The Interview
Oftentimes, conducting research on your own will not be enough to get a good story.  Interviewing allows you to get first-hand knowledge of stories and add a personal touch to major news events.  In order to get the most successful information from your subject, there are some general rules to follow: 

Before Beginning the Interview: 

1.
Determine the Purpose:  Why are you interviewing this person?  What 


information does this person have that you can’t find from another source? 

2.
Plan Questions in Advance:  Every good interviewer begins with a series of 


questions that he/she wants to ask. As you continue your interview you will think 
of other questions you want to ask, but you need to have a game-plan in place 
before beginning. 

3.
Do Your Research:  If you are planning to interview someone, you have to have 


some knowledge of the topic before hand.  If, for instance, you are interviewing 
someone about their experiences in the military, find out what branch they served 
in, where they were stationed, etc.  

Types of Questions You Can Ask:

1.
Opening Question: Put the subject at ease with a question designed to draw out


energy and enthusiasm for the topic. For example, “Thank you for agreeing to talk 
with us. What excites you most about ___________.”

2.
Factual Questions: Create a record of all the important details of the story even if 
you won’t use all the answers in the final cut. Use the basic questions of any good 
journalist: “who, what, where, when, why and how?”

3.
Probing Questions: This is where good preparation pays off. Listen to the 
answers you are getting. Probe further, ask for more details. While you can’t 
expect the subject to have special knowledge beyond the scope of personal 
experience, you might ask a soldier who invaded Normandy, “Did you have any 
idea what the master plan might be that the Allied generals had made for you.”

4.
Hypothetical Questions: Invite the subject to do their own probing beyond 
personal experience. For example, “What if you had the moment to live over 
again. Is there anything you would have done differently?”

5.
Open-Ended Questions:  These are questions that cannot be answered with a 
yes/no or a one word answer. These types of questions will get the subject to talk 


about his/her experiences in more detail.

6.
Closed-Ended Question:  These questions can be answered with yes/no or 
another one-word answer.  These questions often do no provide much information 


to the interviewer and should be avoided. 
Strategies for Organizing Questions:
1.
Funnel:  Use this question sequence when the interviewee knows the topic well 
and feels free to talk about it, or when the person wants to express strong feelings. 
Begin with more general questions and gradually ask more specific questions.

2.
Inverted Funnel:  Begin with narrow questions and move to more broad, open-
ended questions. The interviewer may also begin with more specific questions and 
gradually ask more general questions.

General Advice for Forming Questions:
The following strategies can help you develop and refine an e-mail interview: 

1. Ask open-ended questions: rather than questions that can be answered "yes" or "no." For example, instead of asking, "Do you enjoy writing children's books?" ask, "What do you enjoy most about writing children's books?" or "What are some of the things you enjoy about writing children's books?"

2. Keep your questions as clear, uncomplicated, and short as possible.

3. Keep your list of questions as short as possible. Ten is good; twenty is likely to tax an interviewee's patience.

4. Include a final "open" question -- e.g., "Is there anything else you'd like to say on this subject that hasn't been covered above?" that will enable the interviewee to add information or ideas that weren't covered by your script.

5. Don't be afraid to ask for clarification, or to follow up on questions or answers that beg for additional information. And always thank your interviewee!

After Conducting the Interview:
After conducting the interview, you can format your story in one of two ways.  

1.
The List Interview:  This interview has a brief introduction and lists the 
questions asked and the responses written exactly as they were given.  

2.
The Narrative Interview:  Instead of listing the questions and answers, the 
narrative interview takes the responses and crafts them into a story, using quotes 
and paraphrases to tell the story. This interview looks like a story, with 
paragraphs, etc. 

