
Using Informational Interviews
in Career Exploration

An informational interview is a technique that is used for learning about an
organization/industry or role from a professional. An informational interview is not a job
interview. Instead, it is a method that is employed by anthropologists to explore fields
of work and identify career options within them. Informational interviewing usually
precedes job applications because it helps you to make some preliminary decisions
about those fields and career paths most important to you.

Anthropologists commonly use it to acquire information about a domain of work and
career paths, and organizations associated with them. Informational interviewing
entails setting up short, informal meetings to ask questions about a particular
organization, a specific type of work and its practicalities (e.g., typical expectations,
hiring, promotions), general career insights (e.g., skills and degree required), and career
advice. Practicing with friends or colleagues can boost your confidence and enable you
to get past any anxieties about initiating a conversation with strangers. As you begin
clarifying your career interests, this approach will enable you to understand how well
your values, interests, and skills fit with a specific organization or field of work. 

The Process

Setting up an informational interview not only can give you an insider’s perspective, but it also
can help you to build or expand your professional network. As you begin clarifying your career
interests, this approach will either enable you to see yourself “in the shoes” of an interviewee, or
help you recognize that you do not possess the interest, aptitude, or drive for that type of work,
organization, or industry. 

Informational interviewing shares certain attributes with anthropological field work. Because
anthropologists are trained to build rapport with others, they tend to be positioned well for
building and maintaining relationships and interpreting the responses in context:

Informational interviewing necessitates establishing rapport quickly. 
The questions you ask and the way you ask them will leave an impression.
You may find that some of the tips in Conducting Intercept Interviews and
Professional Etiquette for In-person and Remote Meetings are helpful. 
You will have to process the responses effectively so that you can ask any
follow-up questions. 
Notetaking is essential for at least two reasons: 1) to have a record of the
interview, and 2) to be ready for a later interview with this same person at
some future point. 

https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/ACRN-Networking-to-Build-Your-Professional-Community-4.21.2026.pdf
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/ACRN-Networking-to-Build-Your-Professional-Community-4.21.2026.pdf
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/ACRN-Conducting-Intercept-Interviews-3.17.2025.pdf
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/ACRN-Professional-Etiquette-7.15.2024.pdf
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Basic Steps

1. Outreach: Reach out to someone who works for, or is familiar with, the organization or role in
which you are interested.

2. Background Research: Review the organization’s website or your interviewee’s LinkedIn profile
(or other online information).

3. The Questions: Develop the set of interview questions that will work best to fill in your
knowledge gaps.

4. The Informational Interview: Given this event counts as a professional encounter, lead with
your questions and allow time for your interviewee to offer insights.

5. Documentation and Synthesis: Take notes or record the conversation (with permission),
reflecting on the key points.

6. Follow Up: Thank your interviewee. Take any advice seriously, including reaching out to the
contacts your interviewee suggested. Plan on contacting your interviewee at some future point to
provide an update. 

Outreach

It works well to set up informational interviews with your acquaintances or “weak ties”.  Those
“weak ties” are typically able to provide some form of assistance because they have vastly
different social networks than you. Another set of people to approach are alumni from your own
institution(s). Because you share a common educational experience, most should be willing to
speak with you—as indicated in Building Department-Alumni Connections. Informational
interviews are especially helpful when done with organizations where you might like to work in or
with in the future.
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For people you do not know well or know at all,
try this approach: 

Prepare a simple request via email or
LinkedIn message
Ask for 20 minutes to do an informational
interview, at a time convenient to them
When possible, specify that Person X
“suggested I contact you”
Explain why you hope to meet with them
Indicate that you are seeking information
and advice, not a job
Attach a short biographical sketch (i.e., four
to five sentences) or one-page resume.

Dear Dr. Sanchez,

Dr. Maria Smith suggested that you might be able to give
me some career advice.

I am in my third year of graduate school at UC San
Francisco and am exploring careers where I can use my
medical anthropology background. I am bilingual in
English and French.

I have read some of the work you have done as a medical
anthropologist at WHO. 

Would you have 20 minutes some time over the next few
weeks to speak with me by phone or Zoom? I am happy to
accommodate your schedule.

Thank you and I look forward to hearing back from you. 

Best regards,
Nancy Low

https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/ACRN-Building-Department-Alumni-Connections-07162023.pdf


About the Organizational Culture and
Operations

About the Interviewee’s Career Choices
and Opportunities

How does this organization do what it does? In
other words, what is its approach to its work?

How would you describe the work that you
do?

What is it like to work here in this organizational
culture?

What is a typical (or composite) day like for
you?

What qualifications does the organization look
for in the people they hire?

What do you enjoy best about your work?

How does this organization find its new hires—
through ads, recruiters, word of mouth,
networks?

Which aspects of your job are the most
challenging?

Are there others in your organization who
might be willing to speak to me?

Are there special qualifications required for
the work you do?

What are the characteristics you look for in
hiring applicants for a project or full-time
role?

Are there others in your field with whom I
might speak?
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Background Research

Preparing for the interview is a good use of your time. Learning about the organization and your
interviewee has some key benefits. First, doing this research allows you to convey your interest
because you have chosen to discover aspects of the organization or the individual’s career in
advance. Second, you can shape the questions you ask with that background knowledge in mind.
Third, you can use that interview to build on your prior knowledge of the organization’s attributes
or the interviewee’s work because the research process is cumulative.

The Questions

This type of interview is both exploratory and short. Requesting the names and contact
information of others in the same organization or field of work will enable you to expand your
professional network.

Timing is also an important aspect of outreach. Conducting informational interviews can be
initiated at any time: while you are at the university, taking a gap year, or working. In fact,
conducting informational interviews while you are in school or employed is a smart strategy; you
will likely be more relaxed than if you are on the job market. 



Documentation and Synthesis

As with field notes, informational interviews should be tracked and documented. Notes you take
during these brief conversations will help you recall the specifics of the interaction. Four months
from now you may not remember certain aspects of the interview (e.g., advice, names of potential
contacts). Creating a spreadsheet enables you to keep an organized and systematic record of
these discussions. It should include the following:

Name and contact information
Interview date 
Organization’s name
Interviewee’s current role
Any relevant background on the organization or interviewee
Advice given
Referrals suggested
Anything on which you need to follow up.

Review the highlights of the informational interview. Identify what you learned that was new or
different from any prior interviews you conducted. Then, revisit your questions to see if any
modifications would be useful for future interviews.
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Follow Up

Checking back in with your interviewee from time to time is an excellent strategy because it:

Allows you to maintain the connection
Make it possible for you to offer any updates on your situation
Positions you to report that you took your interviewee’s suggestions seriously and carried
through on them
Enables you to raise other questions or seek advice on any new circumstances in your career
journey.  

The Informational Interview

An informational interview is your meeting, so you are in charge! Your goal is to learn from this
discussion while demonstrating a professional demeanor. Consequently, some basic expectations
for you as interviewer come into play:

Arrive on time
Dress appropriately
Smile and introduce yourself
Remind your interviewee of your educational background and/or career interests 
Take notes, or if given permission, record the discussion
Ask your questions within the 20-minute time frame
Keep the conversation moving
Ask for clarification of acronyms, terms, or points that you do not understand
Thank your interviewee both verbally and in a follow-up note.
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Next Steps

Take a look at Informational Interviewing in the Classroom to identify how you might improve
your interviewing skills in the future. It might be worthwhile completing a personal SWOT
(Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats) analysis after you have completed a series of
informational interviews and before you put your resume together. Once you know what
organizations are seeking and what a particular career path requires, you can emphasize those
points. Mastering the Elevator Pitch is the next important task on which to focus your attention so
that you can express your career focus simply and clearly.

Informational interviewing will prove useful for discussions you may have with recruiters—say at
career fairs—and hiring managers. You will be much more confident in navigating such
interactions because of your ability to communicate your career interests and identify those work
roles where you can excel. With such a high payoff, what are you waiting for? Let’s get started!

The Benefits

Numerous benefits accrue to you in doing informational interviews:

Learn from what you hear
Improve your ability to ask questions
Increase your confidence in leading a structured conversation
Access internal insights about organizations or professional fields (e.g., hiring priorities, hiring
processes)
Gain insights about aspects of the work people enjoy and find difficult
Assess how well this type of work aligns with your interests and values
Give you some control over your career search
Build your professional contacts, including through referrals to potential interviewees
Increase your visibility to professionals in the field
And, to some extent, practice articulating your career story in preparation for job interviews. 

Similarly, the interviewee may find the discussion to be rewarding:

Enjoys the process of formulating responses, replying to follow-up questions, telling a few
relevant stories, and offering some useful tips
Obtains exposure to new entrants to the workforce or to those pivoting to different careers
Gathers fresh perspectives on how job seekers are conceptualizing their careers
Gets to “pay it forward” by assisting others in their career journey.

Some of your interviewees will end up playing the role of a mentor, advisor, or coach. By following
up, you are actively cultivating a longer-term association which reflects your interest in
continuing the relationship. As with networking, such mentoring relationships are built on
reciprocity; you will likely “pay it forward” in the future with someone that you mentor. 

https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/ACRN-Informational-Interviewing-in-the-Classroom-02.08.2025.pdf
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/ACRN-Mastering-the-Elevator-Pitch-07.13.2024.pdf
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/ACRN-Making-Career-Fairs-Work-for-Anthropologists-7.19.2025.pdf
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