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| don't do much interviewing in the Mike Wallace sense of the word. In a story about a ten-year-
old, the goal isn't nailing the kid to the wall. You don't go up to a ninety-year-old and say, "Isn't
it true that on November 18, 1942, you got a parking ticket on Forty-third Street?" My work
involves spending a lot of time with ordinary people in extraordinary circumstances. It requires
a different kind of interviewing, a different kind of relating to the subject.

| need to create what | call accelerated intimacy. We can't write the beautiful narrative stories
that we all dream of unless we can get some things from the mouths of our sources. They must
be comfortable enough to tell us anything. In journalism school, no one called the interactions
between journalists and sources relationships, but that's what they are.

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

To achieve accelerated intimacy | only do formal interviews when essential. | do everything | can
to make my subjects feel comfortable enough to talk with me. | still ask questions—lots of them.
| try to be a great audience. | nod; | look straight into their eyes; | laugh at their jokes, whether |

think they're funny or not. | am serious when they're serious.

| think of these as guided conversations. The overall interaction is more important than the
particular questions. | try to make the interaction 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 cliche, 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: It is
crisp and pungent and has the sharpest, truest flavor. It's the very best part. It requires very
little slicing 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 relationship built
with a source, has a predictable arc. That arc progresses 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.



Phase One: Introduction

It all begins with the introduction. You flag a person down on the street, or you call and explain
what you're doing, or you walk in the front 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.

Phase Two: Adjustment

You are feeling each other out. You ask the basic introductory questions to start the ball rolling.
If you're on a deadline, you're thinking: "Am | getting what | need?" The person you are
interviewing is thinking, "Do | really want to talk to this person? Do | 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 a connection with this person to accelerate getting to know her. You know
you're making that connection when the person puts down the briefcase and leans back in the
chair. The subject thinks, "Maybe this won't be that bad. I'll give it a little more time."

A lot of interviews are cut off at the very first stages when the interviewer isn't getting much.
The subject hasn't yet set the briefcase down. You might think you already have a serviceable
quote, but the first thing out of someone's mouth is rarely worthwhile. It is difficult to be
interviewed, so give people a chance to get their thoughts together. Sometimes people need
three or four chances to get it right. That next try can create poetry.

Phase Four: Settling In
In this settling-in phase the person finds that she is kind of enjoying 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 something very candid or deep. The
source can't believe she's saying this to you. It is a very good sign, but not necessarily in the way
you might expect. Often, what the person says is important to her but has no meaning for you.
It has nothing to do with what you're writing about. Still, it suggests a turning point in the
person's sense of trust. It's a 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 already have the best you can get from the
intenriew. You try to bring closure. You put your notebook away. And what happens? The source
doesn't want the interview to end, because the two of you have a contract: You're a reporter,
and you listen to the source.

Phase Seven: Reinvigoration
The source feels free to say almost anything and now makes the very best revelation of the
inteniew. Suddenly, with the notebook closed, the source has grown to trust you, without even



realizing it. In this final phase you have that person in the mood to actively cooperate. You have
reached the center of the onion. Make the most of that moment—it's fleeting. If you get back to
the newsroom and realize you should have asked something else, it won't be the same if you
call back. The relationship will have changed.

This entire exchange, this seven-phase arc, can take five minutes or five hours or five months. It
is the same whether you are working on a daily article or a book.

How does the reporter handle this fast-developing candor? Don't ever lead your sources—that
really gets you in trouble. If you are leading and think you know what the story is, and you write
it and it's not right, it will come back to haunt you.

In the ideal interview, the source feels comfortable enough to share with me all the details of an
experience. | just listen. That is the ideal, but it's rarely that simple. Just as you have motives for
doing the interview, your subject does, too. No one ever talks to the press without some ulterior
motive: a celebrity promoting a movie, a candidate running for office, or someone seeking
catharsis.

We must have tremendous humility as we interview, and also understand the enormity of what
our sources are doing when they talk to us. Sometimes they don't even realize it themselves.
For my book | plucked people from relative anonymity. | feel a tremendous responsibility and
obligation to tell their stories accurately—and not just accurately but in a fair and balanced way.
Your own sense of integrity, honesty, and empathy matters more than anything. Empathy is the
balance to power. Power without empathy leaves you with manipulation—a horrible thing.

There is a tremendous power differential between the reporter and the ordinary individuals we
write about. | can't even imagine what it must be like to have your life story displayed across the
front page of the New York Times, above the fold, on a Sunday, with over a million people
having access to your most intimate thoughts. Most of us wouldn't submit to such a thing. |
have tremendous gratitude for the people who do that. It is important to honor the people who
allow themselves to be representatives of something larger in our society. Their return is very
small compared to what they give us.



