
The DO’s of Interviewing 
 

1. Be prepared. Know your source and what he’s likely to say on a topic AND 
know what opponents/critics of his view/organization say.  

2. Ask simple, direct questions – ones that start with why, how and what. This 
requires sources to describe (what happened? How did it happen? Why did you do 
it?)  

3. Ask for details, examples, anecdotes.  
4. Less is More. Short questions produce succinct answers. Long, rambling 

questions get long rambling answers. Especially in interviews that air as 
interviews (not chopped up into soundbites for a feature), you must remember that 
the listener wants to hear the source – Not you!  

5. Probe tough issues, don’t ask tough-sounding questions. Asking a source “Are 
you a racist?” is an easy question that sounds tough. The answer will almost 
certainly be “no”. Instead, ask focused, open-ended questions about evidence that 
suggests the source is a racist. 

6. Keep your opinions to yourself. Your opinions are not important in a story and 
you cannot appear to and should not have an agenda in reporting a story.  

7. Strategize, especially when the issue if difficult or sensitive. A reporter came to 
interview coach John Sawatsky with a statistic she wanted to humanize. One third 
of the school children in a district were going without breakfast. Asking the 
children directly: “Did you eat breakfast this morning?” would likely produce less 
than truthful responses, since even children are loath to admit they’re poor and 
hungry. Instead, as the child: “What’s the first thing you did when you got up this 
morning? Then what? Then what?” until the child arrives at school. If the child 
makes no mention of breakfast, ask: “What about breakfast? Why didn’t you eat 
anything?” 1 

8. Put the burden of proof on the source. If a source insists, “There was not 
crime,” ask, “How do you know that?” If a source says, “I can’t remember,” ask, 
“Why can’t you remember?” 2Critically analyze what a source is telling you. If he 
says his program is a success because 21,000 schools nationwide use it – ask “but 
there are lots of programs that are widely used that have been shown to be 
ineffective. Just because something is used a lot doesn’t mean it’s successful. 
What is it about your program that shows it’s successful?” 

9. Read body language. Good answers often come from statements like, “You’re 
really worked up about this!” or “I can tell this is important to you.”  

10. Listen – carefully – quietly! 
 
 
Golden Questions: What didn’t I ask that I should have? Who else should I talk to?  
 
 
 
 
 
 



The DON’Ts of Interviewing 
 

1. Ask close ended-questions. Yes/No questions (“did you…”, “will you…”) elicit 
yes/no answers.  

2. Ask double barreled questions (i.e. “What program do you like most and what’s 
the advantage it has over other programs?”) Sources will answer the easiest 
question – the one that makes them look the best. OR, they’ll get confused and 
not answer either question(s) well.  

3. Ask long, rambling, overloaded questions. You’ll confuse your source – or give 
them an “out” to not answer.  

4. Interrupt – unless you really have to challenge an assertion that you know is 
false. 

5. Ask self-answering questions, i.e. “What was going through your head when you 
were held hostage because it must have been very scary?” 

6. Use the jargon of your interview. And if you can’t understand her jargon or the 
point she’s making, say something like “Our listeners are very bright people, but 
they’re not microbiologists. How would you explain that concept to a ten year 
old?”  

7. Be afraid of silence. Often is means your source is simply thinking about his 
answer. Even if he’s not thinking, he’ll feel compelled to fill the silence with 
something.  

8. Settle for the non-answer or unjustified accusations. If you’re uncomfortable 
probing an issue of challenging an assertion, use the third person question: “What 
would you say to critics who say this practice is unethical?” 

9. Make listening noises “o.k…. uh-huh…”  They’ll ruin your tape.  
10. Be afraid to call back with follow-up questions. Your goal is to produce a well-

crafted, thought provoking piece and your source’s goal is to also get his point 
across. He won’t begrudge you if you have a couple follow-up questions you need 
answered after doing more research or interviewing other sources. 

 
A golden rule of journalism: DON’T provide a list of questions to your source ahead 
of time!   
                                                
1 Investigative reporter and interview coach John Sawatsky, published in American Journalism Review, 
October 2000 (author Susan Paterno) 
2 Investigative reporter John Sawatsky, published in American Journalism Review, October 2000 
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