
Information-Seeking Interviews 
 
 

Testimony obtained in interviews can be very useful for serious research.  The person interviewed 
may be quoted (or paraphrased) directly, or may be useful as a source of advice that has the 
knowledge, experience, and contacts that can make your research effort much more efficient.  
Generally, academic research is best served by interviewing an expert, especially one well 
regarded in the field, but interviews with lay (non-expert) witnesses may also be valuable.  
 
 
A few basic techniques for the information-seeking interview: 
 

1.   Contact the interviewee, and make an appointment with sufficient lead-time.  This helps the 
interviewee set aside enough time, think about the interview topic, gather materials, etc. 

 
2.   Reveal your purpose during the initial contact – be specific about the information needed and 

how it will be used.  This will help the interviewee better prepare and avoid misunderstanding 
later.  Also, it may cut down on suspiciousness or defensiveness, which could undermine an 
effective interview. 

 
3.   Plan an agenda of questions.  It is important to have a list of questions with attention paid to 

their sequence.  Differing types of questions can be used to good effect.  Closed questions 
elicit specific responses and help move the interview along, whereas open questions allow 
the person questioned more flexibility to communicate information he or she thinks might be 
useful.  Much of the art of the interview is in secondary questions (probably unplanned 
follow-up questions) occasioned by the interviewee’s initial response.  (See reverse for 
further explanation of different types of questions.)  Before finishing, make sure you include 
the following questions: 

 
• What reference sources would you recommend on this topic, and would you recommend 

anyone else I should talk to? 
 

• Is there anything else you would like to tell me? 
 

• May I contact you in the future?  (This could be valuable networking.) 
 
4.   Try to keep the interview on track while maintaining a positive climate and remember that the 

interviewee should do most of the talking.  Audio-record only with permission. 
 
5.   Follow up the interview with a thank-you message that includes some indication that the 

information gained was useful. 
 
 

Remember to properly attribute the information gained from the interview – see the MLA, APA, 
etc., formats for citation of testimony from personal interviews. 
 

 
 
 

 
 



TYPES OF QUESTIONS 
 

 
 

Open vs. Closed Questions 
 
Open Questions: broad, often specifying only a topic, with no clear limit on the number of relevant 
answers. 

 
Closed Questions: restrictive in nature, asking for a specific piece of information, may even specify 
options. 

Primary vs. Secondary Questions 
 

Primary Questions: introduce a topic (or new area within a topic), and make sense out of context. 
 
Secondary Questions: "follow-up" or "probe" questions that elicit further information. 
 

Neutral vs. Leading Questions 
 
Neutral Questions: do not indicate that any particular answer is preferred or required. 

 
Leading Questions: suggest implicitly or explicitly the answer desired or expected. 
 
 
The questioner (interviewer, teacher, etc.) can combine the eight possible types of questions to 
encourage openness, wide range of response, more specific or succinct response, clarification or 
elaboration, clear expectation/pressure or lack of it, etc.  Each type has its inherent advantages and 
disadvantages -- a good questioner uses strategy, adaptability and flexibility in framing questions. 
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