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10 Questions to Ask a Reporter

The five Ws — who, what, why, where and
when — are the staples of journalism. They are
the root of any questions that reporters ask us
and our clients.

If the five Ws are the reporter’s starting
point, how many of us have a standard set of
questions that we ask a reporter? We recom-
mend that PR practitioners and their clients
ask reporters at least as many questions as they
ask you.

Questions elicit information and lead to
greater control and impact on the journalistic
process. These questions aren’t hard and fast
guidelines for every conversation with a
reporter. Not all questions apply to all
reporters, especially reporters with whom you
have a relationship. The bottom line: It’s impor-
tant to engage in a dialogue with the reporter.

The questions to ask:

Who are you? This question is

very important for new reporters on

the beat, for freelancers and unknown

publications, including Web zines. We've even

seen competitors hire “researchers” to pose as
reporters to gain information.

Where are you from? This
question can elicit information about
a publication’s bias. There are some
publications and programs that we politely turn
down. While you can’t keep a freelancer (or any
reporter) from reusing information in subse-
quent stories, it helps to know where he/she
expects the first use.

What have you written about
# this subject before? If you're deal-

ing with an expert, we prepare differ-

QL

ently than with someone just starting a beat.
And since working with reporters is also about
building relationships, it’s great to begin a con-
versation with, “I just saw your article.”

What’s your deadline? This is an
4 easy one. The answer, however, when

coupled with question No. 5, can lead

=

to more opportunity. We have a 40 percent rule.
Assume you’re in a round-up story and the
reporter is putting out five calls to sources. Do
the math and you figure that each contact is 20
percent of the story. Wrong. We believe that the
first source back to the reporter is 40-60 percent
of the story. The first key contact helps shape the
story, provides the reporter with an angle and
perspective. Another source could emerge as the
lead, but it’s the initial research and interview

that sets the tenor and focus of the article.

What other sources have you
# contacted so far? Since most
sources should be familiar with their
subject matter, you should know the other play-
ers in your space — competitors, regulators,
thought leaders. If you’re first (see rule No. 4
above) you can frame the story, differentiating
from your information what the reporter has
already learned. The better your relationship
with the reporter, the more likely he/she will
tell you who else is on the reporting list.

Can I email you something?
#6 Can I fax you something? Can
you get on the Web while we’re
talking? This is different from asking if the
reporter has a press kit, which is all too often
buried on the desk. If the reporter responds,
you’ve now switched the “interview” into a pres-
entation. These questions make the interview
more like a real-time event and immerse the
reporter more as a participant in the subject.

What’s your angle? Not all

# reporters will answer this, but it’s

worth asking. The better your relation-

ship with the reporter, and absent an investiga-

tive angle, the better your chance of finding out.

Again, if you figure out where the reporter is

going, it helps you to listen and avoid traps such

as repeating negatives, agreeing with reporter

conclusions or getting worn down by repeated
questions looking for a specific answer.

Where did you get that fact?

# Reporters don’t deliberately misread

facts or make up information. Under

deadline pressure they read fast and can’t

always check all the information. Sometimes
reporters are calling to confirm a rumor.

Will you call me as you con-

# tinue the story? This lets the

reporter know you want to keep work-

ing with him/her on this and future stories. This

question may also prompt a reporter to call you

for fact checking or for your views as he/she
learns more.

Can I call you with addi-

# 1 O tional information? This ques-

tion asks permission to send fol-

low-up information as the reporter finishes the
story.

Getting Reporters

to Share

There are no silver bullets
to gef reporters fo answer
questions. The best reporter
fo pose these questions to is
one with whom you have a
relationship. But, if it's a new
reporter, ask away in a
polite, respeciful fone. You
can also ask in a way that
says, “So | can maximize
your fime with the spokesper-
son, let me find out a few
things.”

Keys to gefting the
answers you need: 1.
Develop ongoing relation-
ships 2. Know what the
reporter covers, and more
imporfantly, what he/she
likes to focus on 3. Make
sure you have excellent facts
and figures that support a
story in addition to opinions
and perspective, so the
reporter views you as a
source of information, not
just as a source required for
an arficle.
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