Tuesday, October 26, 2010

Advice for young journalists--Part 1: The Essence of Interviewing 

-Dave Cullen

I get asked about writing and reporting every week, and I've been promising to get some ideas down for students and aspiring writer/journos. As I create them, I'll stash them all on the new Advice for Writers page on my main site. 

Steve Brill asked me to come up to talk to his journ class at Yale last week, which finally made it begin to happen. He wanted me to focus on interviewing, so I put three lists of advice together, looking at it from different angles.

Yale was incredible, BTW. I still have to put together my post on that. 

Below is the first set of advice. I'll post the other two lists later in the week. Then on to other writing topics down the road.  And you might also check out my video series on the writing process for Columbine. There are two there on structure, and two on character.

  

Ten Interview Tips: What Makes Them Tell?
Always write out the questions in advance. (Yes, on paper/PC/iPhone.)

Even if you only have 30 seconds to prepare.

Rarely look at those questions once you start.

If you followed the questions more or less in order, you failed. 

It means every time they spilled something more interesting, you brushed it off and stuck to your agenda.

 The best things they have to tell you are the secrets they are holding onto. Those are not on your paper. 

All the other reporters will ask the stuff on your paper. Your story will be unique if your sources answered the invisible “questions” no one knew to ask. (If it’s a question/answer format, you failed.) 

First hurdle, and the biggest: trust. (“Safety” also works.)

How do you make them feel safe? Have you thought about it? (About all subjects, and about this dude or old lady in particular?)

If it came down to hurting them vs. a better story, which would you choose? Are sure? You can fool yourself, but not them. They will smell it on you.

Ultimate hurdle: Did it feel like a conversation?

If it ended feeling like a great interview, it was not. People don’t confide secrets in “interviews.” They spill shit in conversation every day.

Empathy. Empathy empathy empathy empathy empathy empathy empathy empathy.

It’s all about listening. (Much harder than it sounds.)

When they wince, or get nervous, or sad . . .  shut the fuck up. They want to tell it: give them the floor. Then acknowledge, in some way, what just happened.

Let go of your needs (temporarily) and get in their head. What’s bugging them? Why? If their point seems trivial, you don’t get them yet.

Method writing / method interviewing 

Not for everyone, but the core of what I do. 

“Objective” does not mean “keep your distance.” 

 Get on their wavelength. They are in charge of the tone.

Are they skittish, reverential or cracking jokes about their concentration camp time? (That happened to me.) If your mood is out of whack, conversation will not gel. At least demonstrate respect for their approach. (It’s their approach to the experience—not just to the interview.)

Every interview should be part of your lifelong research project to answer two questions: Why do people tell me their secrets? What are they getting out of it?
If you can’t tell that those are the same question, you will never answer either. 

If that’s not your lifelong research project, select a new career. 

Ten Interview Tips: Mechanics
Document every call. Even 2-minute follow-ups. Log time, date, name, #, in advance.

Write constantly, but paraphrase most: bullet points, key phrases, important ideas. Only get full quote when it’s quotable. (Develop get an ear for it. Notice which quotes make it into the story.) Use a clear convention to distinguish when it’s a true quote.

Getting killer quotes down on paper:

Abbreviate. Develop your own conventions (eg, I use ~ for “about,” “vic” for “victim,” initials for name the source uses a lot.

It’s OK to ask them to slow down/ repeat. But is it wise? Sometimes. Great quotes come in spurts. Are they on a roll? Never stop a great roll. 

If you’re halfway through a great quote and they start in a better one, drop the first one, and scribble the second. (Two halves are better than a whole anyway: you have the memory joggers down to go back and ask them.)

Mark great quotes as you write. They will get lost. (I use big stars in left margin.)

Don’t count on audiotape. Get the quotes on paper. (Nightmare to find later.)

Extreme care for OFF THE RECORD. 

Choose prominent convention to indicate. It must be big and clear. (I draw big box around it.) It’s easy to miss small notations in your notes later. 

Make sure you and they agree on what it means. There are about six different levels. Note which one it means.

One goal of every interview: several more contacts to interview. Use a separate sheet for new contacts, reading sources, and follow-up tasks, so they’re all together and findable.

 When to use the phone (vs in-person or email, etc.):

Any official (or other source) who you hope to leak. If you were logged in as a visitor to their office, or even seen with them, that could kill it.

Often if a source is nervous about talking to reporters. The constant reminder of you writing can scare them. Be up front on the phone that it’s on the record, but then let them relax.

In person: They notice when you start/stop writing. 

They can find it insulting when you stop. This conveys that you have no intention to use what they’re saying right now—you’re just waiting for them to shut up.

Starting to write after a pause can also be dangerous. If they just revealed/leaked, know when to keep a poker face. You might want to draw it all out and THEN get it down. 

Know when to stop to show respect. If they tell you their son died, set down the pen. Deal with their pain first. Pausing the pen when they give gory details can also convey that you need to know, but don’t plan to describe the bloody body.

Regardless, make as much eye contact as you can.

Avoid pocket reporter’s notebooks when you can. They are a nightmare to file.

If they have more to tell you, develop instinct for when to end and schedule another

It may take 20 sessions to get to the deep stuff. But once they spill something big, you’ve got one shot. Don’t hang up until they are done telling. They are not going to tear that scab off again, and if they leaked, they will fret in bed tonight.

But don’t push too hard. Did they go to the deep place yet? It may sound big, but could go much deeper. If they’re testing the waters, don’t scare them off: get a nibble and come back for more later (in that interview or next time). 

Two Bonus Tips               
Taking notes on flyer/brochure/etc: inconspicuous and documents key details. (eg, church bulletins tell date, venue, name of pastor, often title of sermon and scripture passage.)

Getting the tough interview: interview their friends/colleagues first.

Interviewing advice: Roles sources can play 

Third in a series for writers and journalists.

This third installment on interviewing comes at the job differently than the previous two. I suggest you only skim the list, and glean from it the following:  

You're hunting for a whole lot of things from sources, and most can only provide some of those well. (e.g., some great sources just don't give good quote.) Don't beat yourself up trying to squeeze out something that's not there. (Worse, don't leave them feeling beat up.)  

Size each source up quickly. Figure out which of the following they can offer, and focus the interview on gaining more of that. 

Realize that you need to conduct enough interviews to cover each of these bases with multiple people. Are you interviewing enough? 

Quickies are OK. If your story is only short on #2, you might knock out five more quickies in ten to fifteen minutes if you establish why you're calling, stay focused and get in/out fast. (Tell the source in the first 30 seconds that you're story is basically done, but you're on deadline and could use a few quotes. 

Keep searching for that magic #8.  

Interviewing: Roles sources can play
Information/understanding 

May not be articulate or colorful or pithy enough to be quoted in the piece, but helps you understand the story better. 

Color quotes. 

Delivers the juicy sound bites. Expresses key ideas really well and/or colorfully, and succinctly. Right away you can spot someone who “gives good quote.” 
Just avoid over-using the same people close to the event/issue who can be counted on for the provocative or bombastic quote. It’s a pathetic way to juice up a lame story. If you need them, you haven’t done your job well. Yet. 

Authority figure / scholar 

Confirmation 

Early on, it’s crucial to let sources lead you to the story, not vice versa. Going to sources with your agenda before you start is the worst journalism. But … 

At some point, you have to write. An interim step: talk to a few more people to confirm (eg, that those are widely-held opinions). Your goal is now volume: as many people as possible to confirm that you’re on target. (Unless they say you’re not. Then retrench.) Get in/out fast. If you get bogged down writing down hot quotes, you cut the volume and defeat the purpose.    

Official spokesperson 

Can be professional BSers, but sometimes very useful and provides key quotes. 

Media liaison for interest groups. Eg, to get the Latina perspective, homeless perspective, transgendered, rape victims, amputees, children of alcoholics, breast cancer survivors, etc. Be wary of one person speaking for whole demographic—but they usually do so pretty well. (Check.) They know their subject and can articulate it well, and fast. Also great for bringing you up to speed, and can provide needed response quote. 

The lame source. 
This person may be close the event/candidate/crime/whatever, and basking in the spotlight, with little to offer. Some exaggerate their involvement and keep luring you in, but they mainly want your attention. Get out quickly. 

The mentor/guide 

The ultimate source. The rare being with most or all of the other qualities in one person. They are bright, articulate, really understands the issue and can see multiple sides of it. They can be the key to really digging in and learning, and also point you to key people to talk to, the best written material to get up to speed fast, etc. Since they have spoken about it for years, they probably have some core ideas crystallized as quotes. 

These folks are relatively rare finds, but if you dig hard and learn how to root them out, you can find one on each big story. 
