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*“He” and “she” will be used interchangeably throughout this booklet to represent both males and females.

Talk, talk, and listen, listen
W hen you’re looking for work, people are your most important

 resource. But if the only people 
you talk to are those who call you for 
a job interview, you won’t be talking 
to very many people — and your job 
search may be a long one. 
 One good way to speed the process 
is to increase the number of people 
with whom you have contact; and the 
informational interview is one of the 
best vehicles for doing that.

What is an informational interview?
 An informational interview is when you interview someone 
who is knowledgeable in a job or career that you want to learn 
more about. Unlike job interviews, you are in charge of your 
informational interviews: you don’t wait for employers to contact 
you; you contact people who work for those employers and 
conduct interviews which are likely to be helpful to you. 

The number one goal of informational interviews is to: 

H Collect information about a job, career, or organization
that interests you.

But informational interviews serve additional purposes:

H Develop self-confidence in talking about yourself and your
chosen field;

H Expand your contact network and create the opportunity
to be referred to others who can help you;
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H Create job interviews;
H Find “hidden” job markets.

 Informational interviews 
won’t meet all five goals for you 
every time. But used effectively, 
they will act as a springboard 
to people who could hire you. 
They should not, however, be 
thought of as a tool that will 
produce job offers.
 With the input you gain from your informational interviews, 
you can better assess your career objectives and plans. No matter 
how much quality information you gather from the Internet, 
books, newspapers, directories, and annual reports, some 
information can only be found by talking face to face with people. 
For example, the answers to the following questions probably 
aren’t in any printed or online materials:

? What education and experience do employees have in a 
particular department or company?

? What is it really like to work at a particular job?

? How is the field changing? 

? What brought you into this field or to this company? 

 As you gather information, your views and beliefs about your 
career decisions will solidify. The more experience you have 
talking with people in the career fields that interest you, the better 
prepared you’ll be to make career decisions.

An informational interview should be an enjoyable 
experience for both you and the interviewee. You 
gain information, and most people like talking about 
their jobs and like being helpful. 

 Formal job interviewing can be stressful! Informational inter-
viewing doesn’t involve that kind of pressure, so you are more 
likely to be relaxed. By learning how to be comfortable when 
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meeting a variety of people, informational interviews serve as 
good practice for the formal job interviews that come later.

Realistic expectations
 Well-organized informational interviews can provide a wealth 
of information — if you go into them with realistic expectations. 

3 Always assume that the people you want to speak with are
busy. They probably don’t have time to answer your questions
right when you first talk to them; you’ll need to set up a later
time for your interview.

8 Do not take it personally if someone just doesn’t have the
time to see you. Because informational interviews are such
a practical way to obtain information, some people get more
requests for them than they can reasonably handle. Further,
many employees simply have no “down time” to offer you.

3 Be organized, professional, and keep to your time schedule
during the informational interview. If you don’t, you could
create a negative impression and ruin the usefulness of your
interview; that could mean the interviewee will choose not to
pass your name further.

3 A half-dozen or fewer informational interviews may be enough
to find answers to your questions. Don’t overdo it, or you could
begin sounding stale and bored.

8 Don’t expect specific job openings or offers to appear during
informational interviews, and never use an informational
interview to try to try to coax someone into setting up a job
interview. Why? Your contact is likely to feel she’s been tricked
and the good will you’ve been creating will vanish.

Should I bring my resume?
 It is a good idea to bring your resume to an informational 
interview, but don’t present it unless you are asked for it. 
Remember: you are not applying for a job.
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 You can present your business card, if you have one, and leave 
that with your contact. However, the card should be generic; it 
should not name your current employer but rather provide a gen-
eral description of what you do: Civil Engineer, Illustrator, Food 
Operations Manager, Computer Technician, Press Operator, etc.
  If you’re asked for your resume, ask your interviewee how it 
might be improved to make a more favorable impression. If he’d 
like some time to review it, ask when it would be convenient for 
him to share those suggestions.

How should I dress?
 If possible, drop by the interviewee’s place of work some time 
before your informational interview. 
Determine the appropriate type of 
clothing. You’ll set a good tone if you 
dress as you would for the first day on 
that job. As examples, for office jobs 
males should wear a shirt, tie, slacks, 
dress shoes (no sneakers or work boots), 
or a suit. Females should wear a dress 
(or skirt and blouse, or slacks and 
blouse), or a suit, where appropriate.
 Making the right presentation can 
open doors that might otherwise 
be closed to you; your appearance is the first impression your 
interviewee gets … make it a good one!

Research: Finding contacts
A good informational interview always starts with research:

 you need to figure out who has the information you want. 
You might, for example, want to know more about computer 
programming, catering, accounting, or nursing. Who you decide 
to approach for each of these career fields will differ greatly. 
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n To find possible contacts, start with a list of people you know, 
including co-workers, current management (if that is prudent), 
human resources people, teachers or professors, clergy, people 
you know from professional and social organizations. Think 
also about your contacts on LinkedIn and where they are, and 
who they know (now is the time for you to be on LinkedIn; see 
this publisher’s booklet titled “Linking Up Online” if you are 
unsure how to get started). 
 Tell each of these individuals what you are interested in 
learning, and ask for the names of people they know who 
might provide that type of information (and don’t ignore them 
as potential interviewees either). If the organization they work 
for has a newsletter, ask for recent back issues (and don’t forget 
to look for an on-line version): these publications will be filled 
with stories describing a variety of employees — important 
leads to who you should contact and where to contact them. 
  Also be aware of the fact that large companies may maintain 
a career resources center; ask your contact to stop in and collect 
any pertinent information that might direct you to additional 
contacts. 
 Other people you know who may be helpful include:
o Former employers, supervisors, and co-workers. Go back 

and talk to people who have respected your work. These 
are the people who will make excellent references and they 
can also make excellent referrals: ask them for their advice 
in your job search and for the names of people in other 
companies you could contact (and be sure to use your 
contact’s name when you introduce yourself). If you connect 
with them on LinkedIn, take a look at their contacts to see 
if there are any you’d like to contact directly.  
 Remember that as many as nine out of 10 jobs come from 
word of mouth contacts; and what better initial contact can 
you make than through someone who respects your work?

o Old email and other correspondence. If you have copies 
of business correspondence from the past couple of years, 
contact those people whom you did work for, or with whom 



6

you worked. Use business cards, your phone’s contact list, 
or your email address book in the same way: as a source of 
names to contact.

o Friends and neighbors. Put the word out … not just that 
you’re looking, but what you’re looking for.  
 You’re going to need dozens (even hundreds) of business 
cards to give to each person you talk to; they may not need 
it, but they can pass it along to someone who is looking for 
an employee with your skills. 

o Alumni from your school or college are likely to be willing 
to spend time with you. How do you get in touch with the 
right graduates? Visit the alumni page at your school’s 
website, or call the Alumni Office and ask them to send you 
any publications or class bulletins they have available. Lead 
stories, side bars, and class notes will all provide the names 
of people you could contact. 
 Nearby colleges are also likely to have a career resources/
placement office that could prove useful.  
 This is a good time to join any online alumni groups, 
meetup groups or LinkedIn groups for your college and/or 
profession, then see who your fellow members are.

o Members of professional associations. If you are a 
member of a local chapter of a professional association, 
such as Marketing Assistants of the Metro Area or 
Administration Professionals of America, call on fellow 
members to meet with them and their contacts.

n The online yellow pages (or the actual book, if you have it) can 
be of help. Use the Index to search for headings of obvious 
interest to you, but also take the time to browse with the 
intention of finding connections or interests you might not 
immediately have thought of. 

n Online newspapers offer a variety of possible leads. The most 
obvious are those on their Jobs pages. Just remember, you’re 
not just looking for a job opening, but for organizations and 
names of people in areas that interest you.  
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 Often, the job posting will not list a point of contact, 
but simply inform candidates to send resumes to Human 
Resources. Call Human Resources, but be sure to explain your 
purpose. You want insight into who was hired for the position 
and why. You want to know what was in the new employee’s 
background/personality that made him or her the most 
desirable candidate. Don’t be put off if they say it’s confidential; 
just politely ask if there is any information they could give 
which would help. The HR person may be able to suggest 
training or experiences you could begin acquiring that would 
make you a more attractive candidate to some other company 
in the same field. 
 The newspaper’s Business section, online (or in the paper 
itself if you get that version 
at home or at the library) 
also covers local and 
national companies. You 
will find numerous leads 
in stories about companies 
that are planning to expand 
their activities, individuals 
who have been promoted, 
or businesses that are moving into town. Each of these 
events gives you a reason to call that particular business, and 
demonstrates your knowledge and active interest in the local 
business community.

n Public libraries usually maintain collections of directories, 
many of which you won’t find online. A list of possibly useful 
directories include: Hoover’s, Standard and Poor’s Register, 
Thomas’ Register, Federal Directory, Moody’s, Foundation 
Directory, and Directory of National Trade and Professional 
Associations. There is even a Directory of Directories! 

   The Encyclopedia of Associations lists thousands of profes-
sional organizations: each entry provides the organization’s 
complete name, address, website, phone number, membership 
information, publications, and a description of its objectives. 
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 Look at business magazines and business newspapers, too, 
either in paper form or on the Internet. Check Barron’s, Dun’s 
Review, Nation’s Business, Money, Forbes, Business Week, and 
The Wall Street Journal.  
 Many professions have their own magazines; look for them 
online or in public libraries and bookstores, then contact the 
appropriate organizations in your immediate area.

 As you make these contacts, it bears repeating: Don’t approach 
people with the idea of asking them for a job; you’ll only cause 
them to shut you off. Approach them seeking advice, information, 
or referrals, and they will be much more willing to help. (And, 
who knows, you may make such a favorable impression that 
they’ll decide to hire you even though they hadn’t formally 
decided a job opening was available.)

Question preparation
I nformational interviews usually follow a question and answer

 format. Write down your questions in advance. Your 
preparation will convey that 
you’re organized and focused, 
and that you want to make 
wise use of the time available. 
You’re also less apt to forget 
important questions. 
 Keep your questions specific 
and relevant to the interviewee 
and situation. The interviewee 
will form a strong impression about you, based on the strength of 
your questions. 
 Keep your questions to four or five key open-ended questions. 
(These are questions that require more than a yes or no answer.) 
You’ll probably develop a series of questions similar to the ones 
listed below. Tailor these questions to your needs and remember 
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