Interviewing 101 PPA     by Lance Coles
We all ask questions that are how you get to know someone that is conversation that is interviewing. We do interviews all the time, casual conversations, first dates, and hospitality rooms. 
A good interview is a good conversation written down. It’s an art form that requires more skill than just getting the answers to the 5 W’s. Good journalism interviews are designed to provide more than just information; they should help develop a story with personality and insight into the events in question. 
An interview is all about seeking information. You have all probably been in a conversation with someone where you kept asking questions or talking and the conversation was going nowhere. And you all have had conversations where the other person just would not shut up.

A good interviewer will get that first person to open up, and the second to talk as much as you let them to get the answers you are looking for, or more. A good interviewer will get a person to give information they do not know they are giving or do not even realize they are giving.

Interviews open doors about people. They liven up your newsletter. 
Information is the merchandise of a journalist. Every editor and journalists needs to develop good interviewing skills.

Interviewing is an imperfect process. We can control some of the variables, but we cannot control two that count the most: the interview and the source.

As an interviewer you ask questions, digest responses, record answers, cajoles, the sources, gauge reactions and look for details. This is no work for the unprepared.

Most interviews seek to achieve one or more the following goals: 
1. Obtain the interviewees knowledge about  a topic

2. Obtain the interviewees opinion and/or feelings about the topic

3. Feature the interviewee as the subject
It is important that you know exactly why you are conducting an interview and which goal(s) you are aiming for.

The success of the interview depends as much on what you do before you ask the first question as it does on the questions and writing.

All stories and events have multiple angles from which one could view them. Brainstorm a number of these possibilities prior to the interview and attempt to ask questions that would allow for as many of those aspects to be covered as possible. Some of the best pieces of writing are produced by writers who do not determine which way the article is going to go, in terms of good guy/bad guy or positive/negative, until all interviews have been completed and he or she sits down to write.
Do your homework. Know a little about your subject. You don’t want to turn them off by them realizing you know nothing about them.  Try to know as much as you can.
How you prepare for the interview depends on what kind of story you are writing. A feature, an editor Question & Answer, a news story, or a one line response.

Interviewing can be complex or basic and somewhere in between 

Types of Interviews
News Story: Do your homework. Gather you facts. Have the general story idea planned out; this way when you do interview people, you are prepared. Have a few questions in mind, and be prepared to counter with the facts you have gathered.  This is also a good place where you can take a press release or APWU article, and add some local quotes with a couple interviews. All good news stories have quotes which require some kind of interview. 
Adding some quotes from local members makes the release or story local not just a national issue. People love to read about themselves in the media. This is quick and easy. Rewriting is more than editing. Giving it a local focus takes some work and research. Interview someone who can comment on the issue and how it affects them, their family or work.
The Profile: This is for more like a feature article. This one requires a lot more homework. You need to know as much as about the person you are writing about as you can. The person being interviewed will be more open if they know you know what you are talking about.
The Investigative Piece: An investigative reporter is like an attorney or arbitration advocate. Good ones usually know the answers to the questions prior to asking them. Preparation is essential. In the early stages of this kind of interview, you fish, to see how much they know. Gather as much as you can, then you can confront them with information you have that they have not given you.

The Question: This is where you ask a person one question, the interviewer responds.

Depending on the type of story you are writing, you might have to do a lot of pre-research or post fact checking. 

The Prep: Questions.
Have a list of questions: It may seem obvious but some people don’t think of it. While you should be prepared to improvise and adapt, it makes sense to have a firm list of questions which need to be asked. Don’t be pinned down to a preset list of questions as this could inhibit the source.
It is also a good idea to ask the source if there are any particular questions they would like you to ask. You don’t have to use them, but this does help build a relationship and trust and gets them to open up. 

Phrasing the Question: Just like in arbitration, you need to phrase the question, to get the answers you are hoping to get. You have to know how to ask the question. How you ask the question may affect the response.
Listen: A common mistake is to be thinking about the next question while the subject is answering the previous one, to the point that the interviewer misses some important information. 

Open Ended Questions: 

Opened ended questions allow the respondent some flexibility – it’s not a yes or no reply. It is not threatening. With an open ended question the source often reveals more then they realize or intended to. Open ended are less direct, more exploratory and flexible.  Open ended questions are designed to encourage a full, meaningful answer using the subjects own knowledge and/or feelings. They usually begin with “Why”, “How” or “tell me” (example; “How did you decide who to vote for last week?”)
Closed Ended Questions:
At some point in the interview, you need to close in on a subject, flush out the detail, to get the source to be specific. Closed ended questions are designed to elicit specific responses. Asking a vague question invites a vague answer. Asking a specific question will generally get you a specific answer.  Closed ended questions encourage short or single word answers. (Example; “Did you vote in last week’s election?”)
Knowing exactly when to ask a closed ended question or when to be less specific is not something you can plan ahead of time. The type of information you are seeking and the chemistry between the interviewer and the source are the determining factors. You must make on the spot decisions.

Leading Questions: A leading questions is a question which subtly prompts the respondent to answer in a particular way. Leading questions are generally undesirable as they result in false or slanted information. 
The Interview

Rapport:

The relationship between the reporter and the source is crucial to the success of the interview. The relationship is sometimes relaxed, sometimes strained. Often it is somewhere in between. The type of relationship you try to establish with your source is determined by the kind of story you doing. 

When you write the story, let them tell the story. Don’t finish their sentences, or ask questions that get a “yes or no” response. Keep yourself out of it. Don’t interrupt 

Interview Approaches:

Your interview will go much better if you can put your source at ease. Start with small talk. Look around their office or home, and talk about what you see.
Get them away from co-workers, friends and family. The source will either play to them as if they were an audience or be inhibited by them. Do the interview where they feel comfortable, but keep your safety in mind as well. If they are confortable, they tend to relax and open up, then you can work them up to the big questions.
Sometimes you want the source to be edgy, nervous, uneasy or scared. You may pretend that you know more than you actually do. I don’t recommend this process.

Verbal gestures and good body language will keep them talking. “That’s interesting” or an “mm- ha”. Do not sit directly in front of the source but allow them to make eye contact with you. A nod or a grunt of understanding will encourage the source to continue talking without you having to interrupt them. Always wait a moment after they have finished speaking in case they are just trying to formulate the next sentence they wish to say. Keep eye contact so they know you are following what they say. 
Some people are disturbed by the way a reporter takes notes. A tape recorder ensures accuracy of quotes, but it makes many speakers self-conscious or nervous. Writing notes longhand interferes with your ability to digest what is being said. But not taking any notes at all is risky. Only a few reporters can leave an interview and accurately write down what was said, and no one can do it and reproduce direct quotes verbatim. Learn shorthand or develop a system of your own. 

It is always a good idea to get permission to record. Tell them this is so that there will be no error in what you quote, that it’s for their benefit

Accuracy is extremely important. Before you leave, make sure you ask them if it is ok to call them and clarify your notes or ask a couple more questions. 
Observing:


A good reporter observes. The TV show The Mentalists says he is not a psychic but that he just observes. Look around, watch and converse. Is the source nervous? What questions are hitting home. What is lying on the desk, on the walls?  What is their body language and mannerisms?
Understanding:


Understanding what you see is crucial to the story, but understanding what you hear is also very important. Don’t just record what was said, but digest it. 

Ask follow up questions: If you understand what the source is saying, you can ask good follow-up questions. Don’t be afraid to ask for clarification or ask the question again to get an answer that makes more sense.
Sometimes you need time to catch up with your notes, so it is ok to ask them to explain something, or tell them you don’t understand. You may also ask for more information and encourage them to keep talking or ask them to tell you more. A good pause is also a good signal to the source that you are waiting for something more. A lack of response will indicate that you are skeptical or did not understand and this will force the source to react.

Many dull interviews become interesting after they end. There are two things you should always do when you finish your questions: Check key facts, figures and quotes and then put away your pen but keep your ears open. You are not breaching any ethical rule if you continue to ask questions after you have put away your pen or turn off the tape recorder. That’s when some sources loosen up. Many reporters find they get their best material after the formal interview has ended and they are having a cup of coffee with the source. Put the pen down, shut off the recorder and just talk. Once you put the pen down, it relaxes the person. If you have the tape recorder out of sight, let it roll, they tend to forget you are taping them.  As soon as you are done, get out of sight of the source and immediately write down anything they said during the down time, while it is still fresh in your mind. 
The Story

Quotes and Attributions:
“Can I quote you on that?”

Quote marks mean that you are stating exactly what they said.


Direct quotes add color and credibility to your story. Direct quotes tell the readers you are putting them directly in touch with the speaker. Direct quotes are personal. Quotations marks signal the reader that something special is coming. Direct quotes provide a story with a change of pace, and loosen up a clump of dense type.


Don’t make your whole interview a string of direct quotes – factual yes – but boring.

You need to learn what to quote directly and when to use partial quotes and when to paraphrase. (Examples). Remember just because someone else said it, and you quoted it – does not get you out of a libel issue.

1. Use direct quotes when someone says something unique.

2. Use direct quotes when someone says something uniquely.

3. Use direct quotes when some important says something important.

Don’t place simple, factual material inside quotation marks. Just because they said, does not mean you have to quote them.

Colloquialism – the language or use of words specific to an area can add life to your story as well quoting them exactly as they say it – it is who they are. Don’t use quotes to harm them or show lack of education, unless that is the core of your story. (example: “I was just fixing to leave” “Hey ya’ll”  “soda or pop”
Sic—generally inside square brackets, [sic], and occasionally parentheses, (sic)—when added just after a quote or reprinted text, indicates the passage appears exactly as in the original source. The usual purpose is to inform readers that any errors or apparent errors in the copied material are not from transcription—that they are reproduced exactly from the original writer or printer. A bracketed sic may also be used as a form of ridicule or as a humorous comment, typically by drawing attention to the original writer's mistakes. (Wikipedia)
Important people – when important people say something, others like to listen or read it – but just because they are important does not mean they are accurate. 

Clarifying quotes: Do not quote someone unless you are sure of what that person means. Just because they said it is no reason to quote it – especially if it confuses the reader. Ask for clarification, or to explain jargon, but don’t let this drag the interview down. 
The best way to avoid confusing and unclear quotes or needlessly long and wordy quotes is to paraphrase. It is the meaning of the speaker that you must convey to the reader. There are times you need to take that quote  and convey it in fewer words and in better language than the speaker did – but do not change the context or intent. (Example: “when I first started singing lessons, I assumed I would be a public school teacher” he said, “When I graduated from the university, I still thought I would be a teacher, and I wanted to teach.” Paraphrased: When he first started singing lessons, and even after he graduated from the university, he wanted to be a public school voice teacher.
It is also much better to paraphrase or to use full quotes than to use fragmentary or partial quotes. (Example – President Guffey said we need to “stand up” to Congressman Issa.) When you use partial quotes the reader wonders what you left out and why. 


Getting the exact quote is very difficult. What you hear is usually not exactly what they said, and many times they will let you know that after they read the article. Do not take quotes out of context.

Correcting quotes: Most of us do not speak in perfect grammatical sentences, but if we write it down it would be. There are times you need to help a quote, but this should not be done very often and again should not change the intent or context.

Remember your audience – if you are quoting someone and they use an obscene word – do you print it? The exception to this would be if the words are essential to the story or the character.
Attributing Direct and Indirect Quotes:

“Said” is unobtrusive. It hides in the news and calls no attention to itself. “Said” is also neutral, it has no connotations. To use the word “said” is to be objective. When you use words like “claimed” , “maintained” or “contended” – these words imply that you do not really believe them.

Citing Sources:

Off the record: You may not use the information

Not for attribution: You may use the information, but may not attribute it.

Background: You may use it with a general title for a source (e.g., “a business agent said”)
Tips on taking notes:


Use a notebook: which keeps all your notes in one place? You can carry a small notebook with you at all times in case you observe or hear something to report on.


Use short lists: words and phrases instead of complete sentences, except when taking down quotes (which should be taken down exactly)


Use ball point pen: rather than a pencil, to prevent spearing and fading.


Write legibly: making certain that names, titles and departments are spelled correctly.


Record detail about separate items or from separate interviews under separate headings and print out names in capital letters.


Keep all notes about a specific issue together in one section of the notebook. (U of I Labor Center)

Using a tape recorder is the best way to get exact quotes – most of the time. Sometimes there are issues with the recording, or background noise, but it is far more accurate than your notes or memory. 

Recording someone is very easy these days; You can use your cell phone or digital recorders, which allow you to save on computers and store on CD’s.  Be careful with recording. There are laws about recording someone when they are not notified, especially on the phone. At the USPS, you cannot record at all. 

I recommend you use a tape recorder, but ask first. Put the recorder off to the side where they cannot look at it all the time. Get a voice activated one so you don’t waste time. If you are sure they will not let you record or it will hamper your story, then use your cell phone or hide the digital and use it for exact quotes. Don’t rely on just the recorder, take notes. This will protect you in case the recorder fails, and it also shows the source you are interested. Use your written notes to remind you to get the exact quote. Most digital recorders have numbers to show where that quote was and you can write that number down.


Accuracy is a must. If you are inaccurate misleading or misquote someone, your readers will lose trust in you.

You have done your homework, asked your questions; finish the interview, now it’s time to write. You still need to write the article.
As previously discussed, there are several styles of stories where interviews play a major role. 

Inverted Pyramid:  Placing the most important information at the top of the pyramid and less important information at the bottom. Most of your stories will follow this format.
Alternative to the Inverted Pyramid: 

Backgrounders, which explain and update the news.

Investigative pieces, which reveal information and make news.

Profiles, which explain people and organizations.

Human-interest stories, which describe people.

Brighteners, which bring a smile to the reader.


Profiles, human interest and brighteners are usually considered “features”.  Features go deeper into an issue and are usually much longer than a traditional news story.  These types of stories involve a lot of preparation with research and questions. You need to have a good idea where you want this story to go. Keep your story idea down to a few topics. Have as many angles as you can think of where this story may go. Once you have done your research and interview, you can then focus your article on one of the topics – unless you were thrown a curve during the interview.  


Features allow you to be more creative. Use colorful language and freedom to express yourself. You are not stuck with hard facts. Try to make your readers feel like they are there. This is where the observations come in handy.  You may start your story by creating an atmosphere, describing the room, or the person.  You can be a narrator, and walk the reader through a day, a process, a life.

Since features do not usually follow the inverted pyramid style, you may need to bring the reader back to the beginning, tie the story up, and give the reader closure. 

You all have people in your local or community that have a story to tell. People love to talk about themselves or their families – let them, ask them, and prod them. They may not how to tell their story -that’s your job. 

Resources: University of Iowa Labor Center, Wikipedia, News Reporting and Writing, Media College.com, matadornetwork.com, about.com, associated content, ehow.com, edubook.com and interpretative reporting. 

