Good Interview Questions 

These questions are from several professional news people.  Use them.  They work!!!
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``How do you know that?'' It tends to justify comments that could be misconstrued, and of course it exposes bigots.
 What makes you say that? What happened next?

If you ask a yes-no question, you'll get a yes-no answer.
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 Three basic questions that even experienced reporters seldom ask often enough:
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 What does that mean?
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Can you give me an example?
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 Has that ever happened before? (Or, How often does that happen?)
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A business reporter was grilling Tom Ridge , then the governor of Pennsylvania , about the expansion of a Lucent plant. She had asked him about the state's role in the project. Ridge gave a perfunctory 15-second political answer, and the reporter stood, unmoving. She looked up at him and said, [image: image7.png]


 ``And?'' He talked for another 30 seconds. She said, [image: image8.png]


 ``And?'' and he went on for five full minutes explaining in detail how his office worked with Lucent to bring the new complex to the state.
The lesson, of course, is don't let the source get away with a nonanswer. By being courteous yet persistent, she got what no other reporter there got.
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Fish for figures of speech. Questions can stimulate imaginative answers. What’s it like?
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 What led up to this? 
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 Who did what? 
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 How did it work?
 Reporters are often so focused on the present and future that they neglect that gold mine, the past.
Also,
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 ``Tell me a story from your childhood'' and 
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 ``If you could choose, what would you be doing ----- years from now?'' 
These two questions are obvious, but they do often produce surprising answers that may pep up an otherwise predictable picture. Even if the reporter doesn't use them, they can soften up a stiff interview, make the subject more human and complex, and give the reporter insight. Ditto, a question about the road not taken: 
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 ``If you hadn't become a -----, what might you have done?''
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Remember this phrase: evergreen questions. These are simple questions that can be used over and over to get people to open up. You could make a list of almost any length of such questions.
Some samples:
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 What was the worst thing that ever happened to you?
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 What was the best day of your life?
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 Who was the person who most influenced you, and how?
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 If you were writing your epitaph, what would you say?
You could easily list 25 or 30 evergreen questions. They come in handy not only for profiles, but also for other stories. This doesn't mean, of course, that you will go methodically through the whole list when you interview someone. The idea is that you can pick a question that seems appropriate or that might help restart a flagging conversation. Evergreen questions can turn up information you might not otherwise get. They can get a person to talking and telling you something real instead of telling you what the person thinks would be nice to say.
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Give something back to the source.
You can't just call them up and demand information; you have to tell them stuff, too, to make a conversation with you worth their while. And respect their time; if they know you're going to keep them on the phone forever, they're going to be much less likely to return your calls.
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 Allow for silence.
A key to interviewing is allowing periods of silence to stretch a little. People are uncomfortable with it and will talk just to fill up the space. Sometimes if you just let silence hang, the source will expand on what he/she just said because he/she can't stand the silence.
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 Ask throw-away questions.
It's handy to keep a few ``throw-away questions'' ready. Questions you don't really need the answers to for your story or don't care about or have asked before or whatever. Toss those out when you want to have a minute to focus on jotting notes about the environment, body language, etc., so that you don't need to pay a lot of attention to the answer.
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 Use the tools at your disposal: respect, humor, doughnuts.
I always, always go into an interview knowing that no person has to talk to me, even public officials. I'm respectful of that. I do a bit of a Columbo routine, usually, which is more real than artifice. I generally find something, either in the person's office or general background (hometown, college) that I can draw a connection to. I use a lot of humor to dispel people of the notion that reporters are blood-sucking automatons. Sometimes I bring doughnuts.
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 And then I let the conversation follow a natural flow. If there's something that I want to return to, I make a note on the back of my notebook. Sometimes, instead of saving the hardest questions for last, I bring them up early - to keep the interviewee from conforming to a series of prearranged answers. And I always make sure that the door is open for a return call or visit.
As for tricks in approaching questions about difficult matters, a friend uses: ``How would you respond to someone who would question the ethics of . . .'' etc.
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 Prepare.
To ask good questions you must be prepared to ask good questions.
That means, whenever possible, doing research on the subject and coming up with initial questions before the interview; understanding how much time you'll have to ask the questions; having an idea of the environment in which your interview will be conducted; and identifying your `tough questions` and setting up other ways to ask them when and if the subject dodges.
Also: Be interested. If you ask boring questions, be prepared to get boring answers.
