
Tips for story 

development

The great fishing expedition



Cast a wide net
 Immerse yourself in the topic – read as much as 

you can.

Give yourself free rein to explore.

You’re trying to see the big picture so you can 
investigate different angles. Pinning down specific 
details will come later in the reporting process.

Talk to lots of people. You don’t even necessarily 
have to conduct formal interviews; free-wheeling 
conversations can be just as helpful.  



Cast a wide net
Don’t overlook

 The produce guy at grocery store

 Farmers/ranchers

 Inspectors

 University professors, researchers

 Doctors, nurses, pharmacists

 Food cart vendors, chefs

 Victims

A variety of people will give you a variety of 
perspectives.



Seeking sources
 Cultivate sources – try to find people who 

will act as a sounding board throughout 

your reporting.

 You want to find people who can advise 

you when you find out new information. 

You also are looking for characters through 

which to tell your stories.



Seeking sources
It’s a mistake to assume a potential source 

won’t talk with you.

Most people love to talk about themselves, 

and they love to have someone listen.

Most people like to help.

Be sure to widen your net by always asking 

for suggestions of others to interview.  



Seeking sources
 Demonstrate that you know something 

about the topic. 

Don’t be afraid to ask broad questions or 

unorthodox ones:

What do you see as the most pressing food 

safety problem?

Are there foods you hesitate to eat? 



Seeking sources
Help A Reporter Out

Quora

http://www.helpareporter.com/
http://www.quora.com/


Seeking sources
Jobvertise – searchable resume database 
(800,000). More flexibility and options with paid 
service. 

Pipl –rich search source; includes court and 
public documents and social media.
 Let’s you search by name, phone, email and 

business name.

LinkedIn – has an advanced search function 
that is helpful.

http://www.jobvertise.com/
http://pipl.com/
http://www.linkedin.com/


Seeking sources: 

Twitter
Potential Twitter sources are most likely 

more invested in the subject and willing to 

share information.

#foodsafety and #safefood are good 

hashtags to follow.

 Federal meat inspector and professor who 

specializes in HACCP



Seeking sources: 

Twitter
 Display your credibility. Change your 

profile so that it has a link to the News21 

website and mention that you are 

reporting about food safety issues.



Seeking sources:

Twitter
Establish a rapport with those you think 
worthwhile. 
Can send a private message if they in turn 

follow you.

Many have blogs or websites in which you can 
get in touch.

Or you could @ reply them on Twitter, 
mentioning that you’d like to talk to them about 
a food safety issue. 



Seeking sources:

Facebook
Helpful when you’re trying to find locate a 

specific person who you can’t reach  

through traditional channels.

But also when you’re searching for 

categories of people by job, location, 

interest or affiliation. 

FSIS inspectors (current and past)





Professional settings
You can send them a private message.

Allow prospective sources to only see your 

listed website, which should be 

news21.com. 





Professional settings
If they “friend” you, you can use the “friends 

list” function to limit what they see on your 

personal page. 

http://www.facebook.com/help/?page=768


Cast a wide net
For any fishing expedition to be successful, 

you eventually will need to close up the net 

and haul in your catch.



Your catch:
A well-defined, focused story idea – not a 

broad topic.



Story ideas
“Nearly every good story idea begins as a 
question.” – James B. Stewart in Follow 
The Story

Interesting, relevant, timely, significant

Feasible, but not superficial – the story 
should have depth and layers.

Is there a small focus within the topic that 
would help you tell the broader story?

http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/bios/james_b_stewart/search?contributorName=james b stewart


Visualize your story
Devote some quality time to thinking about 
your idea. Best to do so unplugged.

 Imagine what the lede would be. Imagine 
where the story goes from there.

Who would you need to interview or what 
information would you need in order to write 
that lede?

Who would you need to interview or what 
information gather in order to flesh out the 
story.



Visualize your story
Think also about the best way to tell this 

story. Are there innovative ways you could 

deliver the information? 

Ponder the ways you could enrich the story 

– with video, audio slideshows, data, 

graphics, etc. 



Write it down
Writing helps you sharpen the idea and put 

your thoughts in order.



Test your idea
Search to find out whether the story idea is 

original and hasn’t been covered (Google 

News and LexisNexis).

You may need to do additional reporting to 

see if your premise will hold up.



Test your idea
Bounce your ideas off of others.

 Experts and sources you’ve consulted thus far. (And the 
sounding boards you’re cultivating.)

Depending on the idea, that also could be
 The produce guy at grocery store

 Farmers/ranchers

 Inspectors

 University professors, researchers

 Doctors, nurses, pharmacists

 Food cart vendors, chefs

 Victims



The story pitch
 The heart of a written pitch is what you 
think the story’s nut graph will be. 

 The idea needs to be focused. To help you 
focus, try to distill it in three to five words. 

Clearly state exactly what the story is about 
and why it’s worth doing. 

Clearly answer why readers should care 
about the story and why now.



The story pitch

Describe how you will tell the story.

List the names and titles of the 
sources (both those you have talked 
with and those you plan to talk to) and 
describe their role in the story. 

Use as many details, facts and 
specifics as you can.



The story pitch
A well-researched and well-defined story pitch 
will be helpful as you continue your reporting. 

You can refer to it periodically to stay on track. 
It will help you stay focused. 

Keep an open mind and be flexible. Even the 
best ideas may take big turns in the reporting 
process. You may have to tweak and revise 
frequently.

Video: Associated Press: How to Pitch a 
News Story 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vut4gPPzEac

