
 

Informational Interviewing 
CAREER RESOURCE LIBRARY TIPSHEET 

An informational interview is your opportunity to talk to people working in a field that interests you. The main purpose of the 

interview is to gather occupational, industry, and employer information to supplement your library and Internet research. 

This tipsheet is designed to outline the basics of informational interviewing and point out some key resources for more 

information. 

THE BENEFITS OF INFORMATIONAL INTERVIEWING 
The informational interview is an indispensable tool in your 
search for career related information. It can help you to: 

• 	 get a reality check about what a career actually entails 
and decide whether it is an occupation that suits you; 

• 	 gain insider tips regarding what courses to take, what 
experience to get, and how to market yourself when 
actively searching for similar positions; 

• 	 develop knowledge of the industry, recent trends and 
developments, as well as jargon; 

• 	 build new contacts in your field of interest; 

• 	 develop communication skills and confidence in meeting 
and talking with new people. 

FIRST THINGS FIRST 
Informational interviewing is not interviewing for a job. It is 
first and foremost a research tool—a way for you to find 
useful and specific information that you could not find in 
books or on the Internet. General information on the 
company and the occupational area will help structure what 
questions you would like to ask, and getting the most 
specific details as possible. It is crucial that you do 
preliminary research before your meeting as the interviewee 
will not be impressed if you waste their time asking 
questions for which you could find the answers elsewhere. 
Making a good impression is key because the contacts you 
make at this stage may later lead to paid work in the area. 
That said, most contacts will not expect you to know 
everything about their company or occupation, since this is 
the primary function of the informational interview. 

Occupational and industry research 
Find out as much as you can about the career area, related 
associations, conferences, trade fairs, and anything else 
that might affect the industry such as political decisions and 
economic factors. A good place to start is with the 
occupational binders and industry files in the Career 
Resource Library. For additional tips and resources, ask for 
the Career Research and Industry and Labour Market 
Research tipsheets at the reference desk. 

Company research 
Your contact will be impressed if you have taken the time to 

investigate their organization. Researching a company in 
order to prepare yourself for an interview involves gathering 
both specific information and general information about such 
things as the company’s organizational structure, or what 
specific occupations are represented in the organization. Pick 
up a copy of the Company Research tipsheet available at the 
reference desk for advice and resources. 

WHAT TO ASK 
The easiest way to come up with questions to ask your 
interviewee is to write down brief points that you want 
information on. These points or ideas are mainly concerned 
with what general information you would like the contact to 
address such as “What interested them about this field?” and 
“What did they study?” This research is invaluable because 
you have the balance of control and your interviewees will 
expect you to let them know what you want. 

The next step is to narrow the focus of your questions. This is 
necessary as some contacts have a very limited amount of 
time when they are free to speak to you. Incorporate some of 
the research you have done into your questions to structure 
your questions to obtain more detailed answers. Try and ask 
open ended questions, not ones that will elicit simply a yes or 
no. Do not ask questions that are inappropriate or are not 
career related. Finally, make sure you have a legible copy of 
questions you want answered at the interview. 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 
Here are some sample questions that you might consider 
asking, although you will develop your own more specific 
ones along the way. 

1. 	 How did you get into this field? What is your educational 
background? What is your career path to your current 
position? 

2. 	 How did you get your job? Do you know other methods 
that are useful in this field? What are the typical entry 
level positions? 

3. 	 Are there any courses, types of jobs, or volunteer 
positions you would recommend as preparation for this 
field? 

4. 	 Do you think this field is expanding or stable? Are there 
any significant changes you can foresee regarding this 
industry?    

Career Centre, University of Toronto, 214 College Street, Toronto ON  M5T 2Z9     Tel.: 416-978-8000 
www.careers.utoronto.ca  



Information interviewing/2 

5. 	 Can you give me a description of a typical day?   

6. 	 What are the challenges and rewards of your position? 

7. 	 What skills and qualities do I need to be successful? 

8. 	 Are there associations in the field to contact or 
professional journals that you subscribe to? 

9. 	 Whom else might I talk to for more information? 

FINDING CONTACTS 
How do you find people who will talk to you? Ask around. 
"Do you know anyone who's working in my field of interest 
who might speak with me?" This is often called networking 
and it will be one of the most important steps of your job 
search. The following are other sources of potential 
contacts. 

• 	 Professors, friends, family, neighbours—you could be 
surprised by who they know. 

• 	 The Career Centre Extern Program—shadow someone 
working in a career area for a week. For more details, visit 
the Career Centre website. 

• 	 Networking Binder—available at the reference desk. This 
binder is filled with professional contacts who are willing 
to meet with University of Toronto students for the 
purpose of an informational interview. 

• 	 Related associations and company directories—the 
Career Resource Library has a diverse collection of 
directories. 

• 	 Professional trade journals and newspapers. 

ARRANGING THE INTERVIEW 
When calling your contact, explain that you are preparing to 
make some career decisions by researching potential 
occupations. Be courteous, well prepared and informed to 
leave a good impression. Although you are not involved in 
an employment interview, your interviewee could pass your 
name along to a colleague who is in a position to hire at a 
later date. 

WHAT TO DO IF YOU ARE NERVOUS? 
Many people feel shy about doing interviews or even talking 
to a potential contact over the phone. Here are some ideas 
to help overcome that: practice interviewing someone you 
know; have a friend read over your questions; ask for 
suggestions from parents, family, friends; set up a Career 
Talk appointment to meet with a counselor at the Career 
Centre. While an informational interview is more formal than 
a regular conversation, it is not as formal as a job interview. 
Most people enjoy talking about their careers and are eager 
to help. 

THINGS TO KEEP IN MIND 
• 	 Pay attention to how long the conversation has been.  

Remember some employers are busy, and can only talk for 
a specific amount of time. 

• 	 Try and pay as close attention as possible. 

• 	 Thank the contact for their time. 

• 	 Do not be disrespectful on the phone—keep in mind time 
constraints when deciding how many questions to ask.    

• 	 Do not ask to submit a résumé—remember the purpose of 
this is to gain information. However, if the employer 
requests, you can provide one. 

RELATED TITLES IN THE CAREER RESOURCE LIBRARY  
• 	 Informational Interviewing, Martha Stoodley. Garrett Park: 

Garrett Park Press, 1990. 
Learn everything you need to know about informational 
interviewing from researching and building to contact lists 
to writing letters of approach and writing telephone scripts. 

• 	 Power Networking, Mark Kramer. Chicago: VGM Career 
Horizons, 1998. 
Learn the many applications of networking, from job 
searches to increased productivity. Discover how to write 
effective introductory and follow-up letters, maintain 
relationships over time, and network through the Internet. 

USEFUL WEBSITES 
Informational interviewing tutorial  
Quintessential Career’s site provides an in-depth tutorial to 
help you master the art of information interviewing. ► http:// 
www.quintcareers.com/informational_interviewing.html 

Informational interviews 
This section of the federal government’s website offers great 
advice on how use informational interviewing in your career. 
► http://www.jobsetc.ca/content_pieces.jsp?category_id= 
420&lang=e 

LOOKING FOR MORE INFORMATION? 
The Career Resource Library has a collection of over 2,000 
print and electronic resources spanning all areas of career 
development and the job search. Research career options, 
educational programs, organizations, and industries as well 
as résumé, interview, and networking strategies. A reference 
librarian is always available to assist you in finding the best 
resources to meet your specific needs.  
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