and the potential of a “failed state” near the U.S. border. 

Mexico had been pushed aside by other recent crises, and it was 

insightful to hear someone speak in great detail about what was 

happening with our neighbor to the south. A lot of guests also like 

the courtesy of being able to choose the topic.

Get Going

Arrive on time or, preferably, arrive early. I make a point of 

greeting the interviewee almost as if I were host. I introduce 

the guest to the crew. I make sure the microphone is dressed 

properly on the guest’s lapel. I try to set the person at ease.

I have seen some interesting idiosyncrasies. During a 

commercial break before a live interview, Ted Turner started 

pacing back and forth on the fl oor of the New York Stock 

Exchange. It was a little unnerving, but I let him do it until the 

director told me in my ear to stand by. That’s when I told—or 

ordered, actually—Ted to stop pacing and stand next to me.

Conduct the Interview

It’s your interview. You should control it. Many interviews are 

 arranged because the person wants some editorial control tied 

to a book, movie or favorite charity. So I start with that point 

and then move on.

Follow Up

I alert the person’s staff when the story will air. I make a point 

of thanking the support staff. I put their names on my contact 

list. They are often the gatekeepers, and it is helpful if they’re 

on your side. A short, handwritten note makes an impression, 

especially in the digital age. And I stay in touch with these 

people. 

M05_LODA5914_02_SE_C05.indd   83M05_LODA5914_02_SE_C05.indd   83 13/07/11   10:39 PM13/07/11   10:39 PM



When conducting interviews, your objective is to

gather both background iinfnforoo mation ananndd ssououndndd

bites.  BaBaBackckground information helpssss y y y youououou o oo or rr r yoyoyoyourururur  

auaaa dience understand d the story, but it’sss nnonon t tt nenenenececes-s-

saaas rily sommething youou’d want to use fforrror aaa ssounndndn

bbibib tee. . OnOn t thehe o othththhererere hh hhanannanddd,d cc ccararararefefefefulululullylylyly sss s lelelelececececctetet dd dd ssssouououndndnd 

bibibb teteeeetessss aa aadddddddd ccccrerreredidididibibibiilililityttyy, , rerreereacacacctitit ononon a aaandndndndnd eeee mommmotitiit onon. UsUsUse e 

sosososoununu dd dd bibibitetes s tot  pepper r yourr sstoryryy wwitith ququququququququicick k rerreacacc-

titiionno s s s frfromomom p ppeoeoplplple e ononono  tttheheheh  s s strtrtreeeeeet t ororr iin n a a a a shshshshopopopooppipipingngngg

mmammm lllll. .. SoSoSoS unununnd dd bibibib tetetess s frfrfrfromomommmom e eyeyeyeyyy wiwiwiwitntntntnesesesseseses s s s atatatt b b bbrerereakakakkinininng gg 

eveveevenenentsttss aa adddd r rreaeaeaal-l-liifefe ddddrararamamamam  t  to a a sts orory.yyy

With the pressure of breaking news or a live 

peperfrfforo mance, you havve e e to think on yoyoyour feet. You 

wowowowon’n’n’n’t tt have much timemememe ff f forororor advanceeeedd d d prprprprepee arata ion.n.n.n. 

MoMoststt stories, hohh weveeeer,r,rr  w wwiiiill be beatttt o o rrr gggenerarr l

asssiigngngngnmentnt r r rrepepepeporororortitititingngngng, whwhwhw erererereee e yyyo ’’’u’lllllll h hhave time tto oo

maamap p pp ouououout t tt ththththee e ststtstorrororyy.y. I I Inn n soososomemeeme c c casasaseseses, , stsststorororieieiess ss mamay y tatatakeke

weeekekkkks,s,s,s  mmmmononononththththhs s ss orororor e e e eveveveven n nn yeyeyeyeararararss s s totototo dd ddevevevevelelelelopopopop. . . WhWhWhWhattatat m mmmayayay 

begin n asassasa  aa a a sss sspopopop t t neneen wswsw  e eeeveveventntt m mayayayay ooovevevever rr tititit meme e eencncomomomo --

papapaapasssssssssss  allll sixixx ttypypyppesese  o oof f f ininnntetet rvrvrvvieieieewswswsw . ImImmagaginii e woworkrkinning gg

ininin a a n n neweewsrrs ooo m m whwwwhennn yyyououou h hheaear r fi fi fi fi fi fi fifirrererrefi fi fighghghtetetersrsrssrs rr resesesese popopopoppoop ndndndnnnn  

tototooo rr rr rrepepepppeppororroorororortsttstststs o oof f f f a aa plplpllp anananannnnnane e e crcrcrasasasa h.hh.

Types of Interviews

INTERNET PHONE (VoVV IP
SERVICES) Voice over Internet Protocol

services (VoIP) such as Skype and iChat allow

y p gyou to make phone calls over the Internet using a 

high-speed connection. The calls are usually free 

if the person you’re calling has the same service, 

which saves money on overseas calls. Other than 

a bit of echo, the sound is usually good. Unlike 

satellite calls, VoIP often allows for video. 

Mediated Interviews
Mediated interviews are conducted with the assistance of technology.

Many of the passengers boarded the 
plane in New Delhi. What’s the reac-
tion at the New Delhi airport to this 
tragic news?

PHONE In the race to get information about 

the reported plane crash, a reporter or producer 

will pick up the phone to call the airport, fi re 

department or even neighboring businesses to 

get the facts or an eyewitness account. This 

source could be put live on the air or recorded. 

If you can’t record a phone conversation, take 

accurate notes and quickly transcribe them into 

your computer so you have a solid record.

SATELLITE Satellite interviews provide an 

option for talking to a source who is far away. 

Limitations are similar to those of a phone 

interview. The interviewee can’t see you, 

so you can’t show visuals or use nonverbal 

communication.

Please describe for us what 
you can see from the airport 
terminal right now.

Captain Wilson, you’ve fl own this same 
kind of aircraft for 15 years. Could you 
describe in detail what might be going 
through a pilot’s mind during a crisis like 
the one we witnessed today?

84 INTERVIEWING
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SPOT NEWS On the scene 

when news is breaking, you’ll

have to fi re off questions with 

p p jlittle or no preparation. Subjects

might disappear quickly, so look 

for potential key witnesses right 

away. Ask the most important

questions fi rst.

AMBUSH w the source In an ambush interview

e headed her has no advanced warning that you’re

ew, you haven’tway. Unlike a confrontational intervie

called, emailed or made any advance contact with called, emailed or made any advanc

your source. While the promotions department may 

love this kind of spontaneous ambush, rarely does it 

get information that truly benefi ts your audience. The 

interviewee will probably be defensive and unwilling to 

answer your questions openly and honestly.

CONFRONTATIONAL Sometimes you’ve called 

and emailed to request an interview, but your source still

declines or even ignores you. That’s when you may have

to confront him outside his offi ce or knock on his door at

home to try and get the information you need. In a con-

frontational interview the subject will probably be reluctant, 

argumentative and perhaps even combative. You’ll want to

ask your most important questions fi rst because the subject 

could simply walk away—or slam the door. 

PERSON ON THE
STREET (POS)
QQuuuQuuuuiciccck kkk inininintetetervrviews with people at a 

puuuuppubblblbb icic pppplalalalaceec  o r even at the scene 

ofofofofoofof aaan nnn evevevenenenent t t adada d the nonexpert’s

rerereacacacaca tittitit onons s ss ororoo  oopip nions to your

ststttorororo y.y  KKeeeeep ppp p qquqqq ese tions simple for

POPOPOOP SS SS ininteteteeeervrvrvrvrr iieeeieewswsww . You don’t want

tttotot  pproror vivivideddeee b bb bacca kgkground that could 

acacaaaacaacciccicic deded ntnntn alalalllylylylyyyy ttaiainnt the interview-

eeeeeeeee’s’sss ppppererererspspppecece tiveve.

LIVE Q&A CConducting an A
iinnnteteteeeeervrvrvrvrrrvieieieieww ww whwhww ilili e e ee on the air live 

isiisiss tt t ttririrririickkckckcc y.yyy. Y YYouou n neeed to get the

iiininiininfofofofofoof rmrmrmrmrmmatatattatioioioioioon,n,n,nn,n,, k kkkeeeep the interview

oononononoonnonon ttttttrararrrararackckckckcc  aaaaaanndndndndndnd aalsl o be aware of

hohohohoh w w ww mumumumumum cchchchch t tttime you’re taking.

RaRaRaRaRaRaRR rerererer lylyylyly w w wwwilililii l l l ththe producer give you

asasasasasas mm mm mucucucucuchh hhhh tit memm  as you want, so

asasasasaask k k k yoyoyoyoyourururururr t ttt t topopoooop onen  or two ques-

ttitittitititttt oononononsss s fififi fi firsrsrsrsrstt.tt  

IN-DEPTH If you’ve made an

apapapapapaaaa popopopoinininintmtmtmtmtmmenent t to interview some-

oonononone,e,e,e,, y yyyouououououu’l’llll l have time to establish 

rarararapppppppppporororrrt t with your subject and

aaa a a aaa aa hihihihihhh ghghghghghhg ererererer l llllevevevevee eleeel of seriousness

ananananananananaanand dd d dd d rerererefl fl flfl flecececececccctitititittititionooo . . Other advan-

tttattttataagegegeges s s s arararaaraare eeee e thththtttt at you can shoot the

pepepepepp rsrsrsrsononononn dd d ddoioiooo ng oor demonstrating

sososososossosss mememememmm ththththtthiining. OOn the downside, it 

tatatatatttakekekekek s s s s tititititit mememememeeme t t tto o set up and conduct 

iniiininin--d-d-d-d-d-depepepepepppthththhhh i iintnnnnn erviews. 

Challenging Interviews
Urgent and controversial stories sometimes require reporters to get information from 
nervous or reluctant sources. This can make for great television, but you have to bal-
ance your drive to get the story with knowledge of legal and ethical boundaries.

In-Person Interviews
To convey the immediacy of breaking news, talk to 
both experts and nonexpert witnesses.

When did you 
realize the 
plane was in 
trouble?

Sir, we’ve tried repeatedly to get in touch with 
you. An aeronautical engineer tells us that 
faulty maintenance was to blame for your 
airline’s crash. How do you respond to those 
conclusions?

Eyewitnesses placed you and 
your co-pilot at a bar just an 
hour before takeoff. Do you 
want to comment?

Has yesterday’s 
plane crash 
affected your 
confi dence in air 
travel today?

What can you 
tell us about the 
condition of the 
victims brought 
here to the 
hospital?

How does the 
National Trans-
portation Safety 
Board begin its 
investigation 
of this kind of 
accident?

Types of Interviews 85
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86 INTERVIEWING

                 May I Quote You?     
 An important preparatory conver-

sation to have with interview sub-

jects involves clarifying how you 

will refer to them in your story. 

Be sure you and your subjects are 

absolutely clear about whether you 

can use their name, show their im-

age on air and quote them directly. 

If you have any doubts about how to proceed or if 

your sources are ambivalent about being quoted or 

pictured, check with your professor or producer. 

  Anonymous sources 
 Most sources will allow you to quote them, but some 

will want to remain anonymous. Sometimes the only 

way you can get the information is off the record 

(more about this below). Whistleblowers or people 

involved in a controversy might not want their name 

revealed because they’re afraid they’ll be embarrassed, 

fi red or even arrested. The same is true for those who 

fear for their safety or that of their loved ones. 

 Make sure the reason for anonymity is legitimate. 

Especially with controversial subjects, confi rm off-the-

record information with another source willing to go on 

the record. Be skeptical. As the old saying goes, “Even if 

your mother says she loves you, be sure to check it out.”  

  Verify the source’s credibility 
 To verify that your sources are credible, look online 

for other articles where they have been quoted. You 

could even cross-check with other reporters who 

have interviewed them. 

 Public records like court documents, campaign 

donations and property holdings can reveal if a 

source is who she says she is. If your source says 

she has a master’s degree, check with the university 

to make sure she graduated with the degree and 

didn’t just attend the school. To see if the source 

works where she says she works, call the main 

number at the business or organization.  

  Check fi rst before you promise 
 Many stations and websites discourage the use of 

unnamed sources. Usually the executive producer, 

assistant news director or news director makes the 

fi nal decision. Check fi rst before making any prom-

ises to your source. 

 To preserve your credibility and your news out-

let’s reputation, you must abide by whatever promise 

you make. Otherwise, you could face legal action.  

  Understand the ground rules 
 Some sources assume “off the record” is the same as 

“not for attribution,” while others think it means you 

can’t use any of the information in any form. Some-

times these things aren’t very well defi ned, at least 

in the mind of your source. Make sure you clarify 

the ground rules, which are explained below, before 

the interview begins.   

1. Prepare

FOUR TYPES OF PROMISES 
TO SOURCES

             On the record 

 You may use any background information, quotes or sound 

bites from the source. Clearly identify the person’s name and 

title. Example:  Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner said, “Our 

defi cits are too high. They will not be solved by future economic 

growth, and left unaddressed they will hurt future economic 

growth.”   

  On background or not for attribution 

 You can use the information and quote the source, but you 

can’t reveal the person’s name or use a sound bite. Instead, 

use a descriptive phrase. Example:  A high-level source inside 

the Treasury Department said none of the top offi cials saw the 

fi nancial crisis coming.   

  On deep background 

 Former Secretary of State Henry Kissinger pioneered this 

reporting tool. When someone is interviewed on the basis of 

deep background, you can use the information but not reveal 

its source.  Example: The company president is expected to fi re 

1,200 workers.  Reporting speculation like this, however, can 

be tricky. The source might have an agenda or intentionally be 

misleading you. Or the information could be inaccurate. 

Always double-check.  

  Off the record 

 Whistleblowers and bureaucrats often leak controversial in-

formation to journalists with the guarantee that their identity 

won’t be revealed. Although you can’t use any of this mate-

rial in any form whatsoever, it might lead to other sources or 

information.
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May I Quote You? 87

Over here.

Yeah, I didn’t want 
anyone to trace it back to my 

computer, so I printed it 
out for you.

I promised
I wouldn’t - and 

I WON’T.

So this is the feds’ list of all the 
illegal music downloaders on campus?

ON THE RECORD OFF THE RECORD ON BACKGROUND

All I can confirm is that several 
students are facing fines or 

charges, and the university is 
cooperating with the investigation. 

That’s my official comment.

So, did you bring the list?

Examples of the Ground Rules With Sources

Wow, this is great stuff. 
I promise I won’t burn you.

Off the record you can use 
this list to try and contact 
students to see if they’ll 

talk or show you their letter.

Yeah.They 
just sent out 

warning letters. 
No media know, 

but now 
you do.

So, can you 
give me a 
comment 
on the 
record?

On background 
you can say an inside source 
tells you that 1,124 students 

have received the letters 
from federal officials.Two 
hundred are facing fines 

of at least $10,000.

Here it is. 
Now don’t tell 
anyone where 

you got it.

That’s not enough. I need more. 
Can I use you on background?
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88 INTERVIEWING

Biographical info about

Rachel Alexandra

Biographical info about

Calvin Borelage, height,

weight, hometown,etc.

8th grade education

     Prepping for the Interview 
       To envision the many kinds of 

research that go into prepar-

ing a story, let’s look at how 

one reporter might research a 

sports story—the fi lly Rachel 

Alexandra’s historic victory in 

the 2009 Preakness Stakes horse 

race.   

1. Prepare

  Filly wins Preakness 

 In 2009, for the fi rst time in 85 years, a fi lly beat 

the boys in the second race of the Triple Crown. 

Calvin Borel, a jockey from the Cajun country of 

south Louisiana, rode Rachel Alexandra to victory. 

Two weeks earlier, Borel had ridden the winner of 

the Kentucky Derby. This is the fi rst time the same 

jockey won both races but on different horses. 

 Your assignment is to interview Calvin Borel. 

Right after you confi rm the interview, start digging 

for background information. Don’t procrastinate! 

The Internet makes research easier and faster than 

ever before, but the news cycle is faster because 

of 24/7 deadlines and the competition nipping at 

your heels.  

Your fi rst step

Approach the Internet like an old 

source on the street. This is where you 

might fi nd that fi rst juicy lead. Then 

pound the streets of the information 

superhighway to back up your angle.

The more you dig, the better 

informed you’ll be and the more you’ll 

come up with questions that no one 

else is asking. Don’t forget to check 

social media sites like Facebook and 

Twitter, as well as in-depth databases 

like LexisNexis.

Subjects to search on Internet

 Calvin Borel

 Rachel Alexandra

 Preakness Stakes and Triple Crown

  National Thoroughbred Racing 

Association (jockey’s bio and 

offi cial stats)

 Bloodhorse.com (horse’s bio)

 Steven Asmussen (trainer)

 Harold McCormick (owner)

Key info: Finding the easy stuff

Your next step

Google or Yahoo can lead to text sto-

ries as well as video clips. Don’t go to 

the same source every time. Instead 

of relying only on CNN or Fox News 

or The New York Times, check all of 

them. Read different accounts of the 

same story because each might have 

a unique angle. Any corrections won’t 

necessarily appear in the original ar-

ticle, so you might have to dig to fi nd 

the most up-to-date information.

Other places to look

  Videos—YouTube, Google Video, 

Yahoo Video, AOL Video

  TV—NBC Sports (broadcast the 

race), ESPN, CNN, Fox News

  Newspapers—Baltimore Sun (the 

Preakness is run in Baltimore), 

New York Times,  Washington Post, 

Daily Racing Form

 Radio—NPR

  Magazines—ESPN, Sports Illustrated

 Social media—Facebook, Twitter

Key info: Digging below the 

surface

 Dig, dig, dig

  You wouldn’t believe the number of times we’ve 

asked reporters what background information they’ve 

dug up for a story. They tell us, “I’m still trying to 

fi gure it out” or “I have a call in to an expert who’s go-

ing to explain it all to me” or even “I was going to get 

more information during the interview.” This kind of 

approach is simply not acceptable or responsible. You 

must do your research before the interview. Use the 

interview to fi ll in the blanks or confi rm information. 

How a poor boy from

Louisiana Cajun country 

rose to greatness

Importance of family

Cecil Borel (big brother)

Lisa Funk (his fiancée)
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Prepping for the Interview 89

Beyond the Internet

You won’t fi nd everything on the Internet. 

Check your own story archives to see if 

another reporter has covered the same 

subject. Talk to seasoned reporters in 

your newsroom. You can even make allies 

at other media outlets. One of your best 

sources might be the sports reporter at the 

local radio station who doesn’t see your 

story as direct competition. Stations are 

beginning to share resources and content, 

especially in small markets.

People to call

 Steven Asmussen (trainer)

 Harold McCormick (owner)

 Cecil Borel (older brother)

 Ella Borel (mother)

 Lisa Funk (fi ancée)

 Javier Espinoza (horse’s groom)

Brainstorming

Based on your research and phone 

calls, brainstorm different angles by 

drawing an idea map. Next, pick the 

best focus for your story. When you 

have a clear focus, you can tailor your 

questions better. Share the idea map 

with your professor or producer to 

make sure you’re on the right track.

Public records as sources

 Criminal records

 Sex offender registration fi les

 Real estate appraisal records

Local court records can be valuable 

sources. They can give you the upper hand 

if you know more about the topic than the 

interviewee thinks you do.

Start calling

After you have the basic background, pick 

up the phone. You don’t have to interview 

every person on camera. You can talk to 

sources to gather background material 

and confi rm information before you con-

duct your on-camera interviews. What you 

learn on the phone can help you decide 

what questions to ask—or even what not 

to ask.

Calvin Borel
wins Preakness

on filly

POV

Horse’s
groom

Owner Brother

Mother

Fiancée

Trainer

Being a
jockey

Personality

Physical
qualities

Mental
qualitiesDangers

Rewards

Training

Background

Poor
childhood

Education

Religion

Early races

Family and
friends

No criminal record

No sex offender

registration file 

Value of house in 

Louisville, ken.

Key info: Clearing the record

Asmissen trains in

Laredo, Texas, BIG in

horse racing industry

Big brother Cecil

(12 uears older) taught

Calvin about horses and

riding

Key info: Related sources

Poor boy makes it big

(pursuing the American

dream)

Importance of family

and faith

Point of view of horse’s

groom

Key info: Possible angles
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90 INTERVIEWING

              The Heart of the Interview 
             Now that you’ve done the re-

search for your story, it’s time 

to fi gure out what questions to 

ask. You’ll want to come up with 

more questions than you’ll use. 

Since you might be nervous at 

the interview, it’s a good idea to write down your 

key questions in an order that makes sense. Type 

them in a large font so you can read them easily 

while maintaining eye contact with your subject. 

Don’t feel that you have to stick to your list like a 

script, however. Go with the fl ow! As you become 

more experienced, your interviews will be more 

like a conversation than an interrogation. For most 

interviews, the goal is to create the feel of a relaxed 

conversation in your kitchen. 

  The right questions 
 Asking the right questions is an art form that’s the 

key to a successful interview. Like eating an arti-

choke, it’s an acquired skill. Think of this unusual 

vegetable—the ARTichoke—as a metaphor for the 

art of asking questions. Why? You eat an artichoke 

from the outside, slowly peeling off leaves. You start 

an interview with  objective questions  designed to 

elicit or confi rm facts. The best sound bites come 

after you’ve peeled away the fi rst layers, when you 

subtly change to  subjective questions . Like the 

inner leaves of the artichoke, these responses are 

juicier, tastier and far more satisfying as you slowly 

work your way to the heart of the story. Chef 

Christopher Koetke notes, “The artichoke still is a 

mystery to most. If you grab a thorny variety incor-

rectly, you might get a nasty poke. To most, getting 

to the  heart  of the artichoke, its most succulent part, 

is a challenge.” Likewise, your fi rst interviews will 

be a little rough around the edges, but with practice 

they’ll be as smooth as the butter that artichoke 

lovers dip the leaves in.            

Objective questions
You’d usually ask objective 

questions—those that produce 

facts—at a breaking news scene 

when you’re interviewing, say, the 

public information offi cer (PIO). An-

swers to these questions provide back-

ground information rather than sound bites. 

If you’re gathering facts, ask objective ques-

tions based on the traditional 5 W’s and the H, 

such as these:

“Who robbed the bank?” 

“What did the note to the 

teller say?” 

“When were the rob-

bers caught?”

“Where did they fl ee?”

“Why did they 

pick this bank?”

“How much 

money did they 

get away with?”

Subjective 
questions
Most of the time, 

you’ll want to take your 

interviewees well beyond the 

most basic information to their 

subjective thoughts, 

feelings and opinions. 

Digging below the 

surface means asking 

questions that drive to 

the heart of an issue. Asking subjective questions 

of key players, such as victims and witnesses, at a 

crime scene can reveal insights and emotions that 

would otherwise go unnoticed. Questions like these 

might reveal insightful, even emotional, sound bites:

“Describe what you were feeling when the robbers 

showed you their weapons.”

“What was going through your mind when the rob-

ber handed you the note?” 

2. Formulate questions

RULE OFTHUMB
The best interviews are the ones where you 

know the answers to the questions before 

you start talking, but be open to answers you didn’t 

 anticipate. To do this, you must listen carefully to the 

interviewee’s answers.

Learning and practicing the “art” 

of the interview will ensure that 

you won’t “choke” up when you 

conduct one.
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   The Art of Asking Questions 
 Don’t be a reporter who asks all 

the wrong questions. These tips 

will help you get the best out of 

your interview. 

          Keep your questions short.   Ask simple, direct 

questions. Treat each question as if it’s Twitter 

length—140 characters. If the question is too long, 

the subject might forget what you were trying 

to ask. 

   Too long:  “Mayor Brown, your administra-

tion prides itself on concerns with critical 

issues like immigration, sustainability and 

economic recovery downtown, but of all 

these important issues—and surely more—

which do you deem to be the number one 

priority of your administration?” 

  Shorter:  “Mayor Brown, what’s your admin-

istration’s top priority?”   

  Avoid closed-ended questions,   like those below, 

that can be answered with one word: “yes,” “no” or 

“maybe.” Instead, ask  open-ended questions  that 

start with words like “how,” “what” and “why.” Or 

encourage the interviewee to describe or explain 

something. This is usually when you’ll hear your 

sound bite. 

   Closed:  “Were you afraid when you saw the 

building collapse?” 

  Open:  “Describe what you were feeling 

when you saw the building collapse.” 

  Closed:  “Did you see the robber hold up the 

liquor store?” 

  Open:  “Tell me what you were thinking 

when you saw the robber hold up the 

 liquor store.” 

  Closed:  “Are you passionate about this 

new law?” 

  Open:  “Why are you so passionate about 

this new law?”   

  Ask one question at a time.   If you fi re off two 

questions at once, the interviewee won’t know 

which to answer fi rst, or she might respond to only 

one of them. 

   Unfocused : “How do you respond to the 

citizens who say the mayor’s offi ce is spend-

ing money for frivolous things, and by what 

percentage can you reduce such budget 

items in the next fi scal year?” 

  Focused:  “How do you respond to citizens 

who say the mayor’s offi ce is spending 

money for frivolous things?” (Wait for a 

complete answer. Then, as a follow-up, ask 

the next question.) “By what percentage can 

you reduce such budget items in the next 

fi scal year?”   

  Stay neutral.   Resist the temptation to inject your 

opinion or anticipate a response. 

   Opinionated:  “You were rather upset by the 

charges.” 

  Neutral:  “What’s your reaction to the charges?” 

  Opinionated:  “Although you’re not going to 

tell me about the case, . . .” 

  Neutral:  “What can you tell me about the 

case?”   

  Avoid loaded words and phrases.    These can 

infl uence the listener with their baggage of bias or 

judgment.   

Loaded Not loaded

scheme plan  

pol politician 

peacenik pacifi st  

guerrilla  freedom fi ghter 

tree-hugger environmentalist 

do-gooder  progressive, idealist

ignorant  illiterate  

anorexic  slim

   Avoid polarizing questions.   One example would 

be “Are you a moral person?” Most people are 

neither completely moral nor completely amoral 

but fall somewhere along the spectrum. Plus, few 

people are likely to answer “no” to such a question. 

Rather than forcing the interviewee to choose be-

tween these two extremes, say instead, “How would 

you describe your moral standards?”  

  Always keep an emergency question tucked in 

your back pocket.   We call it a “Madonna question” 

2. Formulate questions
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  Never provide questions in advance.   If you share 

questions ahead of time with the source, the an-

swers will be rehearsed and lack the spontaneity of 

conversation. For public fi gures such as company 

bosses, providing the questions in advance gives PR 

departments time to help craft an answer that might 

hide or distort the truth. 

 There may be rare exceptions, especially if this 

is the only way to get the interview. Sometimes, for 

example, government offi cials or PR practitioners 

will make it diffi cult for you to get an interview. 

When East Germany was still a separate communist 

country, one of the authors of this book spent time 

there producing a documentary. To get an interview 

with the secretary for religious affairs, he had to 

submit 10 questions in advance. He did so. But once 

the interview began, he didn’t stick to the list.        

because you could ask it of anyone—Madonna, a 

homeless man or a presidential candidate. Asking a 

question like “What challenges lie ahead?” will give 

you time to gather your thoughts or jot something 

down during the interview.  

  Don’t be afraid to ask challenging questions,   
especially when interviewing politicians, bureaucrats, 

PR practitioners and others who are used to talking to 

the press. If you’re well-prepared, you can keep prob-

ing until they answer your questions and justify their 

views. Tough questions can be thoughtful and per-

ceptive rather than loud or dramatic. Sometimes these 

are referred to as “gotcha questions.” Mike Wallace 

of “ 60 Minutes ” perfected this technique. In-depth 

research allowed him to blow past the smoke screen 

sometimes put up by politicians and PR practitioners.  

 
      
  THE AMBUSH QUESTION       

Ask ambush questions only as a last resort. In most cases, 

you shouldn’t need to conduct ambush interviews. But if you’ve 

repeatedly contacted an important yet reluctant source and 

he’s still avoiding you, then you should feel comfortable con-

fronting him. However, failing to make any request for an inter-

view and simply ambushing an unprepared source will likely not 

provide substantive information that’s valuable to the viewer.

Before ambushing someone, ask yourself: “Can I get this in-

formation any other way or request an interview from this source 

without appearing unannounced?” Often the answer is yes.

Let’s say you’re doing a story about an overzealous home-

owner’s association (HOA). You’ve interviewed upset residents 

and taken video of the neighborhood. Now it’s time to fi nd the 

HOA president. Typical protocol would have you phone the 

subject, but you’re under the gun, so you drive by his home. 

You see the man mowing the lawn out front, shirtless. Instead 

of introducing yourself and scheduling an interview for later 

in the day, you ambush the man. You walk up, camera rolling, 

fi ring questions. Your promotions department will love the fact 

that you’ve caught the man shirtless, sweaty and unprepared, 

but you haven’t done your job as an ethical journalist. For one 

thing, you’ve done very little to ensure that your viewers get 

forthright answers to your questions. To achieve that end, you 

should approach the man, explain your story and ask his per-

mission for an interview either right away or very soon. Let him 

go inside, get dressed and compose his thoughts.

Once in a while an ambush interview is necessary. Perhaps 

an investigative television news crew captures someone steal-

ing goods from a Goodwill donation bin in the middle of the 

night. The reporter doesn’t know who this culprit is or how to 

track him down later, so her only choice is to ambush the per-

son immediately, capture video and ask the tough questions.

If you ambush someone, make sure the video is rolling. Use 

a hand-held microphone so you can point the mic at yourself 

when you’re asking the tough questions. Often in an uncoopera-

tive interview you’re holding someone accountable for question-

able behavior, so hearing the tough questions being asked is an 

important part of the storytelling process.

WHAT WOULD

YOU DO?
Your source has provided essential information about 

a local drug dealer but has asked you to use a pseudo-

nym. She fears retribution toward her and her family.

Under what circumstances would you use a pseudonym? 

What would you tell your viewers? Does using a pseudonym 

reduce the credibility and verifi ability of your story?

If you were a news director, what guidelines would 

you draw up for deciding when to use pseudonyms?
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  Out the Door 
 You’ve fi nally set up the inter-

view, done your research and 

come up with questions. Now 

you’re ready for the interview. As 

we noted earlier, some interviews 

can be done by phone, but there’s nothing better 

than talking to your subject in person. 

  Try to talk face to face 
 Even if the story is for radio or an online publi-

cation, try to conduct the interview face to face 

because it’s amazing what you can fi nd out by 

showing up in someone’s offi ce or home. You can 

spot details, such as a university diploma or black 

belt certifi cate on the wall, family pictures on the 

desk or maybe a roller derby trophy on the book-

shelf. These details might or might not make it into 

your story, but they can add substance and depth or 

give you ideas for more questions. 

 Also, when you do an interview in person, you 

can pick up on facial expressions, which can tell 

you a lot. You might note disgust or irritation that 

you probably wouldn’t pick up if you were conduct-

ing the interview over the phone.  

 Location, location, location 
 If visuals are important to your story, you’ll want to 

think carefully about the setting for your interview. 

Spot news and disaster stories create their own 

settings. Features allow you to be as creative as a 

Hollywood director. 

 When you have the time, try to meet your 

subject in the environment most appropriate to 

the subject matter and where he’ll feel the most 

comfortable. If your story is about a construction 

worker, don’t interview the person inside an offi ce. 

Meet him at the job site or, at the very least, go out-

side the offi ce. Even better would be to interview 

the source while he’s working with tools in his 

hands. Just be sure this doesn’t interfere with your 

interview audio or become a visual distraction.   

  

    
Think about visual consistency. If most of your 

story is about something that takes place outdoors, 

keep it that way. Your story will fl ow better and save 

time in the editing process.

  Be prompt 
 All your hard work will be lost if you miss the in-

terview. It’s disrespectful to ask someone to give 

you time—and then arrive late. To make sure you’re 

ready and on time: 

   •   Use a good map. Consult MapQuest or Google 

Maps.    

   •   Give yourself plenty of time in case you get 

stuck in traffi c or can’t fi nd a parking spot.  

  •   Arrive about 15 minutes before the interview 

so you can set up your equipment and take a 

deep breath.    

    Be prepared 
 On your way to the interview, think about 

 every possible reaction that might come from 

the  interviewee. Ask yourself how you’d re-

act. That way you’re less likely to be caught off 

guard  during the interview, and you’ll be able to 

 maintain your professional demeanor and control 

of the interview.  

3. Get going
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Dress appropriately 
 Make a good fi rst impression. If you dress like a 

student in jeans and a T-shirt, you’ll be treated like 

a student. If you dress like a professional, you’ll 

be treated like one. At the very least, wear tailored 

pants and a nice shirt or blouse. Guys should also 

have a tie and possibly a sport jacket. In some cases, 

however, you’ll want to dress the way you think 

your interviewee will be dressed in order to make 

her feel comfortable. If you’re going to interview a 

farmer in the barn, wear good jeans and a polo 

shirt or denim shirt.   

         Go easy on the cologne or perfume. Some people 

are allergic to fragrances.  

  Partnering with your videographer 
 Map out a visual strategy with your videographer. 

Talk about the interview. Let her know what you 

want to get from the interview so she can react 

 accordingly with the camera—zooming into or out 

from the subject when the subject makes appropri-

ate comments.  

  Greeting your subject 
 When you introduce yourself, look the interviewee 

in the eye and shake his hand fi rmly. Also shake 

hands when greeting a person with a disability. 

 People with prosthetics or limited hand motion 

 usually shake hands despite the disability.      

        Handshakes in other cultures, however, might 

be limper than the fi rm American greeting. Or they 

might be refused. Some Muslim men, for example, 

might not shake hands with a woman. If you’re 

 venturing into unfamiliar terrain, do some back-

ground research. Let the interviewee greet you, then 

respond in kind.  

  Exchange business cards 
 This fi rst impression will set the tone for the inter-

view. Exchange business cards, which will ensure 

that you spell the subject’s name correctly and have 

contact information. You can add the name to your 

electronic Rolodex as you build your list of sources. 

Be sure to get a cell phone number, which improves 

your chance of reaching someone 24 hours a day. 

(Later, note the date and subject of your conversa-

tion on the back of the card.) Then thank him for 

his time. If he has told you he has only 15 minutes, 

stick to the limit so he’ll be willing to talk with 

you again.  

 COMMON FORMS OF ADDRESS 
    

GOVERNMENT OFFICIALS

Ambassador Ambassador (last name)

Cabinet member Mr. or Madam Secretary

Governor Governor (last name)

Judge (federal, state and local) Judge (last name)

Mayor Mayor (last name)

Representative, U.S. or state Representative (last name)

Senator, U.S. or state Senator (last name)

LAW ENFORCEMENT

Chief of police Chief (last name)

Detective Detective (last name)

Police offi cer Sergeant or Lieutenant (last name)

HIGHER EDUCATION

Dean Dean (last name)

President President (last name)

Professor Ask the person’s preference

Provost Provost (last name)

CLERICAL AND RELIGIOUS ORDERS

Imam Mullah (last name)

Minister Ask the person’s preference

Priest Father (last name) 

Rabbi Rabbi (last name)

When interviewing someone in a wheelchair, make sure both the 

reporter and the camera are at eye level with the subject.

  Call me . . . 
 If you don’t know the interviewee, use the person’s 

title and last name, such as “Dean Callahan” or 

“Mr. Smith.” Let the interviewee say, “Please call 

me Chris.” 

 Some common forms of address are listed 

below. For others, check your AP style guide.      
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  Encountering Diversity 
    

 As a reporter, you’ll have oppor-

tunities to interview people from 

different backgrounds. If you’ll 

be talking to someone from an 

unfamiliar culture or whose experi-

ences and opinions may be very different from your 

own, set your preconceived notions aside. 

  Cultural smarts 
 For multicultural reporting, Ruth Seymour, a journalism 

professor at Oakland University, recommends observing 

the interviewee carefully and then adjusting your behav-

ior accordingly. “Things go more smoothly if you expect 

behavioral differences, notice them, and do what you 

can to honor the other person’s comfort zone.” Seymour 

offers eight tips for helping your source feel at ease: 

    1    Physical closeness.  Respect the interviewee’s 

personal space. Let her determine how close she 

wishes to stand or sit.  

   2    Saying hello.  When meeting someone from 

another culture, pause for a few seconds. Let the 

other person greet you fi rst. Respond accordingly.  

  3     Facial expressions.  Follow your source’s lead 

when it comes to smiling and eye contact.  

  4     Showing respect.  Address someone as Mr. or 

Mrs., especially if older, rather than by fi rst name. If 

you’re not sure which is the fi rst name and which 

the last name, ask the person: “What would it be 

best for me to call you?”  

    5     Touch.  Don’t touch anyone unless you’re fa-

miliar with the culture or have spent time observing 

who touches whom, where, how long and under 

what circumstances.  

  6     Talking style.  Spend a little extra time with 

friendly small talk before asking your questions. Avoid 

contractions and idioms (“Go out on a limb,” “Way to 

go”) that might confuse your subject. Talk more slowly 

than usual, and allow longer periods of silence.  

  7     Gifts and food.  Don’t reject your host’s offer of 

food or a beverage unless you have a health reason 

for doing so. Accept small gifts or keepsakes with 

grace and pleasure. Discuss the ethical boundaries in 

your newsroom or classroom.  

    8     Gender and age roles.  Treat elders in other 

cultures with respect rather than in a patronizing or 

familiar way, as North Americans tend to do. Cultures 

with strict gender roles probably also observe strict 

rankings of respect based on age.                

3. Get going

Source: Ruth Ann Seymour, “Eight Steps toward Cultural Competence,” 

Poynter Report, Poynter Institute for Media Studies, Special Issue, 

November 2002, Poynter Online, updated March 2, 2011. © Ruth Ann 

Seymour. This piece was originally published in print and online by The 

Poynter Institute for Media Studies.

 Review these tips from the National Center on Disability and 

 Journalism the next time you interview someone with a disability. 

  Before the interview 

   •   Ask the person you’re interviewing about any specifi c needs, 

such as wheelchair access, a quiet place or an interpreter. 

If you’re not sure how to deal with the request, ask the 

interviewee.  

  •   Schedule plenty of time for the interview. Some accommoda-

tions, such as an interpreter, require extra time.  

  •   If a person is in a wheelchair, make sure the interviewing 

area is physically accessible. Place yourself and the camera 

at the interviewee’s eye level.   

 During the interview 

   •   Use the same interviewing techniques and manner as you 

usually do.  

  •   Speak to the person. Maintain eye contact instead of inter-

acting with the interpreter or a companion.  

  •   When talking to someone with a hearing loss, face him. Don’t 

cover your mouth when you speak. Sit so you face the light 

source and aren’t backlit. Talk when the person is looking at you.  

  •   When interviewing someone with a visual impairment, 

identify yourself and others who might be with you.  

  •   Listen attentively when talking with someone who has 

diffi culty speaking. Be patient. Wait for the person to 

fi nish instead of correcting him or speaking for him. Don’t 

pretend to understand if you’re having diffi culty doing so.   

 Etiquette suggestions 

   •   Focus on the person rather than the disability.  

  •   If you offer assistance, wait until the offer is accepted. Then 

ask for instructions.  

  •   Don’t lean or hang on a wheelchair or other assistive device. 

It’s part of a person’s space.  

  •   Guide dogs and other service animals are working. Don’t 

make eye contact, praise, talk to or pet the animal. This is 

distracting for both animal and owner.    

INTERVIEWING A PERSON WITH A DISABILITY

Source: National Center on Disability and Journalism, Tips for interviewing people with disabilities; www.ncdj.org, Nov. 23, 2009. Reprinted with permission of the 

National Center on Disability and Journalism.
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  Setting Up 
 Be a team player. Carrying the 

 tripod when working with a 

video journalist will go a long 

way toward building rapport. 

Check with each other when set-

ting up your equipment. Is this a 

good  location? If you’re outside, 

where’s the sun? Where are the shadows? What’s 

your audio going to be like? Are there  distracting 

noises?   

  Put on your mic 
 Whenever possible, mic yourself as well. You can 

point the microphone at yourself, use a second 

lavalier microphone or stand close to the camera 

microphone. Sometimes stories are better told by us-

ing your questions as well as the subject’s answers. 

Doing so can add variety to the narrative fl ow—the 

audio part of the script. Don’t overdo this technique, 

however. Vain reporters want to hear their voices all 

the time asking questions. It also slows down the 

script. You want the sound bites from the source. 

Your voice will be on the audio track. 

 A common mistake is conducting an interview 

with the microphone directed to the wrong audio 

input. It’s very embarrassing to have to call back 

later and ask to repeat an interview.  

  Check your gear 
 After you’ve set up your equipment, make sure it’s 

working right. Remember to check your lighting. Do 

a sound check, and play a little video back in the 

camera. How does it look? Is the sound crisp?  

  Relax 
 While you’re setting up your gear, chat with the in-

terviewee. Ask how his day is going. If he went to 

the same school as you did, talk about that. This will 

help your subject relax and also give the video jour-

nalist an opportunity for  b-roll, which is the extra 

footage you shoot to use as cover for your reporting 

track or during a sound bite.    

 Even as a student, you’re often more expe-

rienced with video equipment than the person 

you’re interviewing. If she seems nervous, try to 

ease her mind about the process. You can joke or 

talk about the weather. If the source still seems 

anxious about what she’ll look like on camera, you 

can show her by fl ipping the camera’s viewfi nder 

around for her to see. Remind her that you’re 

there to get information and present her in a 

 professional manner.  

  Eyes wide open 
 Note details in the room that could help you write 

to your video later or that might trigger a response. 

These conversation points could be a diploma, a 

sports trophy, a photo of children playing soccer or 

an interesting souvenir. Case in point: A renowned 

neurosurgeon wasn’t forthcoming during an inter-

view until asked about the photo of his parents on 

his desk. He then launched into an animated discus-

sion about their heroism during World War II. Their 

courage had inspired him to become a doctor.  

  Remind yourself of your purpose 
 Before you start the interview, remind yourself of 

what you want to accomplish. Are you looking for 

facts only, or are you trying to elicit emotion and 

reaction? 

 If your topic involves lots of facts and fi gures 

but you’re looking for emotion and reaction, get 

the numbers and other background information 

off camera. Use your on-camera interview care-

fully. Stay on point. The more you stray off topic, 

the more tape you’re going to have to log and 

 listen to later.   

4. Conduct the interview

If a video journalist is setting up the equipment, use that time to 

review background information with your interview subject.
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         Start by asking the interviewee to 

say her name and title—and spell 

it. Jot it down in your reporter’s 

notebook as a backup. You won’t 

be happy if you have to call a few 

minutes before deadline because 

you don’t have the proper spelling. 

  Get personal 
 Chat about the interviewee’s personal life. This will 

put the person at ease and can add context to the 

story. You might ask about siblings and fi nd out that 

your interviewee grew up in foster care. She might 

start talking about how her tough childhood made 

her want to fi ght harder to help other kids. Or you 

might ask someone what he does in his free time 

and learn that he collects antique tractors. Although 

you might not use that tidbit in your story, it could 

lead you to doing a feature story on the growing 

popularity of this hobby.  

  If you have only 10 minutes 
 If your time with the source is limited, ask the most 

important questions fi rst. Recently a student was 

trying to interview a state lawmaker who’d been 

charged with driving under the infl uence without a 

license. Ironically, the lawmaker was now co-

sponsoring a number of bills calling for tougher 

DUI laws. 

 The reporter was told the lawmaker would talk 

to her for only 10 minutes—probably time for just 

three or four questions. The student and her faculty 

editor worked together to fi gure out the most im-

portant questions. 

 One sure bet: “What were you thinking the night 

you got behind the wheel of that car after downing 

several drinks?” 

 The next question: “Didn’t you think of the 

other people on the road and their lives?” 

 Then, of course, the follow-up: “Don’t you think 

it’s ironic that you’re asking for tougher penalties for 

drunk drivers, yet you got a lighter sentence as part 

of a plea deal?” At this point the lawmaker might 

walk out, but at least the reporter would have what 

she needs.  

  If you have more than 10 minutes 
 Let’s say you have more than 10 minutes to inter-

view a lawmaker who’s pushing for new tax cuts for 

bar owners. Don’t start right off with this: “I hear 

you were arrested for DUI, and now you’re sponsor-

ing a bill supporting bar owners. Why?” 

 Instead, open with an easy question to make the 

lawmaker feel comfortable. Ask why she thinks we 

need this new law. Why is she so passionate about 

co-sponsoring the bill? Only then should you ask 

about her DUI—if she hasn’t already brought it up 

herself. If you start with that tough question, you 

might not get anything from her.   

  Starting the Interview 
    

4. Conduct the interview

RULE OFTHUMB
Don’t be afraid to rephrase a question and 

ask it again and again until you get a satisfac-

tory answer. You might have to ask a question sev-

eral times to get a good sound bite, especially if the 

 interviewee is

 long-winded

 wandering off topic

 evasive

 professionally trained to avoid answering
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98 INTERVIEWING

  Listening and Responding 
  Listen up! 
 Ten percent of your job was 

coming up with the questions. 

Now, the remaining 90 percent 

is listening to the answers and 

responding. The interview  is  a 

conversation. Focus, listen, react 

and be interested in making this conversation the 

best it can be. 

 Don’t feel you have to talk. Silence has amaz-

ing power. As humans, we have a natural tendency 

to fi ll silence because it makes us uncomfortable. If 

you ask a question and the person doesn’t answer 

right away, let the silence stretch out. The inter-

viewee will eventually feel compelled to fi ll it, and 

this is often when you get really honest responses 

instead of canned answers. 

 Often reporters are so intent on asking all the 

questions on their list that they forget to listen to 

the responses. They miss opportunities for follow-up 

questions or emotional responses. Sometimes the 

respondent will unveil something you didn’t know, 

and if you’re not listening, you can’t follow up and 

capitalize on the moment.    

got any answers at all. That’s why it’s so critical to 

pay attention and listen. 

 Politicians are good at hijacking interviews too. 

After the president’s State of the Union address, 

members of Congress fl ood into Statuary Hall to be 

interviewed by networks from around the world. 

They’ll move from reporter to reporter, hoping to 

get their reaction back to their own state or district. 

Time is precious, and the politicians know this. You’ll 

hear a reporter representing a station in Phoenix ask 

a congressman about illegal immigration, but the 

elected offi cial gives his opinion on health care in-

stead. The reporter has been hijacked. If the station 

wants that congressman’s reaction to the major news 

of the evening, then it’s going to be on the topic that 

the congressman, not the reporter, wants to discuss.   

    Clarify and confi rm 
 An interview isn’t going to do you much good if 

you don’t understand what the subject said. If you 

simply don’t get it, say so! There’s nothing wrong 

with asking someone to explain the information and 

where it came from. 

 Reporters are often called upon to become instant 

experts on a topic. They must collect and digest 

information, then deliver it to the audience in a sim-

ple, easy-to-understand format. To meet this challenge, 

you must be sure you have your facts straight and 

understand what your sources are telling you. 

4. Conduct the interview

 Shhhhhhhh… 
 Give visual feedback by nodding your head. Don’t talk or mur-

mur encouraging words while the interviewee is talking. The 

microphone will pick up “Um” and “Yes.” 

 Jot down important things 
 Record names, numbers, key points and other important 

information in your notebook, but don’t write everything 

down. If your camera is working correctly, you’ve got 

a good backup that allows you to pay attention to your 

source. Some people like to use a small audio recorder 

as a backup. 

 Don’t be hijacked! 
 Stay in control of the interview. Public informa-

tion offi cers (PIOs), communications directors, and 

police or fi re spokespeople are well-trained in han-

dling the media and can easily take control of your 

interview by giving vague answers, refusing to an-

swer questions, or turning the tables and interview-

ing you. We call this “hijacking an interview.” When 

you get back to the station, you realize you never 
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 When US Airways Flight 1549 made an emer-

gency landing on the Hudson River in 2009, the 

images of passengers standing on the wings of a 

fl oating plane captivated the nation. The pictures 

were everywhere—on television, online and on 

mobile devices.   

           In newsrooms across the country and even 

around the world, local reporters were immedi-

ately assigned to fi gure out how this could hap-

pen and how the pilot managed to land that plane 

on water without engine power. Your fi rst instinct 

as a reporter would be to track down a commer-

cial airline pilot. But imagine the technical details 

that could emerge in the interview—differences 

between the Airbus A320 and the Boeing 737, the 

role of thrust, what happens to an airplane when 

an engine fails, what the difference is between 

fl aps and ailerons. 

 Good reporters aren’t afraid to confi rm facts 

or clarify information. Pretending to know more 

than you do will only get you in trouble. And 

you can probably assume that if you don’t know 

what an aileron is, most of your audience won’t 

either. Simply say, “Excuse me, but could you 

explain to me one more time the difference be-

tween the fl aps and the ailerons?” Or “Is it pos-

sible for the engine to be on yet not produce any 

thrust?” 

 A good source will understand that you’re try-

ing to make sure you’re accurate and your audi-

ence gets the straight story. Finally, even when you 

think you’ve got everything straight, make sure you 

 Be polite and professional 
 No matter what, always be courteous and professional— 

even if the person you’re interviewing isn’t. The more you’ve 

prepared and the more you know about the person, the more 

confi dent you’ll be during the interview and the more likely you 

are to earn your source’s respect. 

 When interviewing someone who appears to be avoiding 

your questions, it’s easy to lose your cool and even become 

combative. 

   Reporter: “We have documents that indicate mismanage-

ment of donations.”  

  Source: “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”  

  Reporter: “Please take a look at page 36.”  

  Source: “You’re not reading that correctly.”   

 The next question is key. 

    Combative : “Yes, I am. You’re avoiding the question. 

Where’s the money?” This response will upset the source 

further and escalate the anger.  

   Constructive : “If I’m not reading this correctly, please 

walk me through the documents and explain how you 

read them.”   

 Don’t be afraid to question with confi dence, but if you fi nd 

yourself beginning to argue, remember that you’re  trying to get 

the source’s take on the story, not advocate for someone else’s 

point of view. Simply note or even record the source’s behavior 

should you need to refer to it later. 

know how to track down your sources in the hours 

ahead as you’re preparing your report. You might 

have to clarify information or confi rm a fact one 

more time.   
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In breaking news stories, be especially careful about inter-

viewing victims. You don’t want to re-traumatize them with a ste-

reotypical question like “How do you feel?” Such a question can 

harm the innocent and insult the viewer. Also, it’s so open-ended 

as to be almost meaningless.

Use judgment and compassion. To avoid harm, try a more 

neutral question, such as “What would you like to tell viewers?” 

Be open to the possibility that the potential interviewee might 

simply wish to say nothing. Respect that.

These tips for interviewing victims and families come from 

the Dart Center for Journalism & Trauma, which helps journalists 

learn how to cover trauma, confl ict and tragedy. You’ll fi nd other 

helpful information on the Dart website: http://dartcenter.org/.

• Journalists can help victims and survivors tell their stories in 

constructive ways that make for great journalism.

• Sometimes you can’t avoid intruding upon someone in grief. 

If you can’t postpone your contact, remember to be 

sensitive and respectful in your approach.

• Start the conversation with a sincere sentiment, such as “I’m 

sorry for your loss.”

• Don’t assume that victims or family members won’t want to 

talk. Often they’re eager to share their story and 

memories with a journalist.

• If someone doesn’t want to talk to you, be respectful and 

polite. And don’t forget to leave your business card. At some 

point the person might decide to talk to a reporter, and he’ll 

likely call the one who made the best impression.

• Make sure the person understands the terms of the inter-

view. Tell him: “This is an interview for a story I’m writing. 

Your quotes will appear in media coverage along with your 

name.” Remind him of the terms periodically.

• Pay attention to your own emotions during the interview, and 

let your reactions inform your reporting (while remaining pro-

fessional). If you fi nd something emotionally stirring, chances 

are viewers will too.

QUESTIONING SOURCES DURING DIFFICULT TIMES
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Listening and Responding 101

  Be aware of body language 
 Keep in mind that conversation isn’t only verbal. 

Your source’s posture, facial expressions and man-

nerisms will indicate whether she’s interested or 

impatient. And you, too, are giving signals with your 

body language. 

 People can’t always control their emotions. If 

the interviewee shows signs indicating discomfort 

about a particular question, stay with that topic for 

a bit. Find out why she cringed when you asked the 

question. 

 Remember, however, that you’re interviewing, 

not interrogating. If you see someone fi dgeting and 

avoiding eye contact, he’s either frightened about 

being interviewed or might want to avoid answering 

the questions. 

    Interrogating : “Why aren’t you answering my 

questions? Why won’t you look at me?”  

   Interviewing : “I see this is diffi cult for you, but 

it’s important information. Let’s go over it one 

more time.”        

It’s often diffi cult to 

draw clear boundaries 

about when it’s OK to 

accept gifts and favors. 

Some decisions are easy, such as not accepting an ex-

pensive gift that would compromise your coverage.

But what if you’re interviewing someone over lunch, 

and the source picks up the check? How do you deter-

mine if she’s merely being nice or if she’s trying to curry 

favor with you? Does it matter if you ate a hot dog or a 

16-ounce fi let mignon?

What if your source gives you a gift? Should you 

accept it if it’s worth less than $10?

Let’s say you’re doing an in-depth story in a commu-

nity where food or small gifts are regularly exchanged. 

What would you do if your station bans gifts, but in this 

community it would be considered rude to refuse?

What if a frequent source gives you a gift during the 

holidays? Would you accept it?

As news director, what guidelines would you develop 

for gifts and favors?

WHAT WOULD

YOU DO?

 BODY LANGUAGE: READ THE SIGNS             

  

• Folding arms across chest    

• Staring blankly or shutting eyes   

• Scowling    

• Pointing one fi nger at interviewer  

 

Your source may be nervous if you notice 

the following:

• Nodding like a bobblehead doll  

• Slouching or rocking in chair  

• Leaning back or toward door  

• Drumming fi ngers   

• Jiggling legs or tapping feet  

• Fidgeting     

• Constantly moving hands or arms

Your source is confi dent and comfortable 

if you notice the following:

• Resting hands in lap or on armrest

• Keeping eye contact without staring

• Smiling when appropriate

• Nodding in moderation

• Sitting straight and leaning slightly forward

• Aligning body with that of interviewer

• Keeping head straight or tilting it a little

• Keeping feet still

• Sitting still and relaxed

• Gesturing in moderation   

Your source may be impatient or scared if you 

notice the following:
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  Concluding the Interview 
     

  Don’t forget b-roll! 
 Don’t leave without your b-roll!   Let’s say you’re 

talking about the state capital in your package. You 

want viewers to see shots of the capitol building. 

When you’re interviewing someone at his offi ce, 

you need to get some cover shots of him, maybe 

  There’s no ideal length for an 

interview. Sometimes you get 

the best sound bites in the fi rst 

fi ve minutes. Sometimes it takes 

an hour. With practice, you’ll 

learn when you have enough 

material. 

  The last question 
 After you have everything you need, ask the inter-

viewee what else he wants to add. You won’t believe 

the number of times this response ends up being 

the best sound bite of the interview. Or ask who’d 

be another good person to talk with about this 

topic. You might be surprised by the answer. An-

other way to wrap up is by asking the interviewee 

to summarize the most important thing you’ve dis-

cussed today. 

 If you’re lucky enough to have a video jour-

nalist, ask her if there’s anything she’d like to ask. 

You’re a team, and sometimes she’ll see or hear 

something you missed.  

  Make a graceful exit 
 The more interviews you conduct, the better you’ll 

get at hearing the sound bite the moment it comes 

out of your source’s mouth. The problem is that 

your source wants to keep talking . . . and talking . . . 

and talking. How do you extricate yourself from an 

interview that could seemingly go on forever? Be 

honest. Say to your source: “Thank you. This has 

been wonderful. I think I have everything I need. 

We want to get this story out as soon as possible, so 

I'll have to get going.”  

  Keep rolling 
 After thanking the interviewee, make sure you or 

your video journalist continues to roll. Explain to the 

source that the formal part of the interview is over, 

but the camera is still rolling. You might be sur-

prised how much the person opens up after the for-

mal interview is over. You might pick up emotional 

or descriptive sound bites because the interviewee 

is talking to you instead of focusing on the camera. 

If you have a question you really want to ask again, 

then say something like this: “You know, just let me 

make sure we got this right. Can you please describe 

again what was going through your mind when you 

saw that car coming at you?”  

B-roll of 

government 

watchdog website

B-roll showing 

state capitol 

wide shot

B-roll showing 

governor 

medium shot

Interview with 

blogger 

medium shot

Hands typing 

close-up shot

Blogger in action 

medium shot

4. Conduct the interview

102 INTERVIEWING
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Concluding the Interview 103

working at a computer. If it’s a doctor, shoot her 

working in the emergency room, talking to offi ce 

staff or caring for a patient—so long as you have 

the patient’s permission. If it’s a police offi cer, shoot 

him out on patrol. 

 B-roll adds color to your stories. You’ll surely 

regret sitting down to edit your story and fi nding 

that you have no cover video of the person you in-

terviewed. Sometimes this happens when you’re in 

a hurry, but that’s no excuse. It takes just a few min-

utes to get close-ups of him, his hands, his eyes, his 

computer, pictures on his desk, anything that will 

help you in editing. 

Understanding how young people see the world around 

them often demands that we hear what they have to say. Adults 

aren’t the only ones with worthy views of news. But interview-

ing young people raises some of the most challenging ques-

tions faced by journalists.

Especially in breaking news situations, juveniles may not be able 

to recognize the ramifi cations of what they say to themselves or to 

others. Journalists should be especially careful in interviewing juve-

niles live because such live coverage is more diffi cult to control and 

edit. Juveniles should be given greater privacy protection than adults.

The journalist must weigh the journalistic duty of “seeking 

truths and reporting them as fully as possible” against the need 

to minimize any harm that might come to a juvenile in the col-

lection of information.

When interviewing juveniles, journalists should consider:

Journalistic purpose and quality of information

• What is my journalistic purpose in interviewing this 

juvenile?

• In what light will this person be shown? What is his/her un-

derstanding or ability to understand how viewers or listeners 

might perceive the interview? How mature is this juvenile? How 

aware is he/she of the ramifi cations of his/her comments?

• What motivations does the juvenile have in cooperating with 

this interview?

• How do you know that what this young person says is true? 

How much of what this young person says does he/she 

know fi rst-hand? How able are they to put what they know 

into context? Do others, adults, know the same informa-

tion? How can you corroborate the juvenile’s information?

• How clearly have you identifi ed yourself to the juvenile? Do 

they know they are talking to a reporter?

Minimize harm

• What harm can you cause by asking questions or taking 

pictures of the juvenile even if the journalist never includes 

the interview or pictures in a story?

• How would you react if you were the parent of this child? 

What would your concerns be and how would you want to 

be included in the decision about whether the child is in-

cluded in a news story?

• How can you include a parent or guardian in the deci-

sion to interview a juvenile? What effort has the journal-

ist made to secure parental permission for the child to 

be included in a news story? Is it possible to have the 

parent/guardian present during the course of the inter-

view? What are the parents’ motivations for allowing 

the child to be interviewed? Are there legal issues you 

should consider, such as the legal age of consent of 

your state?

• If you conclude that parental consent is not required, at 

least give the child your business card so the parents can 

contact you if they have an objection to the interview being 

used.

Explore alternatives

• What alternatives can you use instead of interviewing a 

child on camera?

• What are the potential consequences of this person’s com-

ments, short term and long term?

• What rules or guidelines does your news organization have 

about interviewing juveniles? Do those guidelines change if 

the juvenile is a suspect in a crime and not a victim? What 

protocols should your newsroom consider for live coverage 

that could involve juveniles?

• How would you justify your decision to include this juvenile 

in your story to your newsroom, to viewers or listeners, to 

the juvenile’s parents?

The Golden Rule for interviewing children

“Do unto other people’s kids as you would have them do unto 

your kids.”

GUIDELINES FOR INTERVIEWING JUVENILES
Al Tompkins, Broadcast/Online Group Leader, The Poynter Institute

 When shooting b-roll, be sure to capture sequences—

a wide shot, medium shot and tight shot. This variety 

of shots will make it much easier to pull your story to-

gether than if you have only a bunch of wide shots. 

 For a story about an Arizona blogger covering 

state politics, the reporter interviewed the blogger 

in his “offi ce,” which happened to be anywhere he 

could get Internet access. Along with getting the in-

terview itself, the reporter made sure he had plenty 

of b-roll to cover his story. He shot cover video of 

the writer working on his computer, close-ups of the 

blog and shots at the state capitol building to repre-

sent the political stories the blogger was covering.               

Source: Al Tompkins, ˝Guidelines for Interviewing Juveniles,˝ Poynter.org, August 14, 2002. © Copyright 2002 The Poynter Institute. Reprinted with permission.
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REPORTER’S INTERVIEW CHECKLIST

 Do your research before the interview.

  Don’t give your questions to your source ahead of 

time. You want the answers to be spontaneous rather 

than scripted.

 Be clear about the purpose of your interview.

  Check your gear. Discuss the shots and b-roll you 

need with your video journalist.

  Help the subject feel comfortable by engaging in chit-

chat before you launch into harder topics.

  Record the person’s name, spelling, title and contact 

info on camera.

  Don’t give verbal feedback during the interview. 

Be quiet and nod.

 Listen, listen, listen.

  Don’t look at your notes too often. Keep eye contact.

  Ask whether the interviewee wants to add anything 

else.

 Make a graceful exit.

  Follow up if you promise to call with information about 

the airdate.

  Wrapping Things Up 
 The research you did be-

forehand and your profes-

sional demeanor during the 

interview will go a long way 

toward ensuring the suc-

cess of your fi nal story. But 

don’t forget that the  last  im-

pression you make on your 

source is just as important—

if not more important—than your fi rst impression. 

Especially if you’ll need to go back to your source to 

clarify or follow up, be sure that you conclude your 

interview on a professional and confi dent note. 

  Keep your promises 
 Many interviewees will want to know when the 

story will air. Explain that producers back at the 

station make that decision. You can make a good 

guess, but don’t promise anything. You can offer to 

call and inform the interviewee. If you do promise, 

make sure you keep your word. You’re earning your 

reputation. Failing to keep a commitment could hin-

der your future relationship with the source. 

 Some people will ask you to send them a copy 

of the story. Most news outlets have a policy to ad-

dress these kinds of requests. Following the policy 

protects you from any unapproved use of the video 

by a person or organization. For example, if your 

source uses the story to promote a controversial 

agenda, that could refl ect poorly on you or your 

employer. In that case, failing to follow policy in re-

leasing the video could get you in trouble with your 

company. 

5. Follow up

104 INTERVIEWING

 If you make a copy of a story because a source 

has been particularly helpful, be sure to give him 

the version that was actually on air or online. 

Releasing video that wasn’t used in the piece is the 

equivalent of sharing a reporter’s notes and exposes 
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your news organization to criticism about how the 

story was covered. 

 Above all, don’t make a promise you have no 

authority to make and can’t keep.  

From :  Eleanora Ruiz

To: Sgt. Beatrice Johnson

Cc:

Subject: Thank you for your interview

Dear Miss Johnson,

I just wanted to say thank you so much for taking the time to talk to me. I know it must 

have been very difficult for you to lose your job after coming back from your tour in Iraq. 

I plan to continue to cover your story. I’ll also look into the problems other veterans are 

facing as they too find themselves jobless upon returning home after serving overseas.

I know that the next few months will be challenging for you as you try to find another job. 

If there are any developments in your job hunt, I would love to hear about them. Please 

don’t hesitate to call me at 602-555-2222 or email me at reportername@localtv.com.

Thank you again for your time and consideration,

Eleanora Ruiz

  Send a thank-you note 
 A written thank-you note will set you apart from 

most other reporters, especially if you want to culti-

vate this source as a future contact.         

      
              

Wrapping Things Up 105
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