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Interviewing is a fundamental skill for journalists and writers, serving as a primary
method for gathering information, insights, and perspectives that enrich their stories.
Conducting effective interviews requires preparation, active listening, and the ability to
create a comfortable environment for the interviewee. This article offers a comprehensive
guide on interviewing techniques, types of interviews, and best practices tailored
specifically for journalists and writers.

Understanding the Basics of Interviewing

What is an Interview?

An interview is a structured conversation where one party asks questions, and the other
provides information. In the context of journalism and writing, interviews serve as a
means to obtain firsthand accounts, expert opinions, and detailed narratives that would
otherwise be inaccessible.

Types of Interviews

There are several types of interviews that journalists and writers commonly use:

1. Informational Interviews: These focus on gaining knowledge about a particular topic or
field.
2. Profile Interviews: These aim to understand a person's life, achievements, and
personality.
3. News Interviews: These are conducted to gather information about current events or
breaking news.
4. Investigative Interviews: These delve into specific issues, often involving sensitive
topics or controversies.

Each type of interview serves its purpose and requires a different approach.

Preparing for the Interview

Preparation is crucial for a successful interview. Here are essential steps to take before
the interview:



Research the Subject

Understanding the context of the interviewee's background and the topic at hand is vital.
Conduct thorough research to:

- Familiarize yourself with the interviewee’s work, achievements, and background.
- Understand the broader context of the topic being discussed.
- Identify key issues, trends, or controversies related to the subject.

Crafting Questions

Develop a list of questions that guide the conversation but allow for flexibility. Here are
some tips for crafting effective questions:

- Open-Ended Questions: Encourage detailed responses (e.g., “Can you describe your
experience with…?”).
- Follow-Up Questions: Be prepared to ask follow-ups based on the interviewee’s
responses.
- Avoid Leading Questions: Frame your questions neutrally to avoid bias (e.g., instead of
asking, “Why do you believe this is the best solution?” ask, “What are your thoughts on the
proposed solutions?”).

Logistics and Setting

Plan the logistics of the interview carefully:

- Choose the Right Location: Select a quiet, comfortable setting free from distractions.
- Confirm the Time: Double-check the date and time with the interviewee.
- Prepare Equipment: Ensure your recording devices, notepads, and pens are ready.

Conducting the Interview

When it comes time for the interview, consider the following strategies to create a positive
environment:

Building Rapport

Establishing a connection with the interviewee can lead to more open and honest
responses. Here are some strategies:

- Start with Small Talk: Engage in light conversation to ease into the interview.
- Show Appreciation: Thank the interviewee for their time and willingness to participate.



- Be Respectful: Demonstrate respect for their experiences and opinions.

Active Listening

Listening is as important as asking questions. To practice active listening:

- Maintain Eye Contact: This shows engagement and interest.
- Nod and Affirm: Use verbal affirmations like “I see” or “That’s interesting” to encourage
the interviewee.
- Avoid Interrupting: Let them finish their thoughts before responding or asking follow-up
questions.

Staying on Track

While flexibility is essential, staying focused on your objectives is equally important.
Here’s how to maintain direction:

- Refer to Your Questions: Gently steer the conversation back to your list of questions if it
veers off course.
- Summarize and Clarify: Repeat back what you’ve heard to confirm understanding and
encourage elaboration.

Post-Interview Strategies

After the interview, several important follow-up actions can enhance the quality of your
work:

Reviewing Notes and Recordings

Soon after the interview, take time to:

- Transcribe Key Points: Convert your notes and recordings into a usable format.
- Highlight Important Quotes: Identify standout quotes that can enrich your story.
- Reflect on the Interview: Consider what went well and what could be improved for future
interviews.

Follow-Up Communication

Maintaining a relationship with your interviewee can be beneficial. Consider:

- Sending a Thank-You Note: A simple gesture of gratitude can leave a positive impression.



- Sharing Your Work: Once your article or piece is published, consider sending a link or
copy to the interviewee.

Ethics in Interviewing

As journalists and writers, ethical considerations are paramount. Here are key ethical
principles to uphold during the interviewing process:

Informed Consent

Ensure that the interviewee is aware of how their information will be used. This includes:

- Explaining the purpose of the interview.
- Discussing how the information will be published or presented.

Accuracy and Fairness

Strive for accuracy in representing the interviewee’s words and ideas. This includes:

- Quoting accurately.
- Providing context for statements made during the interview.

Confidentiality and Sensitivity

Be mindful of sensitive topics and the potential impact of your questions. Consider:

- Offering anonymity if the information shared is sensitive.
- Being respectful of personal boundaries and the nature of the information being
discussed.

Conclusion

Interviewing is a vital skill for journalists and writers, requiring a blend of preparation,
communication, and ethical considerations. By understanding the types of interviews,
preparing effectively, conducting interviews with active listening and engagement, and
following up ethically, journalists and writers can gather the rich, nuanced information
necessary for compelling storytelling. As you hone your interviewing skills, remember that
each conversation provides an opportunity to learn and grow, both personally and
professionally.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the key qualities to look for in a guide when
interviewing for a story?
Look for guides who have in-depth knowledge of the subject matter, excellent
communication skills, and a proven track record of reliability and professionalism.

How can journalists prepare effectively before
interviewing a guide?
Journalists should research the guide's background, understand the context of the story,
prepare specific questions, and familiarize themselves with the topic to facilitate a more
engaging conversation.

What types of questions should journalists avoid when
interviewing a guide?
Avoid leading questions, overly complex or jargon-heavy inquiries, and personal questions
that are not relevant to the subject matter.

How can a journalist ensure they get accurate
information from a guide?
To ensure accuracy, journalists should fact-check information provided during the
interview, verify claims through additional sources, and ask follow-up questions for clarity.

What should journalists do if a guide provides
conflicting information?
Journalists should remain calm, seek clarification, ask for evidence supporting the claims,
and cross-reference with other sources to determine the truth.

How can a writer effectively incorporate a guide's
insights into their narrative?
Writers can weave a guide's insights into the narrative by using direct quotes,
paraphrasing key points, and integrating anecdotes that illustrate the guide's expertise.

What is the best way to build rapport with a guide
during an interview?
To build rapport, start with casual conversation, show genuine interest in their
experiences, and maintain a respectful and open demeanor throughout the interview.



How can journalists handle sensitive topics when
interviewing a guide?
Approach sensitive topics with care, use empathetic language, ask for permission before
delving into difficult areas, and be prepared to pivot if the guide is uncomfortable.

What follow-up actions should journalists take after
interviewing a guide?
After the interview, journalists should send a thank-you note, follow up on any additional
questions or clarifications, and keep the guide informed about how their insights will be
used.
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