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In today ’s fast-paced re s e a rc h
wo r l d , w h e re the designers and
u s e rs of re s e a rch scramble to move
t owa rds a more tech-savvy design
s o l u t i o n , t h e re is still a firm place for
the traditional, fa c e - t o - face exe c u t ive
i n t e rv i ew. C o rporate managers may
be accessible in a va riety of other
modes but nothing provides the
richness of an individual (the pro f e s-
sional interv i ewer) sitting with
another individual (the corp o r a t e
i n t e rv i ewee) in his/her env i ro n m e n t
for the sole purpose of intensely
e x p l o ring topic-specific attitudes and
b e h av i o r.

Looking to improve upon their
own exe c u t ive interv i ew s , c l i e n t s
h ave asked for the secrets or para-
m e t e rs that contri bute to a suc-
cessful exe c u t ive interv i ew study. I f
success is measured by the depth of
input and insight as well as effi-
ciency (i.e. , in terms of getting to a
completed interv i ew ) , then there
a re at least six necessary compo-
nents to the fa c e - t o - face exe c u t ive
i n t e rv i ewing design model.

1 . P o s i t i ve preliminary contact and
s ch e d u l i n g

A successful exe c u t ive interv i ew
b e gins with establishing a positive
relationship with the interv i ewe e
p r ior to the interv i ew. In addition
to scheduling the interv i ew
a p p o i n t m e n t , p re l i m i n a ry contact
l ays the foundation for the positive
r a p p o rt necessary when the actual
re s e a rch interv i ew is conducted.

The pre l i m i n a ry contact should
p l ay to the interv i ewe e ’s ego and
be respectful of his/her pro f e s s i o n-
al status. For this re a s o n , c o l d - c a l l-
ing is never appro p riate and the
p re f e rred form of contact is a bri e f
letter (on the client company let-
terhead) sent to each potential
i n t e rv i ewe e.This letter should out-
l i n e : the purpose of the interv i ew ;
the benefit to be derived from par-
ticipating in the interv i ew (e. g . ,
h ow interv i ew responses will be
used to improve their bu s i n e s s
o p e r a t i o n s ) ; the promise of confi-
d e n t i a l i t y ; a n d , the re s e a rcher who
will be calling to set an appoint-
ment for the interv i ew.This letter

should clearly state who will be
calling (this should be the re s e a rc h
i n t e rv i ewer) and when the inter-
v i ewee should expect the call.

C a reful scheduling of interv i ew
appointments is also import a n t .
D u ring the interv i ew, the interv i e-
wee should feel that the interv i ew-
er is re l a xed and has plenty of time
to discuss the issues rather than
feeling forced to move quickly
t h rough the interv i ew to get to the
next appointment.This is why
e xe c u t ive interv i ews are typically
scheduled no less than two hours
a p a rt , p roviding an hour for the
i n t e rv i ew and an hour for the
i n t e rv i ewer to make notes and
t r avel to the next appointment.

2 . C l e a r ly-defined and ach i e va bl e
g o a l s

It goes without saying that each
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i n t e rv i ew should be targeted at
c l e a r, succinct goals that are
deemed achieva ble within the con-
fines of the interv i ew.These goals
should be highly specific - e. g . ,
reactions to a part i c u l a r
p ro d u c t / s e rvice idea or line
extension based on curre n t
usage/need (such as a new insur-
ance product from an establ i s h e d
bank) - rather than general in
n a t u re - e. g . , attitudes towa rd s
b road concepts (such as an all-in-
one financial serv i c e ) .

3 . Flexibility - personalizing the
i n t e rview 

Each interv i ewee is differe n t
f rom the others . A n d , i n d e e d , m o s t
i n t e rv i ewees will tell you that their
business is unique or they are oth-
erwise in a unique situation as it
relates to the topic.While some are
less unique than others , t h e re are
a lways nuances that preva i l . Fo r
this re a s o n , a critical interv i ew i n g
skill is the ability to adapt to the
situation and modify the interv i ew
as necessary.This may mean re -
wo rding questions as well as
adding or deleting sections of the
i n t e rv i ew.

4 . Distinguishing between useful and
not useful input

Equally important to being flexi-
ble is the ability to identify useful
input based on the pre - e s t a bl i s h e d
goals of the interv i ew.T h e re are
m a ny instances when the interv i e-
wee may unintentionally confuse
the interv i ewer and steer the dis-
cussion away from its goal. Fo r
i n s t a n c e, the interv i ewee may get
s i d e t r a c ked in his/her comments,
m ay misinterp ret the interv i ewe r ’s

question (and, i n s t e a d , a n swer an
i rre l evant question), or may simply
relate to the topic from a unique
point of view which carries the
i n t e rv i ewe e ’s train of thought in
other dire c t i o n s . It is the inter-
v i ewe r ’s job to re-focus the inter-
v i ew as necessary. It is not uncom-
m o n , h oweve r, for portions of an
i n t e rv i ew to be omitted from sub-
sequent analysis due to lack of re l-
eva n c e.

5 . Listening skills – exploring what is
said and not said

Listening skills invo l ve more
than just keeping quiet and letting
the interv i ewee talk.While this is
i m p o rt a n t , it is equally import a n t
to really listen to what is being
said and ask yo u rs e l f , “Do I have a
clear understanding of what this
p e rson is saying? Can I re p e a t , i n
my own wo rd s , the point this per-
son is trying to make ? ” It is inter-
esting how often interv i ewe rs
think they understand the inter-
v i ewee bu t , in tru t h , a re unable to
fully explain the interv i ewe e ’s
c o m m e n t s .To this end, i n t e rv i ew-
e rs should not shy away from dili-
gent probing but be comfort a ble in
the fact that most people are flat-
t e red that the interv i ewer is taking
the time to appreciate his/her
point of view.

Ta ke, for example, the wo rd
“ q u a l i t y.”The interv i ewee may say
that he/she looks for a bank that
p rovides quality serv i c e.What does
that mean? How does the interv i e-
wee define quality? It is surp ri s i n g
h ow many different definitions of
quality exist.This is a simple
example but it pertains to a wide
va riety of wo rds or issues that sur-

face in qualitative interv i ew s .
Listening skills also invo l ve the

ability to appreciate what is not
being said. It is important for the
i n t e rv i ewer to pay attention to the
verbal and behavioral cues prov i d-
ed by the interv i ewe e. Fo r
i n s t a n c e, the interv i ewee may ini-
tially express praise and satisfa c t i o n
t owa rd the client company but the
i n t e rv i ewer may not observe the
usual signs of conviction and feel
that the interv i ewee is holding
something back. Being sensitive to
t h i s , and after careful questioning,
the interv i ewer can encourage the
i n t e rv i ewee to share import a n t
i n f o rmation that could have other-
wise gone undetected.

6 . Limited researcher invo l ve m e n t
The successful utilization of the

f i rst five parameters hinges gre a t l y
on limited re s e a rcher invo l ve m e n t .
I d e a l l y, just one senior re s e a rc h e r
will execute the initial contact, t h e
scheduling and the goal-setting as
well as the interv i ews and analyses.
While a study including 30 or
m o re fa c e - t o - face exe c u t ive inter-
v i ews may be a challenge for a sin-
gle re s e a rc h e r, it is the necessary
glue that ensures the ove r a l l
i n t e grity of the design.

E l egant design
F a c e - t o - face exe c u t ive interv i ew-
ing may not be fa s h i o n a ble and
m ay not be fast but it is an elegant
re s e a rch design that effective l y
minimizes error while maximizing
ultimate insight.That is why this
traditional study design will alway s
p l ay a prominent role in qualitative
re s e a rc h . |Q


