Tips to Better Interviewing

1. Read all you can about your subject before the interview.

2. Prepare in advance – write out all your questions.

3. Ask open-ended, “why?” questions, not yes and no questions.

4. Don’t hesitate to ask your subject to repeat, slow down or clarify.

5. Get a phone number in case you need to get back in touch with the source.

6. Talk to friends, coworkers, enemies, etc. who can confirm your information.

7. Don’t go “off the record.” Just tell them you don’t want to know if it can’t be on the record.

8. Do not rely on a tape recorder – get in the habit of taking good notes and practicing your shorthand.

9. Be prepared to skip your own line of questions if the source is talking intelligently about relevant topics. Along the same lines, you control the interview – if he or she starts to digress, steer your source back to the topic.

10. Don’t second-guess your subject. Don’t frame questions that demand an answer you want or might expect. Let your subject tell her own story.

11. Make observations about backgrounds, settings, mannerisms and speech patterns. You never know when these are going to come in handy when you’re sitting down to write and need to paint a picture.

12. Interview in tranquility. 

13. Ask the tough questions last.

14. Don’t be awed by your subject because he or she is an executive or a school administrator or the mayor, and you are “only” a student. Your time is as valuable as theirs.

