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The Balkan Fellowship for Journalistic Excellence –  a practical guide to researching, reporting and wr iting 
your story 

 
Producing a long feature to international standards can be a daunting prospect. This guide is intended to help 
you avoid some of the common pitfalls and problems that journalists often encounter when writing a detailed 

and complex investigation. 
 
 

1) Getting Started 
 

a) The practicalities: 
 
If going abroad, find out if you need a visa. Or whether you’ll need journalistic accreditation for access to key people 
and places. 
 
A local fixer who can help you with interviews and logistics is a good idea. Check out local per diem rates for this kind 
of work and agree the fee in advance. 
 
Contact sources who may be difficult to reach first and well in advance. Do this before you set the final dates for the 
trip and book tickets. Plan other interviews accordingly. Do you need translation? If so, you may need to allow more 
time for the interview.  
 
Make a realistic budget based on careful research. There is no point in underestimating costs then finding out you 
haven’t got enough money to complete the project. 
 
The longer and more ambitious your research is, the more important it is to carefully plan the costs of travel, 
accommodation, visas, translation and subsistence, especially if going abroad. 
 
Costs can be checked on the internet. Many budget options are available for travel, accomodation and subsistence. 
Lonely Planet guides can also help. If in doubt, contact a friendly media outlet, NGO or the press club or journalists 
association. 
 
Make sure you add a line in your budget for unexpected expenses. This contingency should be at least 10% of your 
total. 
 
Agree the final budget with your editor. Keep all receipts in a clear order, well labeled, ready for submitting for 
reimbursement. 
 

b) Researching: 
 
Proper research will give you focus and help you to decide who you’ll target for key interviews. If you haven’t done 
your research it will be obvious when you start interviewing. You will lose credibility and the interview subjects will be 
less likely to open up. 
 
Make sure you are up to speed with new developments; know the background; know the key players and people who 
will talk; know what has been reported already. 
 
Remember that you are looking for a new angle, new information – something different that will take the story forward. 
Begin with background reading. Check out official documents, such as laws, regulations, court documents, the records 
of an individual’s, organisation’s or institution’s dealings, such as correspondence, meeting minutes or transcripts, 
internal reports, contracts or financial records, and original materials on which other research or reports are based, 
such as the first publication of the results of scientific investigations, surveys, fieldwork or interviews.  
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Consult government or parliament documents and records – laws and legal acts are also often accessible on 
government web sites. 
 
European institutions are a great source of information. It is better first to consult their reports (Annual EC reports for 
example) and then ask for comments/interviews. 
 
Also check websites of NGOs or international organisations before calling them for an interview. Their reports and 
documents posted online will help inform your questions. 
 
Be careful with opinion polls. Often those are commissioned by government or political parties. Check carefully the 
background of the organisation that produced the poll and the methodology used. 
 
Your stories will have cross-border elements so make sure to include sources from all countries relevant to your piece. 
A Google search and national news agency websites can serve as a good guide to finding the people you need. 
 
Remember to spread your net wide. It is important to represent the interests of different groups, even if minor and/or 
unpleasant. Doing so means your article will be balanced. 
 
But beware. It is easy to get lost in piles of research material and to lose your focus. Know when to stop researching 
and start interviewing! 
 
As you accumulate material, think constantly of your angle. If you’re following up a story that’s already had an outing, 
what do you have to add? What is unique and special? 
 

2) Reporting your story 
 

a) The practicalities: 
 
Interviews in person are always preferrable. If that’s not possible then speaking by phone is also fine but never – 
unless there is no other option – interview by email. If you do, make very clear in the copy that any quotes you use 
were obtained by email. 
 
If you’re recording also take notes at the same time. It forces you to listen and acts as a back-up if the recorder fails. It 
can also save time later, meaning you may not need to transcribe the entire interview. 
 
Save all notes and tape recordings until well after the story is published. If anyone challenges your work, your 
notebooks will back you up. 
 

b) Who to interview: 
 
Start off with“experts”. Expert sources will include journalists, activists, independent researchers, scientists, 
government investigators, academics and authors. 
 
Remember though that even these supposedly “unbiased” experts will likely have an agenda so check and double 
check everything you are told. Examine their links with political parties, government, business interests and check 
their previous statements/ reports to judge how reliable their analysis is.  
 
Former officials who have left a company can be a great source of information. They have the inside track but no 
longer fear losing their job if they speak out. They may also be able to connect you with current insiders. But again 
question their motives. Why did they leave? 
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Remember to ask anyone that you speak to who else knows about this subject. Get their phone number and email, 
then drop the name of the original source when making contact, “Mr Smith said I should get in contact about a story 
I’m working on …” 
 
Don’t focus entirely on experts. Each story needs a human face, someone personally affected by the problem, a 
victim. NGOs or local media outlets might be able to help you find someone but in the case of NGOs also be careful of 
their motives and agenda. 
 
Schedule interviews with potentially hostile or evasive subjects for near the end of your research as you will be more 
prepared to question and challenge their remarks. This is particularly true when interviewing governmental 
representatives. Always do them last as they will be among the trickiest interviews. 
 
It may emerge after several interviews that your original premise doesn’t stand up. If this happens, don’t be afraid to 
adjust your focus, even change the idea completely, rather than struggle to make the original angle work. If this 
happens notify your editor. 
 

c) What to ask: 
 
Prepare a list of basic questions of the main points you want to cover. It seems obvious but many journalists don’t do 
it. But remember to improvise and adapt – don’t stick rigidly to your list. If the interview turns in an unexpected 
direction throw them out and go with it! 
 
Many interviewees will want the questions in advance. Decide on a case-by-case basis if you will comply. Technical 
questions that require some research is an example of when this approach could be useful but remember giving too 
much away might kill spontaneity. It could also inhibit you if you feel you must stick to an agreed list of questions. 
Avoid if at all possible, particularly when interviewing politicians or public figures. 
 
Listen. Thinking about what you will ask next while the subject is still answering the previous question is a common 
mistake and means you could miss important information. 
 
When possible avoid leading questions – questions which subtly prompt the interviewee to respond in a particular 
way. For example, ask “what did you see”, not, “you saw the soldier shoot the man, didn’t you?” 
 
Use open-ended rather than close-ended questions.  An example of a closed-ended question: Who will you vote for 
this election? An example of an open-ended question: What do you think about the two candidates in this election? 
 
Long and rambling questions will often elicit long and rambling answers, or allow the interviewee to duck the question 
entirely, so be short and precise. 
 
At the end of the interview a good question to ask can be, "Who else should I speak to about this topic?" and "What 
have I not asked you that I should have asked you?” 
 
Remember, an informal chat at the end, tape recorder turned off and pencil put down, often produces useful 
information. 
 
Quickly check your notes before walking away or hanging up. 
 
Remember – there’s no such thing as a stupid question. British journalist Jeremy Paxman once repeated the same 
question over a dozen times to a politician who was refusing to answer.  
 
If you don’t understand, ask again. If you don’t get it, how will the editor or the reader?  As part of the BIRN editing 
process you’ll have to go back and ask again anyway. Best to do it in the first place. 
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d) Interviewing vulnerable people: 
 
Be extra sensitive when interviewing trauma victims. Set up interview through someone they trust. Take extra time. 
Find a secure place to interview alone. 
 
If the person refuses to speak to you, don't insist. Respectfully explain why you feel their story needs to be told (for 
example, that it may help other survivors). If they still refuse, leave your contact details in case they change their mind 
later. 
 

e) Interviewing children: 
 
Proceed with special caution when dealing with children. Your overriding concern must be to protect the child from 
harm. 
 
Decide first if the interview is strictly necessary in telling your story. 
 
If possible obtain permission from a parent, guardian, school or local authority before beginning an interview. 
 
Be particularly careful when speaking to minors involved in court cases. There are usually strict prohibitions on 
identifying them and you could find yourself in contempt of court. A child is usually considered a minor until the age of 
18. 
 
Adjust your style. Direct questions often don’t work and a more effective approach is to allow them to speak in a less 
structured way, ideally in a child friendly environment. Remember children often tell adults what they think they want to 
hear so be patient. 
 
Children who have suffered a trauma will need extra time to tell their story. Get down to their eye level. Proceed slowly 
and carefully and be alert for signs of anxiety. 
 

f) Ethics: 
 
Make sure the interviewee has given informed consent and understands the meaning of "on the record" and “off the 
record”. Check several times throughout the interview what information is on and what is off the record –  especially if 
they start giving details that could put them, or others, at risk. 
 
Try and stay “on the record” when possible. 
 
Use anonymous sources sparingly. There may be times when it is the only way to get someone to speak but be aware 
that too many unamed sources will weaken your story. “Everyone knows” is not a source! 
 
If you do use an anonymous source, be as specific as possible in identifying the job they do. Avoid quoting just 
“diplomats”. It should be a senior UN official, an EU diplomat, an international expert for justice in Kosovo and it 
should be clearly stated where they are based.  
 
Never make up a quote. It’s a lie and it ends careers and taints the profession. 
You can always find a good source. Truth is always better than whatever you could make up.You will always be found 
out. 
 
Never pay for information or interviews. 
 
Familiarise yourself with local laws and customs relating to your topic. It is your responsibility to inform yourself about 
the political, physical and social terrain in which you will be working. For example, in some countries, covert use of a 
tape recorder is illegal. 
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Stay within the law when reporting your story. It may be tempting to break the rules to illustrate your point or to get the 
story but this will leave you vulnerable and could even undermine your credibility in the long run. 
 
Telephone taps, breaking and entering, hacking should not be used. 
 
Remember, journalists are observers and reporters of events, not active participants: spectators at the match not 
supporters of one team or the other.  
 

g) Going undercover: 
 
There may be times when you wish to conceal your identity as a journalist, to go “undercover” in order to gain a 
different perspective on the story. 
 
Undercover journalism can be a force for social change, uncovering a problem that would never have been brought to 
light by any other means. But by sacrificing transparency and honesty you could leave yourself open to criticism about 
your methods or even your conclusions. 
 
When deciding whether to go undercover, to obtain information through deceptive means, you should ask yourself 
various questions. Is the information you will obtain strongly linked to a broader social purpose and is it of vital public 
interest? Does the public value of this information outweigh the deception and potential violations of privacy? Could 
you obtain this information through straightforward means and have you exhausted all other ways of getting this 
information? 
 
You should not use deception to obtain a story to 1) win a prize; 2) beat a rival; 3) save money; 4) because the 
subjects of the story are themselves unethical. 
 
Always inform your editor in advance who you will be meeting, when, where and when you will be back. Agree a time 
by when you will check in, and then make sure you do! 
 
Leave a list of contacts with your editor detailing who you would like us to contact in the event of an emergency. 
 
If you plan to be gone for more than a day, work out a plan to call a designated person (editor, spouse, partner, 
parent) every 24 hours. Your failure to call by an appointed time should trigger phone calls to emergency contacts. 
 
Several people—including colleagues in the field and back in the office— 
should also be provided with the list of emergency contacts, as well as detailed instructions for how to get in touch 
with them. 
 
Ideally set up interviews via people you know and trust, however social networking sites and online forums can be 
highly useful in developing new contacts. Always meet contacts obtained this way in a public place, informing your 
editor of who you will be meeting and when you will be back. 
 

h) Staying safe: 
 
Always carry press identification. In some countries a signed and stamped letter from your editor outlining your 
mission could be useful and can be provided. 
 
Carry a mobile phone with emergency numbers pre-set for speed dialling. 
 
If travelling in the countryside, or far from medical help, carry a first aid kit [know how to use it] and a torch. Always 
check your spare tire before setting out. 
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Sensitive files, documents,  discs, video and audio recordings should be stored in a secure place. 
 
Limit phone interviews to non-sensitive information. Journalists should always be cautious when using mobile 
telephones as they are not secure. Remember that using email to communicate may not be secure either. 
 
Journalists should respect local sensibilities. Dress in a manner which is appropriate to the local culture. 
Ideally, journalists who do not know the local language, should travel with a qualified interpreter who can help them 
communicate and understand local customs. Journalists should also learn and be able to pronounce the words for 
“press” or “journalist” in local languages. 
 
What to do if you are arrested: 
 
Know your rights: you have the right to remain silent and to be assisted by a competent and independent lawyer of 
your choice. 
 
You have the right not to be subjected to torture, intimidation, deceit, other forms of coercive harassment. 
 
You have the right to be informed of these rights and to be told that anything you say may be used against you in 
court. 
 

3) Organising your material 
 

a) The article outline: 
 
You must ALWAYS work from a detailed article outline. An outline is a roadmap; a logical and schematic summary 
and completely essential when writing a long piece.  
 
Begin by transcribing recordings and typing out hand written notes so that all material for your story is in front of you in 
a clear, easy-to-read format. 
 
Then highlight the most relevant sections in your interview notes and all other documents to which you will refer, for 
example reports, web pages or emails. The highlighted information should then be slotted into an article outline. 
 
Time spent preparing a good outline will cut many hours off  the writing process. The more detailed and carefully 
thought out your outline, the more organised the piece will be. When the author proceeds to write the article, he or she 
simply fleshes out the skeletal outline. 
 
The first sentence in the outline should be your lead. This is the point from which the entire outline, and article, will 
flow. Each paragraph in the outline must then support the lead, with each paragraph flowing logically from one to 
another. 
 
As with the outline, time spent working out the lead long before you start writing the article will save hours later and 
help prevent an unfocused final product. 
 
The basic structure of the outline is simple and mirrors the structure of the story itself – beginning [lead] – middle 
[body] – end [conclusion]. This may sound oversimplified but it is amazing how often journalists forget these basic 
components of a story. 
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b) The feature outline – an example: 
 
Lead 
Create the initial picture  
Explain what that picture shows 
 Body: Quotes and detail 1 
 Body: Quotes and detail 2 
 Body: Quotes and detail 3 
 Body: etc…… 
 Conclusion: refer to your lead 
 

c) The feature outline – a practical example: 
 
I. lead: new radio station in Dushanbe raises hopes of more media freedom  
A. Tajik president gives support to Asia-Plus 
B. welcomed by NGOs etc. as big step towards freedom of speech 
 
II. background: a bland media market in Dushanbe 
A. city has a sixth of the population 
B. no daily newspaper for ten years 
C. local TV is near dead 
1. no private television or radio company 
2. state TV: folk music, old Sov films and pirate Hollywood  
3. Russian channel RTR 
D. contrast to Almaty, with more than ten private FM radio stations  
 
III. Key quotes on new development 
A. Rakhmonov : “We have said several times…”  
B. Nazarov (OSCE):  
1. decision could signal a move towards greater democracy 
2. “Undoubtedly, it is a positive factor…”  
 
IV. more background on Asia-Plus and Radio NIC 
A. have been applying for licences since 1997 
B. beginning of July, they were turned down again in July by SCTR 
 
V. key meeting convinced president to change mind 
A. 90-minutes with Asia-Plus director Babakhanov on July 29 
B. Rakhmonov moves 
1. directed head of cabinet to push paperwork 
2. ordered SCTR head Rajabov to speed up process 
C. Babakhanov’s explanation: authorities looking abroad 
1. boost the country's image 
2. encourage more foreign investment 
 
VI. lingering doubts of Karshiboev, head of NAM: "The decision… 
 
VII. initial plan for broadcasting 
A. Dushanbe and neighbouring regions 
B. eight or nine hours a day (may expand to 24 hours a day) 
C. programme to consist of  
1. music 
2. short news flashes in Russian and Tajik 
3. entertainment 
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4. educational programmes 
 

4) Writing your story 
 

a) The lead: 
 
Remember your structure – beginning [lead], middle [body], end [conclusion]. Keep in mind, "Tell them what you are 
going to tell them; tell them the story; tell them you have told them." 
 
The lead must grab the reader’s attention, explain what has happened and why it is important. If you have no lead 
then you will have no focus and the story will not work.  
 
A good feature lead should capture the mood, create an image, appeal to the imagination, instantly transport the 
reader to the location. 
 
Anecdotal leads are often used for features to add “colour” and grab the reader’s attention. For example, “16-year-old 
Petrisor Lazar wears the face of a 40-year-old - tired, weary and disillusioned. He works hard all day and part of the 
night at a small private garage in Bucharest.” 
 

b) The body: 
 
The body of the story draws readers into the piece. Each paragraph follows on logically from the previous one, 
building the argument, referring back to the lead. Remember: you are developing a narrative intended to draw in the 
reader. 
 
Each new paragraph should introduce a new point or topic and keep transitions smooth. Use linking words like 
“however”, “soon after” and “meanwhile”, allowing you to subtly move from topic to topic. 
 
Be selective with the information you include. You don’t have to use everything in your notebook. Avoid duplication, 
repetition, non-essential information. 
 
Avoid long, rambling quotes. Used sparingly, quotes can have a more dramatic effect. Select the poignant sentence, 
the meaningful or relevant phrase.  
 
Remember the background. You’re not writing for your neighbour but for an international audience who may know little 
about your topic. Expressions like "the events of February" or "the Rojik dispute" would mean little to readers outside 
the region. A few explanatory words can help with that – for example, “the Rojik dispute in which striking workers ....” 
 
BUT don’t get bogged down with unecessary background and irrelevant details. Be selective, but use lively language 
and plenty of detail to describe places and scenes. 
 

c) The conclusion: 
 
The conclusion is the end, not a place for any new information or surprises. 
 
Remind reader why the story is important. Give them a feeling of “closure”, of coming full circle to the opening 
paragraph.  
 

d) Writing – a few tips: 
 
An active voice is always more interesting that a passive one. For example, “Angry residents pelted the president with 
eggs” rather than “The president was pelted with eggs by angry residents.” 
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Don’t start each paragraph with the subject which can be monotonous. Subsidiary clauses can also be used at the 
beginning of paragraphs, “Waiting on the train platform, Mr Smith explained ...” 
 
Keep sentences short and uncomplicated. 
 
Watch your words and avoid sensationalism and sensational language. Avoid heavily slanted adjectives like "arrogant” 
or “warlord”. 
 
AVOID imprecise use of emotive words to describe what has happened to people. For example, "massacre" - the 
deliberate killing of people known to be unarmed and defenceless. Are we sure? Or might these people have died in 
battle?  
 
Always be precise about what you know. Do not minimise suffering but reserve the strongest language for the gravest 
situations or you will help to justify disproportionate responses which escalate the violence. 
 
AVOID demonising adjectives like "vicious", "cruel", "brutal", "barbaric". 
These always describe one party's view of what another party has done. To use them puts the journalist on that side 
and helps to justify an escalation of violence. INSTEAD, report what you know about the wrongdoing and give as 
much information as you can about the reliability of other people's reports or descriptions of it. 
 
AVOID demonising labels like "terrorist"; "extremist"; "fanatic" or "fundamentalist". These are always given by "us" to 
"them". No one ever uses them to describe himself or herself and so for a journalist to use them 
is always to take sides. INSTEAD try calling people by the names they give themselves. Or be more precise in your 
descriptions. 
 
AVOID making an opinion or claim seem like an established fact. (Radovan Karadzic, said to be responsible for a 
massacre….") INSTEAD tell your readers or your audience who said what. ("Radovan Karadzic, accused by a top UN 
official of ordering a massacre in ….") That way you avoid signing yourself and your news service up to the allegations 
made by one party in the conflict against another. 
 

e) Privacy:  
 
People – their strengths but usually their weaknesses – are what make up our stories.  Reuters reminds its journalists 
that “the people who make the news are vulnerable to the impact of our stories. In extreme cases, their lives or their 
reputations could depend on our reporting.” This is worth remembering when considering issues relating to privacy. 
 
Privacy is defined by the Oxford English dictionary as the state of being private and undisturbed; a person’s right to 
this; freedom from intrusion or public attention; avoidance of publicity. 
 
Think how you would feel if the story were about you.  
 
From the Poynter Institute, on privacy: 
 

• It is a journalists’ job to make public facts that some may not want to be in the public domain. But this can give 
rise to accusations of invasion of privacy. 

 
• Ask yourself what is my journalistic purpose in seeking this information? In reporting it?  

 
• Does the public have a justifiable need to know? Or is this matter just one in which some want to know?  

 
• How much protection does this person deserve? Is this person a public official, public figure, or celebrity? Is 

this person involved in the news event by choice or by chance?  
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• What is the nature of harm I might cause by intruding on someone’s privacy?  

 
• What alternative approaches can I take in my reporting and my storytelling to minimize the harm of privacy 

invasion while still fulfilling my journalistic duty to inform the public? For instance, can I leave out some 
"private" matters while still accurately and fairly reporting the story? Or can I focus more on a system failure 
issue rather than reporting intensely on one individual?  

 
f) Impartiality, balance, accuracy: 

 
Ensure your pieces are balanced by represent ing BOTH SIDES of the story. Give those criticised the chance to 
respond. Every story has two sides. You must represent all sides, without bias. 
 
The journalist should be separate from the story, “an outsider”. Keep your opinions out of your stories but be aware 
that 100% impartiality is impossible. 
 
Accuracy means precision about everything – from spelling names and citing numbers to reporting what what said in 
the right context, without exaggeration. 
 
Accuracy is betrayed by using unreliable sources or sources with a hidden interest and by failing to independently 
verify or double-source information. The lack of double-sourcing turns journalism into rumour-mongering, 
disinformation and propaganda. 
 
Inaccuracy betrays the media's single greatest attribute, its credibility. Citizens will neither believe the media nor tell 
journalists the truth about events if they fear being misquoted, misinterpreted or maligned. 
 

g) Ethics – plagiarism and defamation: 
 
Always use your own reporting. Rewriting material from other media is a minefield and leaves you open to allegations 
of plagarism or even libel. 
 
Plagiarism is the intentional and unintentional use of someone else’s words or ideas without acknowledgment  
[Purdue University’s Online Writing lab]. It is a serious breach of journalistic ethics and at most international news 
organisations a journalist found to be plagiarising would be fired. 
 
Defamation is causing harm to an individual’s reputation, either on a personal or professional level. Defamation when 
it’s written down is called libel, and slander when it is verbal. 
 
According to The Associated Press Stylebook and Libel Manual, the vast majority of libel cases are the result of a 
published allegation of crime, incompetence or immorality. And the majority of these cases can be linked to the usage 
of erroneous, vague or inexact language. 
 
Common mistakes and assumptions that can lead to libel: 
 

• Repeating a rumour – is unwise unless you can prove it is true. Adding ‘allegedly’ is not enough. Nor is 
contradicting the rumour if you start by repeating it; 

• Quoting others – dangerous if you can’t prove what they said is true. This goes for other media reports 
published; 

• Drawing conclusions – letting the facts speak for themselves is better than adding a conclusion you can’t 
prove; 

• Irresponsible adjectives – adding that extra something to your story just might prove costly; 
• Representing all sides – is good journalistic practice, but isn’t a defence against an actual libel. 
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5) The Editing Process 
 

a) What to expect: 
 
Seeing your edited piece for the first time could be a shock as it may look rather different to the article that you 
submitted.  
 
The editing process is rigorous with all aspects of the story addressed from balance and impartiality to clarity, 
structure and content. 
 
All stories will be edited by one native English-speaking editor so don’t expect to see your own sentences in the final 
copy. 
 
Stories will be edited according to BIRN’s style and standard – which is an international style and standard. Any text 
on BIRN must be instantly comprehensible and in a style and language that is accessible even to those whose first 
language is not English.  
 

b) Your contribution: 
 
Expect to work closely with the editor as the process of getting stories ready for publication will be collaborative. 
 
Nothing will be published without the full consent of the author. 
 
You will be expected to approve the final copy translated into your own language. 
Sources: International News Safety Institute, Committee to Protect Journalists, International Federation of Journalists, 
the Poynter Institute, the Gender, Conflict and Journalism Handbook, the Institute for War and Peace Reporting. 
 
 
 
 
 


