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| had better use a tape recor

Interviewing: Accelerated Intimacy

A bering, once
e vears I've become much better at rememberir
b When you're going out for the first time, you
der and take notes and try mightily to re-
't get everything you need.

alotofi
| really understand my story.

member, because you probably still won

~AY TAl ESE
AT | Ak b=
| do not use a tape recorder. | espouse patience in listening, trying to
capture what the other person is thinking, trying to see the world frhom
that person’s view. | don’t necessarily want word for'word from t eir
‘mouth. The exact words people say don’t necessarily capture their
: i corder working.
view, especially when you have a tape re
The tzpe recorder was not popular when | was at the Nevg :?Z(
Times in the 1950s and 1960s. Journalism has bgcome too much f.t
The tape recorder has created a sort of talk ran on paper, g firstdra
from the minds of important people. It's all verifiable, yes it is, and the
lawyers are happy about that. But w
hanging out with them and listening to t
ifiable characters.

hen I'm getting to know people,
hem, I'm making them into ver-
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Wallace sense of the word.

’ i iewing in the Mike
om0 a enyear-o isn’t nailing the kid to the

bout a ten-year-old, the goal
3;1211. :;c())ljydzn’t go up toya ninety—yealj-old .and say, “Isn’t 1tht.r\iie Stgite f::,l,
November 18, 1942, you got a parklr.1g t1c1.<et on 1.70rty-t ir b e;c_,
My work involves spending a lot of time wqth ordnll:ilrydpefo}:1 ::erVieWi
traordinary circumstancei. I.t requtllzes a bc};fg:rent nd of 1 |
i i ind of relating to the su . .
mgi a;1celi:f(fle$nctrle(;te what I caﬁ accelerated intimacy. We can’t writ€
the beautiful narrative stories that we all dream of unless we can g€t

some things from the mouths of our sources. They must be comfo

able enough to tell us anything. In journalism school, no one call

the interactions between journalists and sources relationships, b

that’s what they are.

In thinking about these relationships, think also about your I
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relative to the subject’s role. To help win the subject over, I try to
make the most of my own traits and define a natural relationship be-
tween the source and me. The average age of the people I'm inter-
viewing for my book is eighty-six. I come to them as a granddaughter.

To achieve accelerated intimacy I only do formal interviews when
essential. I do everything I can to make my subjects feel comfortable
enough to talk with me. I still ask questions—Ilots of them. I try to be
a great audience. I nod; I look straight into their eyes; I laugh at their
jokes, whether I think they’re funny or not. I am serious when
they’re serious.

I think of these as guided conversations. The overall interaction is
more important than the particular questions. I try to make the in-
teraction as enjoyable as possible. No one wants to be grilled for
hours on end. A formal interview isn’t conducive to soul baring.

People often compare interviewing to peeling an onion. Though
it’s a cliché, the metaphor is instructive. Picture the onion. Its outer
layer is dry and brittle. You tear off the outer layer and throw it away.
The next layer is shiny, rubbery, limp, and sometimes has a tinge of
green. You won'’t use it, either, unless it’s the only onion you have.
You want the center of the onion: Itis crisp and pungent and has the
sharpest, truest flavor. It’s the very best part. It requires very little slic-
ing because it’s already small, compact. The size and quality are so
perfect that you can just toss it right into whatever you're making.

The same goes for the interview process. The first thing out of a
source’s mouth is often of little use. It’s the outer layer. Whenever we
sit down with a person, we want to get to the center of the onion as
fast as we can. That’s accelerated intimacy. Every interview, every re-
lationship built with a source, has a predictable arc. That arc pro-
gresses through seven phases. Each phase holds pitfalls. If we want
people to tell us what’s really on their minds, we need to make sure
we don’t give up before the seventh phase.

v Phase One: Introduction

It all begins with the introduction. You flag a person down on the
reet, or you call and explain what you're doing, or you walk in the
ont door. You pull out your notebook. The person is busy. The per-
on doesn’t want to talk. The person wants to get rid of you.

se Two: Adjustment

You are feeling each other out. You ask the basic introductory
destions to start the ball rolling. If you're on a deadline, you're
nking: “Am I getting what I need?” The person you are interview-
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ing is thinking, “Do I really want to talk to this person? Do I have the
time for this?” The source is getting used to the note-taking. He or
she is looking at your notebook; you're looking at your watch.

Phase Three: Moment of Connection
You must make 2 connection with this person to accelerate get
ting to know her. You know you're making that connection when the

person puts down the briefcase and leans back in the chair. The sub-
ject thinks, “Maybe this won’t be that bad. I'll give it 2 little more

time.”
A lot of interviews are cut off at the very first stages when the in-
set the briefcase

terviewer isn’t getting much. The subject hasn’t yet
down. You might think you already have a serviceable quote, but the
first thing out of someone’s mouth i rarely worthwhile. It is difficult
to be interviewed, sO give people a chance to get their thoughts to-
gether. Sometimes people need three or four chances to get it right.

That next try can create poetry.

Phase Four: Setling In
se the person finds that she is kind of enjoy-

In this settling-in pha
ing the interaction. You both settle into what could be a very short-

term relationship-

Phase Five: Revelation
At this point the source feels comfortable enough to reveal some-

thing very candid or deep. The source can’t believe she’s saying this
to you. Itis a very good sign, but not necessarily in the way you might
expect. Often, what the person says i important to her but has no
meaning for you. It has nothing to do with what you're writing about.

" Qill, it suggests 4 turning point n
sign that the reporter may now be able to get what she really wants.

Phase Six: Deceleration
Things begin to wind down. You may feel you alre

best you can get from the interview. You try t0 bring clo
your notebook away. And what happens? The source
the interview to end, because the two of you have a contract: Yo

reporter, and you listen to the source.

the person’s sense of trust. It's a

ady have the P
sure. You put

doesn’t want

u're a
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Phase Seven: Reinvigoration

The source fe
els free to say al .
. most anyth
very best . Y . ythin and now
cloz(?d ther:;datlon of the interview. Sudderﬂ%’ with the YEalzels) i
i ﬁrial phaslzr;e ha}xls grown to trust you, without even realizi(y)lg .to(;k
ou have that person i 1
srbes, Vst hist in the mood to activel
moment lvte rfelaCh-ed the center of the onion. Make tche mo};tC 0? I;er-
—it’s . &
you should havee:sizg.sg Youhget back to the newsroom and reatlilzif
. mething else, it won't ;
back. The relationship will have changed be the same if you call

This entire ex i
change, this seven-ph
s ent ven-phase arc, can take five mi
orfve ! or five months. It is the same whethe nking
n a daily article or a book o e moriang
How does the .
reporter handle this f: i
T s fast-developing candor? ’
iy }}llionlt‘ sourkces—that really gets you in trotfbleg IfyouO;.r I?ondt
g anc you know what the story is, and you write i 'e’ it
gI , it will come back to haunt you Sl
n the ideal intervi :
Wangleiss mzaillli]}:zrgliw.,l th; source feels comfortable enough to
. etails of an experi j i
s : perience. I just listen. That i
inter;iew o urj:i]}))/ that simple. Just as you have motives for d(;litnls :Ee
- Some, your ject does, too. No one ever talks to the pres ith.
i rior motive: a celebrity promoting a movi Fanc 'Wlth—
‘I/1v1ng or office, or someone seeking catharsis e s candiduie
e must have tremend, ili .
ous humili i i
ey ‘ ty as we interview, and
o Somez I(Ielr;ort?lty of v,vhat our sources are doing v;hen t?llzo tuﬁ;
el ;ro Ii:ly d;)n.t even realize it themselves. For my b}(l)ozli I
luc relative anonymity. I :
i e fro onymity. feel a tremend
Curattéll bcll1 tobhgatl(.)n to tell their stories accumtely—andorll st st
i t;/ out in a fair and balanced way. Your own sense ofO'tJust iy,
- ,p e er;pat_hy matters more than anything. Empathy .lrﬁfggz,
er. Power without empal ’ dlation—
A pathy leaves you with manipulation—
There is a
o Ordin;ren.legfi?us power differential between the report
o Iﬁ,klnt nillduals we write about. I can’t even irrf)agrirfr
| e to have your life st i ;
B o e . ory displayed across th
g e ]1\267;/1 Yo.rk Times, above the fold, on a Sunday, witheofront
k., WOUIdn’tpsub Hz:y:ng access to your most intimate thouéhts M(;/setr 2;
e dl tg such'a -thmg. I have tremendous grati.tude fo
el to([)) that. It is important to honor the people wh 01r
e e representatives of something larger in ou cock.
rn is very small compared to what they give u o
S.
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alistic adaptation of the history-

letes with each new patient.

taking process that a psychiatrist comp
ht not use the term “psycho|ogical interview; writers
or at least a century. For

Though they mig

have been using these interview techniques f

narrative writers this type of interview answers the question: What made

this character into the person she or he is? Subjects have much more pa-
ew than you might think. | begin by

tience for this type of in-depth intervi
asking about the person’s carliest memories and then progress step-by-

step through adolescence. The whole process takes two to four hours.

At no point should you ask the person to pay attention to you. This is

key. Do not talk except to encourage your subject. You can begin by

asking, What is your first memory? A first memory is a story; it has a
time, place, subject, character, and mood. First memories are not ran-
dom. When someone tells you a first memory, it's likely an essential
story. It may not have happened exactly as told, put what the person
remembers is truly what they think happened.
Even if someone’s first memory isn’t germane to your story, it opens
a door. Once @ person has told you his or her earliest memory, you
can ask all sorts of other things: What was your family like? Were you
the first, last, or middle child? Was your family well-off or poor? Did
you know? What happened at family holidays? Did your parents raise
you together? Did you have a pet? 'm interested in knowing all these
things and also whether the family experienced any crises.

At this stage in the interview, you are poking around, discovering both
what a person remembers and how it's remembered. Ask about the per-
son’s experiences and thoughts—not about their feelings or opinions.
Through a person’s stories you can begin to discermn personality. Follow
the person’s story through to
first or second grade? Tell me about middle s
school? What subje

Were you popular?

Why do people answer questions such a
they barely know? Because people are mos
Other than a therapist, who can a person really ta

The psycho\ogical interview is a journ

Did you have a lot of girlfriends or boyfriends?

adulthood. What do you remember about
chool. Did you do well in -

cts did you like? Did your family move around a lot?

s this, posed by someoneé ’
t interested in themselves.
Ik to with complete

Ted Conover 35

honesty? Your mother? Y
? ? You have to be kidding; ;
none - g; she’s made a ¢
iy ;Etﬂagnt% you. Your spouse? Really? The truth is, nobody. I?;eae E)Qf
P gi;t . irrzltsycl)ou, the interviewer, have no stake in the cﬁaracter"g
.Yes, me sense an invasive process, but it i i
sp1e_<r:1t. and with the subject’s full permission e
is sort of interview gives .
_ ! you the understandi
X ng neede -
:)hi;h;ifeorvnh .the gharacter and to tell a deep story. Ognce youdhtz:vg m|I
e comm:lrtlo:, flltereq thr_ough the person’s subjective memory. :)iu
membersoref i todpubhc history and to information from other f:;\r)T/ﬂI
members ir:|enh s. In the gnd, you will use very little of the informa)f
b y in what you write. The small amount you do use will b
s pOi,n?r;cfi \’[/?:Wegtlze proclj‘]ess helps you tell the story from your sube
r from the perspective of th ject’ -
i _ . e subject’s world.
jecﬂverz’ (c)j:sp S;zgrlsrtwol;es a subjective person slamming into an ob
. ; anding both the jecti jecti -
D Ry et hapuaned subjective and the objective are
Taken in .
W mided USL;mé ng irg;go;s\?vi y(:iL: get in a psychological interview
' o the person is. F
il . Few people ch
,Ca nl ;g;:;:znt;la gaturis as adults. Traumatic eventz inpadultﬁggz
rson, but in es juni
S Mimrlastl aan sence, most of us are junior high

Participatory Reporting:
Sending Myself to Prison

Anyone wh
theycom . ;) 16?VCS the comfortable role of the traditional journalist—
P emp{) ar}; 2(1)S computerkand telephone, newsroom and colleagues
sment, awkwardness, even inj "
b . , n injury. i
. r‘lbl hances in research opens the door tJo fr};siAIFlfthe Fohoraie
‘taklosmg_ch. . > s not o i
! .dﬂ sible. If the reporter can walk in another o -
=1 person’s shoes, why not
~ Ithink som
e woﬂg (jis my best work has resulted from immersion in some-
- Observa.ti a'colle_ge anthropology major, I learned about par-
R 9&? in which a researcher visits a group of people I;:1)nd
g with them: eating their food, speaking their language

b




