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ART OF THE INTERVIEW: THE RELUCTANT SUBJECT

A few ideas for approaching the people you’re investigating & other reticent sources
PREPARATION.

STRATEGY.  Before proceeding, take time for mental preparation. Ask yourself what you hope to get from the interview. What information? What documents? What video/audio?  What concerns is this person likely to have about talking, and what might you say to alleviate them?  What information do you want to disclose to this person about what you’re doing and what you know or don’t know?  What are you going to say when you’re asked what the story is about?  You want to be honest and as open as possible -- meaning as open as you can be without compromising vulnerable sources or documents. 
RESEARCH.  You’ll inspire confidence--and confidences--if you know something about the person you’re interviewing and the topic you’ll be discussing.  Do the basics: Search clips and the Web; review any relevant laws, regs, reports.
OPENER.
ANTICIPATE. Have a hook — an opening line that, like a good lede, makes the person want to know more. Give them a headline that begs for explanation. Appeal to their curiosity and self-interest. Here are a few that worked for me by way of illustration: 
 “I found your name in this declassified file...”

          “I’ve been looking at lawsuits against the city. I noticed the police department’s paid more than $1 million to settle
           cases against you and wondered what you thought about that…”    

         “I’m writing a story and you’re in it. I just want to make sure I’ve got it right…”
-There’s no ready list of foolproof lines. Your opener needs to be custom-tailored for the person and situation. 
           -Have a backup line ready—one you can deliver as the door’s swinging closed or during the momentary pause before the hang-up. 

           -Delivery is key. Your voice should reflect your firm belief that the people you’re calling should talk to you. If you express doubts, 

  they’ll have doubts. If you’re feeling shaky, practice your opening lines out loud before you knock on the door. Really.
Warning: You have 10 seconds or less to convince them!                       Warning: Don’t lie. It’ll backfire on you later.

TRY AGAIN. If at first you don’t succeed, use all channels of communication. Phone, email, letter, ovenight, doorstep, close associates. People change their minds. Keep trying until deadline.  Especially try one more time at deadline. More on that below. 
BEST WAY TO GET PEOPLE YOU’RE INVESTIGATING TO TALK: Don’t wait until the last minute! 
TIMING.

EARLY. Don’t ask how long you can wait before contacting the people you’re investigating. Ask how soon it’s safe?  The reasons: It’s fairer. It’s more effective. And if you engage early enough, you can turn the subjects of your investigation into sources. Who knows better where the bodies are buried than the people who buried them? Another reason: You’ll get their official version of events early enough to do the reporting necessary to determine what’s true and what’s not. There’s no worse time to get a surprise alibi than on deadline.
       How soon is it safe? 
Are they in a position to compromise a source or document? If so, wait until the documents are in hand and key sources have been contacted.  But don’t assume the answer is always yes. If the answer’s no, there’s usually no reason to wait and many advantages to calling early and often.
Do they have control over the people and documents you need? If you’re going to need to rely on your subjects to disclose information that’s otherwise not available through FOIA or other means, you’ll want to get their cooperation as early as possible.

How much reporting can you do under the radar?  The ideal time to contact the people you’re investigating is after you’ve done some legwork but before they hear about it from someone else. If they hear from someone else first, they’ll be guarded and less likely to answer your questions. So figure out in advance where the trip wires lie. Web and clip searches are safe. But some FOIA requests trigger notification. Calls to business associates, competitors, ex-spouses, neighbors and regulatory offices are likely to get back to the subject of your inquiry.
OFTEN.  Treat them as you would a source—engage them in the reporting process. At the end of each meeting, call or email, leave the door open for talking again. Explain that you’re going to be doing additional reporting and that you’ll be contacting other people. Tell them you’ll let them know what you find out. They’re more likely to come back to the phone if they’re going to get something out of it.
EMAIL.
Government and corporate officials often ask for “written questions” by email. You can protest. But if you can’t change their minds, you’ve got to sit down and start typing. With a little thought, you can turn “written questions” into a productive email interview:

1.  Don’t write interrogatories. Write strategic paragraphs. Salt your questions with helpful background information and supporting evidence that might discourage a deceptive or evasive response. Strive for a conversational tone. (See example below.)
2. There’s obviously no advantage to saving a surprise question for the end of the email, as you might do in a face-to-face or phone interview. You’ve got to be upfront about where you’re going--or save the zinger for a follow-up email.

3. Email has some advantages over voice interviews. You create a paper record. You can slip past the protective secretary & PR blockade. You are assured of a follow-up opportunity to ask questions. The recipient may stop responding but she won’t stop receiving….In your first email, you might ask the interviewee to provide or confirm key facts. In your next email, present any contradictory evidence you’ve uncovered and get her take on it. In the next email, tell her what you think the evidence shows and how it’s likely to be portrayed in your story. Seek out her response and objections. Ask for documentation—by email. Example: I received an important grants database in an email attachment from a HUD official that we were investigating at The Seattle Times.

4. Always send a follow-up email with more questions. Keep the conversation going.

5. Take advantage of the fact that you have the subject’s full attention without interruptions or angry outbursts or the ability to toss you out of the office. Use the opportunity to ask the tough questions directly and with specificity. Wasn’t voting on a bill that helped a business partner a conflict of interest? Did the business partner cut you in on a great deal in exchange for the favor? Did you ever discuss the deal and the vote in the same conversation and, if so, where did that conversation take place? And so on. You may not always get answers, but it won’t be because you didn’t ask them. 

6.  Assume the recipient is going to forward your emails and post them on the Web.  Or that you may use them in your own Web presentation. Re-read them with that in mind before you press the send button. Ask a trusted colleague or editor to read your correspondence for unintended nuances, tone and libel. Avoid sarcasm and humor, which often don’t translate well in email.
Here are excerpts from a recent email exchange with a retired Army captain whose troops massacred 19 children, women and elderly during the Vietnam War. Witnesses said he issued an order to kill anything that moves just before the shooting. In a four-page email attachment, he acknowledged issuing an order but asserted that he took steps to prevent the killings. *
He wrote: …I did take up the phone to the 3rd platoon a second time…just a few minutes after the first phone call ended, because I felt a sudden anxiety that the 3rd platoon leader would take my previous order too literally….
I wrote back: …What was your initial exchange with Carter [the 3rd platoon leader]? What words did you use in that exchange? (If different than “Kill anything that moves” or some version of that, do you have thoughts on why so many of the men recalled hearing that?)  Why didn’t you investigate or report the incident once you knew what had happened?  Why didn’t you remove Carter from the company?...I went back and checked the sworn statements after your first email, and I also called several of the witnesses. So far I can’t find any corroboration for the substance of the two conversations with Carter as you described…If you want to talk by phone at any point, I’m around all weekend. 301-706-3530.
He answered some of my questions in a second email. I tacked more questions (shown here in italics) onto his responses: 
Thanks.  I have a few follow up questions below. –Deb 

…I’m not too surprised that my RTO did not remember me calling up the 3rd Platoon leader the second or third time because there were a lot of calls going to and from a lot of people that day, and I’m sure I placed the last two calls to Lt. Carter myself. Follow-up: Lt. Carter’s RTO does not recall the conversations either.  He and others say the shooting occurred within minutes of the initial order. -DN


After 40 years, I’m not sure why I did not report the shooting.  With the level of combat and casualties we had experienced, the need to keep my men together and safe and to continue with the mission must have seemed like the greatest imperatives. Follow-up:  Do you know why dereliction of duty charges were not preferred?  -DN…

CLOSER.
After you’ve written, before you publish/post/air, make another round of calls to sources & subjects. This is a great opportunity to:
1. Persuade people to put their comments on the record. 

2. Identify minor or major errors of fact. You will find some.

3. Shake loose information they’ve been holding back.

4. Obtain admissions & confessions—or a preview of their official response to your story. 
5. Give the people you’re investigating one last, good-faith shot. They may never agree with your conclusions, but they’ll feel better about
    the process. And they may confirm facts, spot errors, fill holes and volunteer new information.
*The War Behind Me: Vietnam Veterans Confront the Truth about War Crimes, by Deborah Nelson (Basic Books Oct. 2008)
