Interviews

1. Preparation. In preparation for your interview, learn as much about your story topic and your interviewee as possible. In the old days, journalists could turn to their paper’s “morgue” – or library of “clips”— for such information; these days your best bet is to do a quick search of national or regional papers on Lexis-Nexis. One quick way to gain some perspective on an interviewee is to talk informally with his or her friends and coworkers. 

2. Schedule the interview. After you’ve developed a tentative focus for your assignment, call your subject to schedule the interview. When scheduling the interview be sure to mention who you represent (i.e. Cardinal Video, NCC’s Video Production club) and why you want to talk to the person (“I wanted to talk to you about your shoe fetish for a story I’m doing called ‘Weirdos on Campus’…”). Work out a time and a place to meet and find out roughly how much time your subject can give you.

3. Plan your questions. Once you’ve secured the interview, you should work up a series of questions you’d like to ask. Don’t create a long list, maybe 7-10 main points you absolutely want to cover. If you write out too many questions you’ll be tempted to stare at your notes instead of talking to your subject. Remember, your subject’s responses will suggest all sorts of new avenues of inquiry. 

In general, the questions you’ll ask will be of two sorts: closed questions, which elicit specific pieces of information, and open questions, which do not restrict the content or form of the answer. I find it best to lead with one or two closed questions to establish a few core facts and then to move on rather quickly to open questions. For instance, I always start my interviews by verifying the spelling of my subject’s name as well as his or her age. 

Closed Questions.  

a. Are less time consuming

b. Are good warm-up questions

c. Allow a reporter to get or confirm specific pieces of information

Examples

You spell your name “Fussflicker”, correct? And you’re 97 years old? 

You are a shoe fetishist, is that right?

When did you date Clark Gable? For how long?

Who is your favorite author? Which of her books do you like the best?

Open Ended Questions.

a. Are non-threatening

b. Get the interviewee talking

c. Allow the interviewee to volunteer unanticipated info

Examples:

Tell me about X (your religious beliefs, your first boyfriend, your life of crime, your shoe fetish…)

What do you think of X? (North Central College, George W. Bush, cheerleaders)

Why do you think X? (the study of Zen Buddism should be part of the elementary school curriculum)

How do you like X? (being a bartender)

How did you feel when X (you first went to college)

4. First Impressions. Always arrive ahead of time to your interview. Dress neatly and conservatively (no halter tops, shorts or torn clothing). When you meet your subject, introduce yourself and, this is important, be friendly and enthusiastic. These people are giving you their valuable time… the least you can do is reward them with a smile and an upbeat demeanor. 

5. During the interview. An interview is a scripted conversation. As in a conversation, you should try to make eye contact and really engage your interlocutor. Don’t simply read off your list of questions. Listen attentively to what the subject says and respond appropriately when they say something interesting or disturbing. However, remember that the purpose of this exchange is not to simply pass the time or get to know the other person better but to get information. Remember, also, that you’re the one in control.  If you don’t understand something or would like more information about a particular point, ask follow up questions or “probes.” Giving your subject the freedom to talk about what they want can be a good idea -- especially when researching feature stories-- but don’t hesitate to nudge them back “on topic” if they go off on a wild tangent. 

6. Probes. There are many ways to probe or follow up on something your interviewee has said. Below are just a few of the possibilities: 

a.  Ask for Clarification.

Let me see if I understand you. You mean that…

Could you give me an example?

OK, you’ve said X. Is that right?

     
 b. Ask for Amplification. 

      
Why do you say “Professor Macek ought to be in jail”?  

You favor capital punishment for shop lifting? The Supreme Court has ruled that unconstitutional.What do you say to that? 

c. Confrontation.

Are you sure about that?

Is that completely true?

Are you sure that’s the way it happened?

[Note: Don’t ever accuse someone of lying. Unless of course you want the interview to end abruptly] 

d. Argument.

To play devil’s advocate, couldn’t you say that killing people for stealing clock-radios is a bit excessive?

e. Silence

f. Passive probes.

I see

Hmmm. That’s interesting. Go on.

Nodding

Frowning

Leaning forward intently. 

7. Ending the Interview.  I usually end the interview be telling my subject “I think I have everything I need. Is there anything else you want to tell me?” Thank the subject for his/her time and promise to alert them when your finished piece is published (or broadcast, in the case of Cardinal Video). 

