Writers: how to find
people to interview…

more

Sometimes you’re writing an article or story and try as you
may you can’t think of or find another person to interview,
other than your kids or some shlunk on the street corner. So
what do you do?
Let’s start with an expectation that few new writers know
about or think they might be able to tiptoe around: that
almost every paying editor expects you to interview at least
several (think three or four) people for your article—and what
the interviewee is asked or says is directly related to what
the article is about.
After I say that in my seminar about interviewing a rather
bizarre question usually pops up: “Must the interviewee be
living?” I imagine they are really asking if they can use
quotes from someone who has passed or, perhaps, can they
include interviews with aliens or ghosts or the like? In the
second case, no. But quotes from the defunct, yes. Still, the
quotes must come from a source that did once live–and the
words must have been “captured intact” at that time,
preserved, and passed down. Also, they can’t be “helped” to
directly pertain to the subject at hand.
An example where this worked. I sold several articles about
Dom Pedro II and his visit to the U.S. to open the 1876
Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia. All of the quotes came
from a detailed diary that the King of Brazil kept during the
visit that was published a few years after his death. I sent
the editor a copy of the relevant phrases from the diary that
I had translated from Portuguese. No problem.
Thus historical comments from the living or dead might provide
background information and, sometimes, direct quotes that

apply as said.
The best way not to get caught without interviewees is to read
many other articles or accounts about the topic and note all
vital information you can about their speakers or authors. The
challenge is finding those publications. Your librarian will
show you the “trace” books, if needed. “Google” will too, as
will the company or college they work for.
Another way, if the topic is being actively discussed in the
media, is to find all of the related interplay in print: who
is taking part, their position, the group or association they
represent, anything else that gives a clue. And if you only
have one side of the topic, ask the speaker defending that
viewpoint the names of the three most frequent (or best)
speakers on each side of the issue—plus for phone or mail
contacts.
Or delve more deeply into the topic. Specifically: a cure for
Parkinson’s disease, how to get ahead (and stay ahead) of road
deterioration, one-world currency, age-based income equity?
Focus as much on the best brains and problem-solvers in each
field. Mine their expertise. Ask who you should contact to get
a solid exchange.
Said another way, ask the best informed expert(s) on the topic
if they could (or would) identify the top minds in their
field, the top three or so best informed people who would
identify the most important questions that must be asked, then
offer their thoughts about possible answers or solutions to
each. Sometimes that works. Sometimes they laugh
uncontrollably, step back, and stare at you like you’ve just
overdosed on your own brew!
Another way is to simply ask the chosen person after you
finish interviewing them, “Would you point me to another
expert as well informed as you that I can interview so my
editor will have two points of view for his/her pages?”

Or just ask the shlunk on the street corner and take your
chances. I did just that in a piece about the huge Schloss in
Heidelberg. Seems there was a giant crack in a wall large
enough to march an army through. So I asked a fellow just
standing next to me if he knew anything about that crack and
why the wall didn’t just collapse or slide down? He smiled,
then gave me an eloquent, point-by-point response! When
finished, I applauded his knowledge (and clarity of
expression). He smiled even more, then told me that he was a
professor of architecture at the University of Heidelberg!
If in this somewhat rambling blog there is guidance that helps
you, great.
Best wishes,
Gordon Burgett
P.S. You can’t just interview yourself, sadly. Such wit and
erudite articulation untouchable! But if you have solid
quotable comments in an article, book, or publication about
the topic, you can say something like: “…in my 2016 book about
… I mentioned that …” A bit awkward, alas, but better than
just saying, “Somebody once said …”
I will be writing a book about interviewing soon. If that
interests you, please stay tuned.
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