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How to motivate 
sources to tell 
their stories
in empowering 
ways.

We aren’t giving voice to the 
voiceless

We are amplifying voices that are 
too often ignored



How to motivate 
sources to tell their 
stories
in empowering 
ways.

Determine what motivates them to tell their 
story

They want to make sure what happened to 
them doesn’t happen to someone else.

They want to make the loss/trauma means 
something.

They want to hold those responsible to 
account. 



How to build trust with 
victims 

and other vulnerable sources
• Be clear what your story is about and why you 

want to talk to them.

• Be transparent about how the story may play out: 
Where it will be published, when, etc. 

• Be clear about your role as journalist.



Reminder: SPJ Code of Ethics



How to find vulnerable sources

Build a brand that can be trusted.

Work with advocates, lawyers, government officials.

Get out there. 



The set up

Let them decide where and when.

Anonymity versus identified? 

Photos? 

Do your homework



Educate yourself about 
the issues.



Language matters

Died by suicide rather than committed suicide.

A person suffering addiction rather than a drug addict.

Child victim of sex trafficking vs. child prostitute.

Victim or survivor? How do they describe themselves?

Unhoused vs. homeless



The Interview

Start with easy open-ended questions. 



Don’t judge



Listen respectfully 
Embrace the silence



Ask the hard questions

Don’t flinch. 

Helpful to frame them as someone would ask, people would want to 
know. 



Final questions:

Why are you willing to tell this story?



What else do you want people to know? 



Leave people in a good place

Their story is so important. 

They are not alone. 

How they will be contacted, learn about when the story runs. 



Follow up

From Melba’s attorney:

As you and I both suspected, Melba says no to Greater Boston. She’s still just not 
comfortable with video. But she feels very good about the story – said she was 
“happy and excited” about it. 

She did say how hard and emotional it was for her, but also said that it is helpful 
for her to talk about it and emphasized how good she feels about getting the word 
out and hopefully preventing the same thing happening to others.



Self care

Between 80 and 100% of journalists have been exposed to a work-related traumatic event

92% of journalists reported experiencing at least four traumatic situations

The average number of work related traumatic events ranges from 4 to 81



Self Care

Have a life

Take breaks

Be healthy, eat well, drink water 

Talk about what’s happening with friends, family, therapist

Find joy



Find meaning

This work IS so important!



Discussion points

Does your trauma matter? 
(or how to keep yourself out of the story)



The case of Felicia Sonmez



Dartcenter.or
g



Reportingonsuicide.org



https://www.nsvrc.org/sexual-
violence-reporting-tools



transjournalists.org/style-
guide/

http://transjournalists.org/style-guide/


Additional 
resources 
from Dart


