Tips on how to get sources to talk

The key to getting people on side to help you in your story depends on a good understanding of human nature, an ability to read the character and listen to their fears and motivations.

All of us have had some success in this field, and having faith in succeeding is half the battle. You can work the phone with someone, but the key to success is getting in face-to-face conversations.

To do that, understand that almost every human:

· Has a bit of the Ancient Mariner in them—most want to tell their stories;

· Has a sense of justice—they believe that the right thing should be done, and they want to see people pay for their sins;

· Has some vanity—they might talk to be connected to the story, to see themselves on TV, or to be seen as the person doing the right thing;

· Has a sense of history—you can portray their role in it, and history not being served if they fail to come forward;

· Has a desire to help their fellow men and women—simply telling someone you need their help might motivate them to reveal hidden truths;

· Has a curious side to them—they might have half the story, and if you tell them you’ve been working a while on a story, they might want to meet you just out of sheer curiosity, to see what side of the story they’re missing.

Meeting someone is how you seal the deal. Try to do so in their home or office, so you can glean more information about who they are, and how to approach them. Obviously, by this point you’ve gleaned all you can glean through Internet searches, reading their past speeches, getting to know their background and you’ve quietly talked to people who know them. 

Get to an appointment early, and use it as a reconnaissance mission. Describe it as a “chat” so they don’t feel they’re being interviewed right away, before they’ve agreed to it. Do everything you can to create the atmosphere of a conversation, which means leaving lists of questions back at the office.

Examine everything you can about their home or office to create small talk. Small talk is huge. Be as human as possible with them, and treat them as humans. No matter what heinous crime they’ve committed, showing them respect will help you earn their respect.

 The other things I like about showing up early is that they might not have time to put away things on their desk that you can see, but more importantly it is a sign of respect. You want to be likeable, and they want to find out if you’re sincere, trustworthy, intelligent enough to handle the complexity of the story, competent enough to do it and diligent enough to bring it to fruition. Worldliness also helps in the chit-chat phase, if you can hold a conversation long enough to undress them and find out what are their motivations and biases.

If you can’t meet at their home, meet them somewhere where you can buy them coffee, lunch or a drink—the source might give you what you need, just because he or she feels they have to repay you for the $2 coffee you just bought them.

Depending on what type of character they are, you might want to dress like them—in jeans for jeans-wearing people or dress like a cop for cops, or you might want to purposely dress stylishly, or dress modestly. You have to read that person beforehand, and be aware of cultures, for example, who don’t want you to dress like cops.

And during this chit-chat phase, it’s important to show you’re human. Open up a bit. Don’t be afraid to show part of yourself—appearing human to a potential source takes you out of the idea in their mind that you’re just a journalist. If they insist on button-holing you as a journalist, tell them you’re a journalist with a big bad boss leaning on you. They must relate to you.

In closing out the deal, other human traits you can appeal to:

· Their sense of humour; humour disarms them, engages them, endears them. People like to laugh. Make the experience fun, and they’ll want to come back and chat to you again;

· Everyone likes their ego stroked. You can sincerely compliment someone without losing your integrity.

Whatever heinous crime they’ve committed, treat them with respect. Find out what motivates them, and what their agenda is, what their fears are, what song they’re singing and determine whether you can sing it, too. See what you can do to put them at ease without promising too much.

You can employ different methods of appealing to them—the “come to mama” school of fishing in sources, or the father-confessor, but do what you’re comfortable with, and do it with sincerity.

Argue that it’s their time to step up in life, or if they refuse to do so, ask them if they know someone else who will. Sometimes that moves them into thinking that if they don’t do it, someone else will, and that other person will get the credit. 

When you get a flat-out rejection, and they’re tired of your spiel, ask them if you can drop by again. Sometimes, something you said might eat away at them, and the next time you come by you might appear as an old friend or the conscience that walks through their dreams.

Always remind yourself that you are on the side of the angels. You’re acting in the public good. And always remember that if you don’t attempt to get the best sources, some of the best stories won’t get done. Never waver from trying to do the impossible.

