
Research in Fiction 
 

In a previous blog, I shared my belief that one of the great pleasures of genre fiction is a story’s 
background. Its setting. That can include local or even personal history, career and workplace 
information and more…  
 
We’re all aware of the research that’s gone into the books we read (or hasn’t gone into them!). The 
question is, how much research is too much, how much is too little—and how much is just right? 
Obviously this is going to vary from book to book (historical fiction being a case in point). 
 
Too much makes the story a pretext for what is essentially a documentary or a travelogue; too little 
means it lacks context. Just right means the research is well-integrated and creates the kind of 
authenticity—of character, plot, background and conflict—that a novel requires. 
 
I’m going to discuss the matter of research and its relationship to story with several authors—all of them 
award-winning. 

 

ELIZABETH HEITER is a critically acclaimed and award-winning author who likes 
her suspense to feature strong heroines, chilling villains, psychological twists and 
a little bit (or a lot!) of romance. Her novels have been published in more than a 
dozen countries and translated into eight languages; they've also been 
shortlisted for the HOLT Medallion, the Daphne Du Maurier award, the National 
Readers' Choice award and the Booksellers' Best award and won the RT 
Reviewers' Choice award. You can learn more at www.elizabethheiter.com   
 

 • Elizabeth, what specifically attracted you to law enforcement & the FBI? 

As a mystery writer, one of the things I love about law enforcement heroes and heroines is that 
they have a legitimate, immediate reason to get involved in a mystery – and to follow it through 
to the very end.  With the FBI, I’m able to give my heroine cases that aren’t tied to a specific 
geographical region or type of crime.  The heroine of my Profiler series is an FBI profiler, 
something that drew me in because I could approach crime scenes from a different perspective.  
FBI profiler Evelyn Baine doesn’t look at typical motives or suspects; instead, she goes to a crime 
scene where the motive is uncertain and the suspects are either nonexistent or way too many.  
She looks at that crime scene and pulls out the behavioral evidence that tells her what type of 
person committed a crime.  I loved the idea of approaching suspense novels books from a 
psychological perspective instead of a purely procedural one. 

 • Which came first—the background/research, the characters or the story? 

For my Profiler series, I knew from the moment I read a book by a real FBI profiler that I wanted 
to write about one.  From there, it was a matter of figuring out who she was.  After reading in-

http://www.elizabethheiter.com/


depth about the kinds of cases profilers see day after day, I knew I wanted a heroine with a very 
personal reason to enter the profession.  I decided it was the loss of her best friend when she 
was twelve – and never knowing what had happened to her – that drove Evelyn into the FBI.  
From there, I started exploring plots that would allow me to bring Evelyn to life and contribute 
something fresh to the genre. 

 • Could you give us some detail about the kind of FBI research you did (and I know it involved 
firearms training and location visits)? I’d like to add that we get a good sense in this series not 
just of FBI agents involved in various cases, but also the relationships between departments, 
what the office is like and so on.  

I believe strongly in making my books as realistic as possible.  So, while I started the research 
process by diving into dozens of books written by former agents and by talking to a friend who 
works for the Bureau, I also wanted to go deeper.  I was lucky enough to be able to talk to 
agents in various specialties and visit an FBI field office and the training facility at Quantico.  At 
Quantico, I had the chance to walk through places like Hogan’s Alley (a mock “town” where New 
Agents in Training practice tactical scenarios), talk through real FBI cases, and shoot all the 
weapons the Bureau uses (from the Glock pistol typically given to Special Agents to the MP-5 
sub-machine gun used by tactical units like the FBI’s Hostage Rescue Team [which also plays a 
role in my series]).   

For outside perspectives on the FBI (and what happens when they consult with other agencies), 
I’ve been able to talk to police agencies about their experiences working with the Bureau.  This 
is useful because, as a profiler, Evelyn spends a lot of time consulting with other law 
enforcement agencies who’ve requested her assistance (but where the officers may not always 
want her there). 

 • Your book Seized is the third in The Profiler series. How did that add to the challenge—for 
instance, of figuring out what FBI-related topic to choose that would tie in with the plot, the 
background and the characters (particularly your major protagonist, Evelyn) without repeating 
elements from the previous books? 

Writing a series is challenging.  I love it for the same reason I think readers enjoy them – 
because I get to revisit characters again and again, watch them change and grow.  The challenge 
comes in because each book needs to stand alone, and I believe every plot has a “right” 
character and vice versa.  The more you’ve established a character through a series, the harder 
it becomes to tie him or her directly and personally to the plot.  By the time I’d written Seized, 
I’d already resolved the driving force in Evelyn’s life (and the reason she joined the FBI) – 
figuring out what had happened to her best friend all those years ago.  So, in Seized, I knew 
what she’d be struggling with in her personal life was her very identity – who she was now 
without that driving motivation.   Did she even want to be in the FBI anymore?  Who was she 
without that personal mission? 

I knew I needed a plot that would tie in to the same theme of identity – but one that was very 
different from my first two books (which revolved around a serial killer and kidnappings, 
respectively).  I’d already done a lot of research into cults and terrorism – originally intended to 
be parts of two different plots.  But as I continued to dig, I realized what they had in common 



was how they recruited: both stripped down people’s identities and rebuilt them for their own 
cause.  This tied in perfectly to Evelyn’s own struggle, so I decided to have her taken hostage 
during a routine investigation into what initially looks like a relatively harmless cult.  But when it 
turns out to be connected to a terrorist threat, Evelyn realizes she has to get word to the FBI’s 
Hostage Rescue Team, surrounding the cult’s fortress-style command center.  She needs them 
to breach its walls to stop the attack, but if they do, she knows she’ll probably be the first 
casualty.  

 
 

I think we’d all agree that there’s a correct and necessary balance between research and story—that, in 
fact, they should inform and support each other. Obviously, there are different kinds of research—
including close observation of people, as well as historical, geographical and psychological research. I’d 
also include self-awareness in that list. (I recently came across a very apt quote from the great French 
writer Flaubert: “Writing is the art of discovering what you believe.”)  Self-knowledge and an awareness 
of others help an author determine plausible and coherent actions and reactions.  

 
LINDA CARDILLO has a special skill with works of historical fiction. Her 
latest is Love that Moves the Sun, set in the Italian Renaissance and 
focusing on the life of the 16th century poet Vittoria Colonna and her 
relationship with Michelangelo. You can reach her at her website: 
lindacardillo.com 

 
 • Linda, please tell us about the various kinds of research you did 

in preparing for this novel.  

I originally discovered Vittoria Colonna in an art catalog for an 
exhibition of Italian women artists mounted by the National 
Museum of Women in the Arts in Washington, DC. Not a visual 
artist herself, but someone who wielded influence as a patron of the arts, Colonna intrigued me 
as a possible heroine and I set out to learn more about her. 
  
My early research focused on details of Colonna’s life and her poetry. Thanks to the assistance 
of enthusiastic research librarians at my local library, I found a couple of biographies, books of 
her poetry and scholarly analyses of her work. With those books as the foundation of my 
exploration, Colonna’s story began to take shape in my mind and I delved into bolstering my 
knowledge and understanding of the period in which she lived. I expanded my research to 
include both general histories of 16th-century Italy (to give her particular life context) and more 
specific subjects, such as Italian military history (her father, brothers and husband were all 
military leaders); papal politics; the role of women in society; the explosion of artistic 
expression; and the upheaval in religious practice as the Reformation spread throughout 
Europe.  
  
To enrich my “book learning,” I visited museums to see firsthand the works of art that 
Michelangelo had created for her. I was fortunate that museums in both Boston and New York, 
cities which are easily accessible for me, held special exhibitions that included not only 
Michelangelo’s work but also Vittoria’s letters and gifts for him. 



  
The final element in my research was travel to Italy. I explored the castles and palaces in Ischia 
and Rome where Vittoria lived; the Vatican, where Michelangelo’s masterpieces fill the ceiling 
and altar wall of the Sistine Chapel; and additional museums, churches and residences that 
enriched my understanding and experience of her environment. 
 

 • How important was the fact that you were actually there, walking where they walked, to your 
sense of the characters and their story? 

It was immensely important to me!  All of my senses were engaged in the experience, especially 
in Ischia, which is an island 18 miles at sea west of Naples. The approach from the water is 
dramatic as the sight of the castle, perched atop a volcanic cliff, comes into view. One can only 
reach the summit by first passing through a dark tunnel carved out of the rock, finally emerging 
into the warmth and light of the upper island. The isolation of the island, as well as the colors, 
sounds and smells of the environment gave me a deeper understanding of what shaped Vittoria 
as a child and young woman. Equally, my trips to Rome and Florence served as a striking 
contrast to the simplicity of the island and helped me place Michelangelo within the complex 
and monumental settings in which he created his art.   I have to admit that the experience of 
actually walking in their footsteps was an emotional journey for me as well as a physical one. 
Having read and absorbed so much prior to my visits, I could almost sense their presence at my 
side, pointing out things I shouldn’t miss. 

 
 • How would you describe the relationship between fact and fiction, between historical 

accuracy and the writer’s imagination, in portraying Vittoria and Michelangelo? 

As a writer of historical fiction, especially writing about the lives of well-known historical figures, 
I find the task of balancing fact and fiction is a delicate one. What I have attempted to do in 
exploring the relationship between Vittoria and Michelangelo is transform the known facts—the 
letters, the poems, the observations of contemporaries—into an inner life that reflects their 
mutual search for transcendence. Love That Moves the Sun is a story, not a biography, and so I 
took advantage of the “gaps” in the historical record and filled them with what I imagined might 
be there. I did not do so recklessly, but based my depiction of their profound connection on my 
interpretation of what was already known. Perhaps that is the best way to describe my process 
with Love That Moves the Sun—as a “translation” that seeks to express an emotional truth 
about love between two complex and passionate artists. 

                                                                           
 

 

  



Now, moving in a contemporary direction… 
 

KATE JAMES spent much of her childhood abroad before attending 
university in Canada. She built a successful business career, but her 
passion has always been literature. As a result, Kate turned her energy to 
her love of the written word. 
  
Kate's business and personal experiences enable her to write fiction with 
a deep, often first-hand knowledge of what she is writing about. This 
approach makes Kate's stories richer and more vivid. Kate's goal is to 
entertain her readers with engaging stories featuring strong, likable 
characters. She is honored to have received numerous awards for her 
writing. 
 

She has, among her other books, written a series about police detection dogs and their handlers; 
these are romantic suspense novels with a San Diego setting. The first is When the Right One Comes 
Along.  Check out her website at www.kate-james.com 

 
 • Kate, what inspired you to write a series of books about a K-9 unit? 

I have always had a love of dogs, and have repeatedly been impressed by their intelligence, 
loyalty, generosity of spirit and resourcefulness (…and, in the case of one of my current 
dogs…mischievousness). That, combined with my sincere gratitude to the men and women who 
dedicate their lives to law enforcement, to keeping us safe and secure in a world where their 
jobs are becoming ever-more complex, made the concept of a series of books featuring police 
dogs and their handlers irresistible to me. 

 
 • Aside from knowing and loving your own dogs, what did you learn about the training and 

handling of K-9 dogs—and exactly how?  
 
Through my research for the San Diego K-9 Unit series, I gained an even greater appreciation for 
the bravery and dedication of canine officers, and the intelligence and resourcefulness of police 
dogs. It had never occurred to me (although it makes sense in retrospect) that police dogs and 
their handlers have some of the most dangerous jobs in law enforcement. Consider a tactical 
team—heavily armed and attired in safety gear—doing everything in a considered and strategic 
manner. In comparison, a police dog (unable to wear heavy protective gear) and his handler 
could be in fast pursuit of a felon, who could be hiding behind the next hill with a firearm aimed 
at them. 
 
If I may, I’d like to give a shout out to York Regional Police (Ontario, Canada) and Constable Jim 
Hilton, in particular. Constable Hilton, a YRP canine unit officer and trainer, was generous with 
his time, resource materials and limitless knowledge as I conducted my research for this series. I 



also thank him for introducing me to his explosives detection dog, Max, and demonstrating 
some of Max’s impressive skills.  

• What other research did you do with regard to the mystery/suspense element and the kinds 
 of background required in the stories? 

  
I agree with your comment that “just right” means the research is well-integrated and creates 
the kind of authenticity—of character, plot, background and conflict—that a novel requires.” I 
also like the term “fictionalizing facts,” as I believe that having stories grounded in verifiable 
facts—and ensuring the information a writer uses is accurate—makes the story credible. 
Readers are varied and knowledgeable and errors in fact can pull a reader out of the story. 
 
I prefer to write about matters I know about, as it makes the research easier, in term of knowing 
where to look and what to look for, but also because I can gain access to experts in the field for 
more in-depth, personalized research.  
 

 • What kind of impact does the police and K-9 aspect have on the romantic relationships in the 
stories? Can you give some examples? 
 
It is difficult enough today to have a partner in law enforcement. Coupled with the fact that K-9 
handlers do have some of the most dangerous jobs in policing, the impact on a personal 
relationship is unavoidable.  

 
                                                                                  

 

GERI KROTOW is a Navy veteran and has written about a Navy 
setting in her Whidbey Island books (five, plus two novellas); she 
also has military characters in her Silver Valley PD and Bayou 
Bachelors series. She’s a great example of a writer who used her 
own background to create these stories.  Learn more at her 
website: www.gerikrotow.com 

  
 • Geri, could you explain what aspects of your military 

background you drew on to write these books? (Very personal 
research, so to speak!)  

 
Because I write emotional, character-driven fiction, I rely on the 

emotions I personally felt whenever I was in the same situations as my characters. I use my 
experiences to show how the military mindset and training affect my characters, as well.  

  
 • What additional research, if any, do you find you need to do?  

 
I have to do a significant amount of research on the current status of the military, which is 
always changing. The military is a most dynamic organization, and a true microcosm of our 



society. It’s imperative that I don’t try to pass off what I experienced years ago as current status 
quo. This research often provides great inspiration for my characters and plots! 

 
 • The romantic relationships are, of course, critical to these stories. In developing those, 

were you at all constrained by the realities of military life?  
 

Yes and no. The promise of a Happily Ever After (HEA) in romance genre fiction is always a 
constraint as many real-life stories, military included, don’t end as happily. But people are 
people, whether in uniform or not, and their emotional needs and desires don’t change because 
of their service. They might have to explore other ways to achieve their HEA, and that’s what I 
bring to my books. A different way of finding the joy in daily life. 

  
 • What other kinds of research have you done for your recent books?  

I’m continually researching settings and the historical background of my settings. For the Bayou 
Bachelors I traveled to New Orleans and read up on the city’s history. For Silver Valley, PD, I 
spent time with the local Chief of Police, who took me around in an unmarked police vehicle to 
visit the Coroner, County Prison, and local Emergency Services Management Center. It was 
fantastic!  

 
                                                  

ANN DEFEE’s most recent book is the magical realism novel When the 
Magnolia Blooms. It’s a story with a southern setting and what you 
might call a paranormal element (there’s a ghost!)—plus a fascinating 
interaction between past and present.  Visit her website at 
www.anndefee.com 

 
 • Ann, I know that southern settings are very familiar to you. In 

various locales, including Texas, Georgia, Virginia, the authenticity of 
your southern settings is impressive and undeniable. Why do you 
think the appeal of the south is such a factor in all kinds of fiction? 

 

Southern fiction can be described by three words—family, food and friends. Regardless of the 
place or genre—a murder mystery on the Sea Islands or a magical realism story in Appalachia—a 
Southern setting allows the author to delve into intricate family and community relationships. 
Quirky characters and colorful sayings provide the spice that characterizes Southern literature. 
There’s a saying south of the Mason Dixon line, “No one ever asks if you have crazy people in 
your family, they just ask what side they’re on.” The South with all its eccentricities is my 
comfort zone. It’s a place where I can write the stories of my heart.     

When the Magnolia Blooms is a magical realism love story that blends the past with the present. 
Reminiscent of the classic The Ghost and Mrs. Muir, it allows your imagination to frolic through 
the impossible, the improbable and the mystical.  As romance novelists, we’re always looking for 



the perfect conflict to thwart our hero and heroine’s happily ever after. How much better can 
you get than having a hero who is a handsome and charismatic ghost?  

 • What about the historical background that’s an important part of the “magical realism” 
element? For instance, the Civil War. How did you handle that aspect of the research? 

Like many authors, I find that my stories are inspired by chance—a song, a newspaper article, a 
conversation or even a fascinating place. Virginia is rich in history and tradition, and it prides 
itself on the homes and farms that are the basis of American history. The people who live in 
these historic structures are generous in sharing them for fundraisers, and I was fortunate to go 
on a tour of homes on the Rappahannock River that are rarely seen by the public. The moment I 
spied the white antebellum house with its huge magnolia tree I was hooked. The house I dubbed 
Magnolia Hall was a Grande Dame, with her petticoats a little tattered, but such a marvelous 
structure. In my imagination I renovated her to her previous glory, and I gave Fiona, the heroine 
of my story, the opportunity to live there.  

My first foray into the world of genealogy revealed that multiple branches of my ancestral 
family had lived on the Rappahannock River during the early part of the 17th century. It seemed 
almost as if this story was destiny.   

Living in Williamsburg, Virginia, has allowed me the opportunity to make day trips to a number 
of important historical sites. Several years ago I visited every Civil War battlefield that involved 
the Army of Northern Virginia (Gen. Robert E. Lee). I really wanted to know how this country 
became immersed in such a devastating debacle. Walking the ground where soldiers fought and 
died provided me with insight into the psyche of men of that century. Rhys—my ghostly hero—
faced the devastating decision of whether to go to war, but in the end he didn’t have a choice.  

If you’re a history buff with an interest in the Civil War, I highly recommend the American Civil 
War Museum—Historic Tredegar, Richmond. The exhibits interpret the war from Union, 
Confederate and African American perspectives. 

Research has to be personal. I couldn’t write about a place, or profession, that’s unfamiliar. 
When I’m reading and find something that’s out of sync, I’m immediately popped out of the 
story. 

Live with your characters and make it fun. Happy researching! 

 
 

As these conversations reveal, the role of research in fiction is a complex and sometimes surprising one. 
The subject (and its background) might come first. Or the story idea might be where you start—and it 
might require a certain kind and degree of research to create an accurate sense of what’s going on…and 
why. And it will help you get the details right, which shows respect for the background and for your 
characters as well as your reader. 
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