
Crafting great 
interviews
Tips and tricks for getting the most out of 
your sources — and your stories.



About me

● National correspondent for USA Today.
● More than two decades as a published writer.
● Studied interviewing in graduate school.
● Written breaking news and in-depth features 

in newspapers and magazines. 
● Great stories require gleaning information 

from people in all sorts of contexts.





What we’ll cover

● How to prepare.
● How to manage the setting.
● How to sharpen your questions.
● How to coax the most out of your sources 

and use them (but in a good way 😁😁).
● Dissect a recent interview.



A few basics

● “On the record” = Your normal working state.
● “Not for attribution” = You can use the info, 

but you will not ID the source of it.
● “Off the record” = info cannot be used in a 

story, even if the source is not ID’d.
● Useful recording apps: TapeACall & Otter.



Better preparation = better interviews

● “Show your guest the basic dignity of a 
Google search.” - Mike Donkers, radio host

● Prepping: minutes vs. hours
● What direction(s) might the story take?
● Where do you want the interview to go?
● What is this person likely to say, and how 

will you follow up?







Managing the interview setting



In person vs. phone interviews
● Be there, if you can.
● In person: Body language is key. 
● Note everything about your environment. 
● On the phone: Start by explaining where you 

see the story going. Ask about the setting. 
Ask for examples. 

● LISTEN.







Jockey interview:

Jody Petty noticed, too. The 5 1/2 foot, 35-year-
old jockey who earned the ride on McDynamo 
halfway through 2005 wondered why the horse 
was just walking around the enclosure, instead 
of marching as he had done a few weeks ago 
at the Meadowlands. In the tack a few 
moments later, however, Petty felt the horse 
perk up. It was show time.



Jockey interview, cont.

At the start, Mauritania took an early lead, and 
Petty sat McDynamo just behind the leader. He 
still marveled at how easily he could adjust the 
veteran. McDynamo took the hurdles along the 
2 5/8-mile course with ease, and by the time he 
reached the three fences around the last turn, 
Petty cruised him around a flagging Mauritania.



Jockey quote:
“I came up to the last hill and turned around to look; 
there was nobody there!” Petty said.

“I had to break my neck to look behind me. In soft going, 
especially, you should never relax to the last fence, but 
he took that last hurdle like it was nothing. We were even 
a tiny bit long. I continuously patted him on the neck from 
the last fence to the finish line, and I took a lot of grief 
because I was smiling so much.”



That question you’re afraid to ask?

That’s the one you 
have to ask.

“Did you do it?”



Open vs. closed questions
Exercise:
● You’re writing a story about the controversy 

around cloning horses. The story subjects 
include a woman who has cloned her horse, 
a scientist and a breed association director.

● Think about how to turn the following closed 
questions into open ones:



Closed questions:

● When was this horse cloned?
● Have you cloned a horse before?
● Did the process go well?
● Do you approve of this practice?
● How much does this cost?
● What is the breed association’s stance on 

cloning?



Some potential open questions

● How does cloning a horse actually work, 
from start to finish?

● Can you explain the risks?
● Why did you want to clone your horse?
● What was the process like?
● Why has the breed association adopted 

this stance?



Coaxing more out of your sources

● “Often, people want to talk about the 
experiences that shaped them, even if they 
were painful.” -Dan Moulthrop, journalist

● Deviate from your planned questions.
● Ask for other people you could talk to.
● Get a second interview. 
● Check-in over time.



Let’s listen in!



The interview.

https://www.npr.org/2019/05/23/725704911/lizzo-on-feminism-self-love-and-bringing-hallelujah-moments-to-stage

Transcript:
https://www.npr.org/templates/transcript/transcript.php?storyId=725704911

https://www.npr.org/2019/05/23/725704911/lizzo-on-feminism-self-love-and-bringing-hallelujah-moments-to-stage
https://www.npr.org/templates/transcript/transcript.php?storyId=725704911


Questions from Terry Gross
GROSS: ... What was your vision for the album? What did you want to say, 
lyrically and musically?
GROSS: Whose idea was it to pose nude on the cover? Was it yours or another 
person's suggestion?
GROSS: Sometimes when I see somebody who's nude or who's half-nude/ 
largely nude on their album cover or in a photo and it's a woman, sometimes it 
bothers me 'cause I think, like,  are you making yourself into a sex object for 
men? When you're doing it on your album cover, I think it's a really bold 
statement. And - do you know what I mean? - because you are trying to break 
the mold of what beautiful is. And so you're making…



Responses from Lizzo
LIZZO: So I wanted to tell - and I wanted to show vulnerability and strength on 
this album - and even to the album cover. Like, you know, being completely 
naked, but also looking so comfortable with myself, I think, is a testament to 
this album showing vulnerability and strength.
LIZZO: So I think when we had to do a reshoot, we chose to go the opposite 
route and start with nothing and build back up.  But the nothing shots were the 
greatest, so I think it just happened naturally.
LIZZO: Yeah, but are you only saying that because I'm fat? You know what I'm 
saying? - because I feel like if I were a thin woman, maybe that wouldn't be the 
case. I feel like women who are smaller aren't really given the opportunities to 
be body-positive or role models, either, because we've been conditioned to 
believe that women are using their bodies for the male gaze.



To recap:
● What do you need to get out of the interview?
● Think about where the story might go.
● Prepare, even if it’s for just a few minutes.
● Go in person.
● By phone, ask for anecdotes, description. Use 

more hows/whys.
● Listen intently. Be silent occasionally.
● Keep in touch



More discussion?

erin.richards@usatoday.co
m
(414) 207-3145
Twitter: @emrichards

mailto:erin.richards@usatoday.com
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