How to get sources to talk

Techniques to get sources to talk in North America changed dramatically in 1936 with a U.S. Supreme Court decision in the Brown vs Mississippi case. The court ruled that police officers could no longer beat confessions out of suspects.

Within weeks, the writing was on the wall for journalists in Canada—we could no longer beat information out of sources, so we had to develop other strategies.

Typically, the type of people we need to talk to are insiders—people with info we need, be they parking lot attendants, security guards, bureaucrats or all-out whistleblowers, who are risking censure or condemnation from their colleagues, and are risking their social network, their jobs if not their lives to tell us what the public needs to know.

Why in the hell would they do it?!

First of all, we need them. You can do all the computer-assisted reporting you want, all the database searches and roam the Internet until you get carpal-tunnel syndrome in your mouse-hand. In the end, you still need human sources.

The purpose of my presentation is to help you build on the ammunition you’ve used, because all of us have had some success in this field—and I hope to hear from some of you about your best gets before the hour is over—and to embolden you, give you some faith, that you have a better-than-even chance to get the most unlikely or hard-to-get sources to talk to you. Some of these suggestions might appear silly, but all of them have worked to get Prime Ministers, mobsters, bureaucrats and everyday fraudsters to open up. 

Believing that you’ll succeed is half the battle, for you don’t have to walk far in a newsroom before you’ll hear someone say: We’ll never get them to talk. Have faith. Depending on the subject, it can be better when you act like they’ll, of course, talk to you. 

If you can’t beat them, understand them

All of you have had some success in getting difficult sources to talk. If you break it down and examine why, a lot of it has to do with a healthy understanding of human nature.

Every person, as you know, has several traits you can capitalize on to convince them to talk to you. 

First of all, every person has a bit of the Ancient Mariner in them—they want to tell stories, and people involved in interesting situations often want to share their story with someone. You just have to be that someone. I wrote a book about going across the country in a 1912 car to recreate the first attempt to find a motor route across Canada. I couldn’t stop people from talking to me. Everyone had a story, and everyone wanted to tell it to me. I attributed it to the 1912 car, so every time I have a difficult story to get, I drive up in this 1912 car… It was an amazing phenomena for me. Having something with me that immediately got people talking. 

People have a sense of justice. They want people to pay for crimes and misdemeanors. After 9-11, I developed an unlikely source in the Canadian passport office. This person was upset that a man who got clean Canadian passports for the Millennium bomber—the guy was going to blow up the Los Angeles Airport on the eve of the Millennium—and at least 35 other passports for suspected terrorist types in Montreal, got away relatively unscathed from law enforcement. The information the source gave me led me to find the passport fraudster in the Cameroon. I got this guy to talk to us, partly because he was safely in Africa, but most importantly because of another human trait—

Vanity

In this case, Leo Nkounga was vain enough to talk to us. He wanted the world to know how he had outsmarted officials, and how intelligent his scheme was. It is often the same with mobsters, who like to flaunt how powerful they are, and how they can be impervious to threats, and successful business people.

People also have a sense of history. I have often used the line that the historical record will be inaccurate unless they can tell the truth about certain events. There’s something about that line that must get people thinking of their history school history teacher, and how they’d be disappointing that old lady unless they come forward.

People want to help their fellow man. There was a scandal in the Canadian government a few years ago in which the central character had left the country and was nowhere to be found. Everybody was looking for him. I went to his former landlord and quite blatantly said: “I need your help.” The guy should not have opened his files, but the information he gave me led me to find the elusive character at a trailer park in the southern United States. I did that same thing with a landlady last week when I was looking for the truck driver who supposedly had touched off a huge propane explosion that nearly leveled a residential neighborhood. Maybe the moral to the story is to always approach landlords, but I simply told her I needed her help.

A tip here on looking for people to help you, find people who have seen a lot of life: Landlords, real estate agents, funeral directors, chauffeurs. Some people you might think have boring jobs, but they witness a lot of human drama. 

People have a sense of curiosity. People you want to talk to are often part of a much larger story. They know their part in it, but often don’t know the whole story. You can entice them to chat with you if you tease them with other stuff you might know, or make it look like you know a lot more.

All of these traits you can take advantage of on the phone, but the real prize is when you meet the source in person. When you do so, there are other traits to play with.

Going face-to-face is obviously ideal, not only because they can’t hang up on you, but it allows you to read them better, and for them to get a better idea of who you are. If you’re going face-to-face, try to do so in their home or in their office. It will complete your education of them. You can read their body language, and most of all it’s a chance to listen to who they are. By this point you’ve done all your Internet searches, read their past speeches, know their background, quietly talked to people who know them, but getting them on their home turf allows you more material to work with. 

Get to the appointment early—it allows you time to check out their offices and to gather material for chit-chat. And it also makes time for the all-important small-talk, which might be the key to winning or losing that source. You find things in their waiting room to talk about or see things on their wall. Once in Texas, we were talking to an official about a child porn ring, and he was giving us terrible answers. I interrupted the reporter to ask the guy: Did your mother like Hollywood stars from the 1940s? The guy’s face lit up, and he asked me how I knew that. I saw that the middle names in his university degree were Cary Humphrey, which I guessed meant that he was named after Cary Grant and Humphrey Bogart. Something as simple as making a connection like that opened the guy up, and he gave us the quotes and the information we needed.

The word “chat” in English is a harmless non-threatening word, as opposed to an interview. It is one I often use to disarm them, but it also sets a tone you want to create: an informal chat to get them comfortable—on this issue, don’t bring written questions with you because you don’t want to dispel the notion that it is just a conversation.

The other things I like about showing up early is that they might not have time to put away things on their desk that you can see, but more importantly it is a sign of respect. You want to be likeable. People will reveal stories to people they like. Remember, going face-to-face is a chance for you to read them, but also for them to read you. They want to know if you’re sincere, you’re trustworthy, intelligent enough to handle the complexity of the story—use some very long obscure words to get them to think, “Hey, this guy is smart.” I’m joking, here, but you can display your intelligence in several ways. It also helps if you show you are willing to work hard—arranging an interview really early in the morning or really late at night shows you are willing to go to the wall to get a story. Even better, tell them you’ll drive all night to see them, or jump on a plane and meet them in the morning. Going out of your way for your source puts them into a situation where they’re beholden to you. The same goes for buying them lunch, a coffee or a beer.

The source might give you what you need, just because he or she feels they have to pay you for the $2 coffee you just bought them.

And it helps, too, if you are worldly, that you show you know your way around, and that you’ve done stories like this before. In chatting mode, you can tell them the story reminds you of some other popular story you worked on, and succeeded at.

Being worldly also comes into play in the small-talk sequence—it allows you to chit-chat about any topic. The longer you’re in this mode, the more you get to know who they are, their biases, and what motivates them. If there is something hot in the news at the time, you can ask them what they think of it, to get more of an idea of where their interests lie.

And during this chit-chat phase, it’s important to show you’re human. Open up a bit. Don’t be afraid to show part of yourself, that you might have kids, too, they might be having problems at school. If your subject has been through a divorce, you can create an immediate bond talking about crazy ex-wives or ex-husbands. 

I once got the Prime Minister of Canada on the phone for a one-on-one interview. He didn’t know me from Adam, but before the conversation was out he was telling me things he had no business telling me, and was willing to do things for me that his advisors must have had a fit about. It was a profile story I was doing, and by showing him that we had led parallel lives—he got in trouble with the nuns at university, I got in trouble with the nuns at university, he was the point guard on the basketball team, I was the point-guard on the basketball team, We both played football and water polo there, and we both got arrested our first year…. before you knew it, I had gained his trust. An experienced politician, who should know better, without knowing me or seeing me, was telling me things he should never have been telling me. 

So appearing human to a potential source takes you out of the idea in their mind that you’re just a journalist—and if they insist on button-holing you as a journalist—remind them that you have a devil for a boss, and if you don’t get the story you’re going straight to the guillotine. Everyone has had a bad boss, so it helps them relate to you.

And of course, the obvious human trait to appeal to is someone’s sense of humour. Humour disarms subjects, engages them, endears them. People like to laugh. Make the experience fun, and they’ll want to come back and chat to you again.

And another big one is that everyone wants his or her ego stroked. You can sincerely compliment someone without losing your integrity. You can admire the art on their walls, their choice of furniture, their clothes—“I was looking for a pair of shoes like that, where did you get them?”

I should interrupt the flow here to talk about clothes to wear to a first meeting. Depending on what type of character they are, you might want to dress like them—in jeans for jeans-wearing people or dress like a cop for cops, or you might want to purposely dress stylishly, or dress modestly. You have to read that person beforehand, and be aware of cultures, for example, who don’t want you to dress like cops.

You can’t be insincere about your compliments, so if you haven’t got anything nice to say, as your mother once told you, don’t say anything at all. People can sense insincerity, but again, it is fairly easy to find something nice to say. People spend a lot of time decorating their homes, offices and themselves. There must be something you can genuinely say in chit-chat mode.

The other thing everyone has in common, is that they were all born once. You might be dealing with killers, white-collar criminals, child molesters, rapists, presidents of the United States—give them a break and treat them with the respect that you would give your friends. God knows what happened to George W. Bush between his childhood and his current role as the most evil man in the world, but when you meet him show him some respect and you’re likely to get more out of him. 

If people who have been used to being disrespected, see that you’re treating them as equals, they’re more apt to open up.

When you finally come around to the topic at hand, use what you learned in small-talk and your prior research, to try to move them into being a source. What motivates them might be a hatred of paying taxes, and your story might eventually save the government money. 

Everyone has an agenda, so find out what their motives are and sing, if you can, from the same hymnbook. In this propane story, everyone was looking for the name of the truck driver, and I knew the provincial propane association knew the guys name, and they weren’t giving it out. I knew nothing about propane, so I learned as much as I could about the issues in the business, and went back to the association, saying, this is the story so far as I know it—it might not be the story you intend to write or film, but it is what you have learned so far. I was using all the information I had gleaned from within the association. This woman put me on to her boss, I put the same song to him, and he gave me permission to get the info from the association. I went from a sharp “no” to getting that same info within two hours. I say this not to boast but to show how these methods work. 

I’ve worked with people who have amazing success in getting people to talk. This one woman I worked with employed what we called the “Come to Mama” school of fishing in sources. She’d have outrageously long phone calls where they chatted about life and their kids, and she became like the non-judgmental mama they could trust their story to. Obviously, I haven’t tried the come-to-mama approach, but I have been known to turn my collar around and be the priest waiting at the confessional.

Depending on the situation, if you get someone they respect, or someone prominent to say they that this person should go on the record, that helps. Even saying you know their friends, helps in moving them over to your side. 

Also be direct about what their fears are in coming forward, and see what you can do, without promising too much, to put them at ease.

When you’re getting desperate, use the John Donne line: Ask not for whom the bell tolls, it tolls for thee. This is their moment in the sun, and the world needs them. And if that fails, ask them if there’s anyone else who can tell you the same information, or play the hero. Sometimes that moves them into thinking that if they don’t do it, someone else will, and that other person will get the credit. 

If all that fails, offer them your first-born or get down on your hands and knees and sob and wail and cry uncontrollably… 

When you get a flat-out rejection, and they’re tired of your spiel, ask them if you can drop by again. Sometimes, something you said might eat away at them, and the next time you come by you might appear as an old friend or the conscience that walks through their dreams.

To summarize: pay your source not with money or false promises, but with respect, kind words, tidbits of info, a chance to help the world, and if they really want something from you, offer them a tour of your building. It is amazing how little it takes to move someone, if they feel they’re getting someplace most people don’t normally go. 

And if you’re not naturally sincere, caring, hard-working, worldly and intelligent… fake it. Most of all, be honest and human. And whatever you do—if you look at some of these tactics you might think you work for a telephone solicitation company, or that you’re an actor—always remember that you are on the side of the angels. 

You’re not doing this job to put millions of dollars in your pocket. You’re acting in the public good. My raison d’etre is that society can handle its problems if it knows what its problems are. I always feel, as I’m sure most of us do, that we’re just trying to help society get by.

I know some of you might have questions, but I’d also love to hear from people who were able to get the most unlikely of sources to come forward. This session should be all about doing the impossible. Never waver from trying to do the impossible. Always remember that if you don’t attempt to get the best sources, some of the best stories won’t get done. 

