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About this document

These materials are part of the Multimedia Training Kit (MMTK). The MMTK provides an integrated set of multimedia training materials and resources to support community media, community multimedia centres, telecentres, and other initiatives using information and communications technologies (ICTs) to empower communities and support development work.
Copyright information

This unit is made available under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike License. To find out how you may use these materials please read the copyright statement included with this unit or see

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/1.0/legalcode
Introduction

Interviewing is a very important part of journalism. It is often a primary source of information, whether it be for news production or in-depth topics.

Some consider interviewing to be an art. Certainly, it is not a highly theoretical topic but rather a skill that develops with practice and experience. This unit attempts to give workshop participants basic techniques and tips for successful interviews.

Preparing the interview

Choosing a topic

To perform proper interviews, one must first pick an appropriate topic and familiarize oneself with the subject. One also needs to choose an angle to the topic.

Choosing whom to interview

The better you know your topic, the easier it will be to choose an appropriate person to interview. Not knowing your topic in enough depth may leave a bad impression on your guest.

The impact of the interview depends on whom you interview and who will be listening to the interview.

Make sure your audience can relate to your source/interviewee.

Let's imagine a radio program about a new agricultural technique, aimed at farming populations. It would be much wiser to interview some farmers who have used the technique than to interview a foreign technical expert.

On the other hand, imagine a story about the economy, aimed at educated urban listeners. The choice of an articulate economist might be more appropriate than “person on the street” mini interviews.

The closer your audience feels to the interviewee, the more the interview will arouse their interest.

There are of course exceptions. Certain topics require interviewing people directly involved with the event.

It sometimes helps to share your choice with colleagues. You may sometimes get a different perspective on the person you intend to interview. A colleague may have interviewed that person before and may be in a position to give you some tips and hints.

Contacting the interviewee

Once you have chosen your source(s), you will contact them to request the interview.

Make sure the topic of the interview is clear. 

You can take advantage of this contact to ask one or two questions to help you further your research. This generally shows interest in the topic and will be appreciated.

Planning the interview

Once your interview is set up, you need to prepare your questions and notes.

You must always prioritize the most important questions because you never know how long the interview will take and how far down the list you will get.

Avoid trying to obtain as much information as possible - rather pick a precise angle and try to keep your questions around it.

Avoid "closed-ended" questions that can be answered by yes or no.

Examples:

Closed-ended: Do you think that this event is significant ?

Open-ended: What, according to you, is the significance of this event ?

Ask questions in relation to what you will do with them. That is, if you are interviewing for the daily news, ask only as many questions as you reasonably need to have material for editing. Asking 25 questions and using only one may annoy your source and s/he may be reluctant to agree to further interviews.

You need to give your source the feeling that you know exactly where you are going. 

Even though your questions are prepared in advance, be prepared to improvise if the situation requires. Your questionnaire is just a guide. Be ready to ask questions that arise from your interviewee's answers and which are not prepared in advance.

Location

Choose a calm, comfortable location. Noisy environments should be avoided. You should choose somewhere where you will not be interrupted at all.

The interview

Immediately before going to the interview, test your equipment. Better take those extra five minutes before you are with your source! Take extra batteries just in case.

Be on time. Being late conveys the impression that you are not all that interested.

If you are meeting the source for the first time, take the time to introduce yourself.

Take the time to explain the context of the interview and what you intend to do with it. This will help your source feel at ease.

Initially ask your source to introduce himself/herself. This will allow you to adjust the sound levels on your recording device.

Don't rush your source. Some people need more time to adjust than others. The time you spend chatting builds a link and will help ensure that you can contact the person after the interview for clarifications.

Try to seem as present as possible and to show interest for your source's answers. Occasional nods convey interest and attention.

Your body language conveys how you feel and can help make your source more relaxed.

If you stumble when asking a question, it is probably better to ask from the start again. Everybody makes mistakes.

Do not hesitate to reformulate questions that have not been answered properly or which received an off-topic answer.

Prepare some diversion in case you need a short break to mentally re-organize your ideas. For instance, you could tend to the recording device.

Give your source some freedom but make sure you guide and control the conversation.

Do not hesitate to interrupt if you do not understand something. Chances are your listeners will not understand either. This is especially true for technical topics.

You can be firm but never aggressive.

Try to understand your source and make sure you never give the impression that you want to trap them or that you are “out to get them"!

At the end of the interview, you can ask your source if you have forgotten to ask a question or whether they have anything to add. Depending on the topic, you can also ask them to sum up what they have spoken about.

If you plan on pursuing the same topic on another occasion, you can ask your source if they can recommend other people who can help you.

If you need sound effects, take them separately from the interview and mix them back at the studio.

On and off the record

During an interview, your source may speak on and off the record. You should strictly respect this and never quote a source on something that was said off the record.

In general, the tape recorder is a good indicator of what is on and what is off the record. A safe rule would be to never quote your source if the information hasn't been recorded. The general perception is that what is on tape is on the record and what isn't is off the record. 

Always make your source aware of what you consider on and off the record.

Other types of interviews

Field interviews

This type of interview is usually done on the spot of an event, be it at the scene of a news event, a live performance etc. 

For this type of interview, you may not have as much time to prepare and do background research. It will help if you do jot down some questions before the interview but you will need to improvise more.

Person on the street interviews

In this type of interview, people are chosen at random on the street, and asked to voice their opinion about an event or a personality.

Person on the street interviews are usually very short - two, maybe three questions at most.

This type of interview is often used to get the feel of public opinion on a particular topic and eventually inserted in a larger story.

Phone interviews

This type of interview differs in that you do not have visual contact with the source being interviewed. You therefore need to try and compensate using voice only.

Since this type of interview can be stopped at any moment, it is better to prioritize questions.
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