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The Knack of
Interpreting Interviews

John G. Quay CMC
nterpretation of interviews can
be the payoff phase of a con-
sulting engagement. It distills

t he  da t a  co l l ec t ed  on  s i t e ,  ob -
served and captured during inter-
v i ews , ana lyzes  and  eva lua t e s
them, and produces the conclu-
s i o n s  a n d  r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s
w h i c h  w i l l  s o l v e  t h e  c l i e n t ’ s
problem or achieve the purpose of
the engagement.

Inputs  to  interpretat ion come
from all forms of data gathering:
published materials, surveys, in-
terviews, observations – and in-
ferences. The last may be defined
a s  i m p r e s s i o n s  d e r i v e d  f r o m  a
s e r i e s  o f  h i n t s  o r  c l u e s ,  a l l
pointing in the same direction –
like circumstantial evidence in a
criminal investigation. The need
f o r  p r o d u c t  m a n a g e r s ,  f o r  e x -
ample, might emerge from: poor
c o m m u n i c a t i o n  b e t w e e n  f u n c -
t i o n a l  d e p a r t m e n t s ,  l a c k  o f
product  cost  or  prof i t  numbers ,
l a c k  o f  p r o d u c t  d e v e l o p m e n t
goals, general versus pinpointed
product advertising, poor product
knowledge among field salesmen,
etc.

Regarding the interpretation of
in t e rv i ew  no t e s ,  two  p rob l ems
may arise: (1) interviewees some-
t imes shade their  s tories  or  l ie ,
and (2) interviewees may present
conflicting views of “facts”.

An early and sometimes contin-
uous task in every interview is to
d e t e r m i n e  w h e t h e r  t h e  i n t e r -
viewee is telling the truth. Many
motives prompt interviewees to
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warp the truth or tell out-and-out
lies. Their own job security or ca-
reer  future  may be on the l ine.
They may feel they must protect a
friend, their boss, or their depart-
ment. They may resent the intru-
sion of consultants and try to lead
them astray.  Or,  they may wish
t o  a p p e a r  m o r e  k n o w l e d g e a b l e
than they are and fabricate or as-
sume facts  or  events  they don’t
know about for certain.

It is important that the consul-
tant be aware of such motives and
alert to the following indicators of
honesty or dishonesty.

— Admissions of error or poor
judgement are usually charac-
t e r i s t i c  o f  p e o p l e  w h o  a r e
being open and above board.

— Internal consistency of the in-
terviewee’s story provides an-
other  clue.  Does i t  hang to-
gether  and make sense? Are
the  even t s  and  r e su l t s  p l au -
sible? Are the causes sufficent
t o  p r o d u c e  t h e  o u t c o m e s ?
E.g., was a general strike by
all employees likely because a
supervisor disciplined a clerk
for smoking; o r  i s n ’ t  i t  m o r e
likely that far more pervasive
and deep seated problems were
already present  in the si tua-
tion?

— Is it likely that the interviewee
w o u l d  k n o w ,  u n d e r s t a n d ,  o r
have access to the information
he is relating? If not, was his
source a reliable informant?

— Body language will sometimes
unmask exaggeration or lying.
The interviewee may hem and
haw,  blush,  or  squirm in  his
s ea t .  Some  wr i t e r s  on  body
l a n g u a g e  m a i n t a i n  t h a t  t h e
three monkeys – see no evil,
hear no evil, speak no evil –
symbolize three clues to decep-
tion: 1) avoiding eye contact or
shading one’s eyes with one’s
hand, 2) tugging at an ear lobe,
and 3) covering one’s mouth
w h i l e  s p e a k i n g .  ( M u c h  d e -
p e n d s  o n  t h e  c o n t e x t  h e r e .
Maybe the interviewee just has
an itchy ear lobe!)

The times to be most alert for
deception or bias are when the in-
terviewee is discussing events that
can enhance or detract from his
own image or role. On these oc-
casions,  i f  the interviewer sus-
pects that the interviewee is exag-
gerating or lying, he should not
c h a l l e n g e  t h e  i n t e r v i e w e e  o r
disrupt  the spontaneous f low of
discourse. A probe or two will tell
whether the interviewee is going
to stick to his story or back off,
claiming he misspoke or was mis-
u n d e r s t o o d .  I f  t h e  c o n s u l t a n t
wi shes  t o  cha l l enge  the  i n t e r -
viewee, he should do so at the end
of the interview when he has little
to lose.

Like the blind men feeling the ele-
phant ,  we see events  and si tua-
t i o n s  f r o m  o u r  o w n  p o i n t  o f
view, and most engagements in-
volve at least some differences of
this kind. These differences may
not be due to intended deception.
H o n e s t  m e n  m a y  d i f f e r  d u e  t o
d i f f e r e n t  p e r s p e c t i v e s ,  j u d g e -
ments ,  and perceptions.  In such
si tuat ions the consultant  should
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first seek external evidence or ob-
jective criteria to resolve the dif-
ferences in his mind. Failing this,
he must use his own best judge-
ment regarding 1) the most plau-
sible story or 2) the most honest
and open interviewees.

The frequency of  confl ict ing
v iews  t eaches  t he  expe r i enced
consultant  to avoid jumping to
conclusions early in an engage-
ment. Often at the end of the first
day or two of interviews, it ap-
p e a r s  t h a t  t h e  w h i t e  h a t s  a r e
clearly identif iable and that  the
solution is obvious. Sometimes a
single interview will seem to illu-
minate the whole si tuation with
insightful perceptions and cogent
answers to all the problems. Typ-
ical ly,  however,  as  the engage-
m e n t  p r o g r e s s e s ,  t h e  p l o t
thickens, the truth turns out to be
s o m e w h e r e  b e t w e e n  t h e  w h i t e
and black hats’ positions, and the
solutions are neither obvious nor
simple. This is why even the most
seasoned consultants often find it
adv i sab l e  t o  con fe r  w i th  t he i r
peers , s l eep  on  i t ,  and  u se  i n -
formal previews or trial balloons
before settling on their best judge-
ments in a complex engagement.

No consultant – or other pro-
fessional – can reasonably be ex-
pected to be omniscient .  He is ,
however, expected to observe due
di l igence:  to  do his  homework,
document his findings, and give
his best thought and judgement to
t h e  s o l u t i o n s  h e  p r o p o s e s .  I n
other words, he should be able to
say why he recommends what he
does – and to defend his position.
To do this well he must possess a
number  o f  e s sen t i a l  consu l t i ng
s k i l l s ,  a m o n g  t h e m  c r i t i c a l
thinking, problem solving, client
presentations, and report writing.
The usefulness of all these skills,
however, depends on a solid base
of  f indings,  including properly
conducted interviews and depen-
dable notes which capture the sa-
l ient  points  for  later  interpreta-
tion.

Pitfalls to Avoid

A n y o n e  w h o  d o e s  m u c h  i n t e r -
viewing will sooner or later meet
up with a hostile interviewee or
someone who wants to interview
the interviewer. Some people in-
tui t ively handle these si tuations
well .  Others get  f lustered,  con-
f u s e d ,  o r  e v e n  a n g r y .  A  l i t t l e

This article, the third by the
author concerning the art and

science of successful
interviewing, concentrates on

ways of maximizing the
information that an interview
can provide. It also discusses

some common pitfalls a
consultant would do well to

avoid.

preparation will enable the inter-
viewer to handle such predica-
ments  more adroi t ly  and with a
minimum disruption to the inter-
view process or  the cl ient-con-
sultant relationship.

As a general rule, consultants
should not bring up the issue of
confidentiality. Like preaching on
sin, it only gives people ideas. If
the initial part of the interview has
b e e n  w e l l  h a n d l e d ,  t h e  i n t e r -
viewer should have established an
atmosphere of openness and trust
–  t ru s t  t ha t  t he  consu l t an t  w i l l
not use any information disclosed
in a way that will undermine or
damage the interviewee. To bring
up this subject can break the spell
a n d  s h o w  d o u b t .  I f  c l i e n t  p e r -
sonnel get fired, demoted, or oth-
erwise damaged as a result of the
engagement, it should be because
of their  general ly known state-
ments ,  documented performance
factors, or a reduction in force. It
should not be the result of com-
ments made during the interview!

N o  m a t t e r  h o w  o p e n  a n d
trusting the atmosphere the con-
s u l t a n t  h a s  c r e a t e d ,  h o w e v e r ,
during most engagements one or
more interviewees wil l  a t  some
point bring up the subject of con-
fidentiality. This concern will be
p h r a s e d  i n  a  n u m b e r  o f  w a y s :
“ W h o  i s  g o i n g  t o  r e a d  y o u r
notes?” “ Are you going to tell my
boss?” “ Can I tell you something
in confidence? ” “I’m not sure I
should be telling you all this.”

When this occurs the consultant
should be prepared to respond in
one of  several  ways,  depending
on the situation.

— At one extreme he can say:
“Please don’t tell me anything
y o u  d o n ’ t  w a n t  r e p e a t e d  t o
h i g h e r  m a n a g e m e n t . ”  O r :
“Consider everything you say
to be on the record.” If the en-
gagement is highly sensitive or
an adversary one, such as an
unfriendly takeover situation,
this kind of warning may be
stated at the outset of the in-
terview – sort of a Miranda-
like warning – or it may be in-
serted when a touchy subject
c o m e s  u p ,  e . g . ,  t h e  i n t e r -
viewee’s role in safety rule in-
f r a c t i o n s  o r  a  m a j o r  c o s t
overrun.

— A  m o r e  f l e x i b l e  r e s p o n s e
would be: “I plan to combine
y o u r  c o m m e n t s  w i t h  o t h e r s
and present only the major or
significant findings from all
Volume 2, No. 4
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interviews to management –
without indicating any single
source.” If the source would
b e  o b v i o u s  f r o m  t h e  c o m -
ments themselves, the consul-
tant owes it to the interviewee
to state that if his comments
are vi tal  to  the engagement
the consultant will use his best
judgement  regarding how he
will use them in his presenta-
tions to management.

 A third approach would be to
agree,  i f  the interviewee in-
sis ts ,  that  his  comments wil l
be kept in confidence. To rein-
force this promise, the consul-
tant should refrain from note-
t ak ing  wh i l e  a  con f iden t i a l
subject is being discussed. For
very shy or nervous types, the
consul tant  may have to  wai t
until the end of the interview,
c l o s e  u p  h i s  n o t e  b o o k ,  p u t
a w a y  h i s  p e n ,  a n d  l e a n  f o r -
ward in his chair to signal his
readiness to discuss the most
confidential matters.

The key issue regarding confi-
ntiality is not which approach
e consultant uses, but his integ-
ty in abiding by his word. If he
ys he will keep the interviewee’s
mments in confidence, then he
ould do so, bearing in mind that
ere are many ways to modify a
mment or opinion, or disguise
source so that it cannot be iden-

fied.
A last word on confidentiality:
 m y  e x p e r i e n c e  i t  h a s  o f t e n
rned out  that  interviewees are
ger to tell what they know or
ink regardless  of  the consul-
nt’s  s tand on confident ial i ty .

hey may even use the “off the
cord” prefix to underscore the
p o r t a n c e  o f  t h e i r  r e m a r k s .

f ter  a  pro forma concern over
crecy, they proceed to relate the
o s t  s e n s i t i v e  m a t e r i a l .  A
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common parallel in fact and fic-
tion would be:
I’d never tell

“I promised Bill
this to anyone – and

I’ll kill you if you repeat it, but
.  .  . ”  Some  th ings  a r e  j u s t  t oo
juicy or important to be kept to
oneself!

Hand l ing  hos t i l i t y  o r  an  i n t e r -
viewee who refuses to talk or co-
ope ra t e  can  be  t r i cky .  I nexpe -
r i enced  i n t e rv i ewer s  may  need
some rehearsal to deal with such
situations in ways that do not fur-
ther aggravate client personnel or
d i s rup t  t he  engagemen t .  Be low
are a few general guidelines and
s o m e  s u g g e s t e d  s t e p s  w h i c h
should restrain the hostility, and
may open up a balky interviewee
and save the interview.

A basic  rule  of  interviewing,
a n d  t h e  f i r s t  l i n e  o f  d e f e n s e
against balks is to assume consent.
For example, don’t say: “Would it
be all right if we begin with your
job?” Or: “May we discuss your
r o l e  i n  t r y i n g  t o  k e e p  c o s t s
down?” Instead say: “Let’s begin
by discussing your job.” Or “I’d
be interested in the success – or
lack of it – of cost reduction pro-
grams in this company.”

When ,  by  s i l ence  o r  h i s  de -
meanor, it is obvious that the in-
terviewee is hostile, it is essential
that  the consultant  remain calm
and uninvolved in  the host i l i ty .
Do not take it personally. Instead,
l e t  t h e  i n t e r v i e w e e  v e n t  h i s
feelings while you try to under-
s tand what  prompts  them. Is  i t
past experience with consultants,
fear of layoffs, or concern that he
or his department will be blamed
for  something? Or possibly i t ’s
h i s  s t r o n g  d i s a g r e e m e n t  w i t h
m a n a g e m e n t  o v e r  t h e  n e e d  f o r
t h i s  engagemen t ,  when  he  ha s
been telling them all along what
the problems are and what  they
must do to fix them.

If the consultant can reflect the
in t e rv i ewee ’ s  f ee l i ngs ,  he  can
sometimes get at the source of the
hostility and even rescue the in-
terview.  For  example,  he might
try:  “I  can understand how you
might feel about not wanting this
project. I gather you feel that . . . ,
or did you have other reasons?”
T h i s  r e s p o n s e  c o n v e y s  u n d e r -
standing and acceptance of the in-
t e rv i ewee  (bu t  no t  neces sa r i l y
agreement with him), and probes
for further sources of hostility.

W h e n  t h e  i n t e r v i e w e e  h a s
c a l m e d  d o w n ,  t h e  c o n s u l t a n t
migh t  t r y : “ A s s u m i n g  y o u  a r e
r ight  about  that ,  what  might  be
t w o  o r  t h r e e  s o l u t i o n s  o r  i m -
provements you would like to see
a r o u n d  h e r e ? ” T h i s  a p p r o a c h
moves the interview quickly to
the heart of the matter, and, after
some judicious patting of the in-
t e r v i e w e e ’ s  i d e a s  ( e . g . ,  “ t h a t
sounds like a very interesting ap-
proach”), should calm the person
sufficient ly to go back to other
topics the interviewer may want
to cover.

S o m e t i m e s  c o n s u l t a n t s  a r e
warned in advance about a poten-
tially hostile individual. If such
hos t i l i t y  becomes  immedia t e ly
apparent, it can be confronted by:
“I understand you have been dead
set against this project from the
start, Mr. Smith. However, since
the Board has insisted, let’s do the
best we can. I’d be interested in
getting your views on . . .”

As the above illustrations point
out, interviewers should abandon
t h e  p l a n n e d  t o p i c a l  s e q u e n c e
w h e n  c o n f r o n t e d  b y  h o s t i l i t y .
A n g e r  o r  r e s e n t m e n t  m u s t  b e
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dealt with first before other sub-
jects can be discussed.

A  f i n a l  p o i n t :  c o n s u l t a n t s
should be aware that some balks
simply cannot be overcome. It is
often impossible, for example, to
force an interviewee to incrimi-
nate himself .  Also,  information
which is obtained under duress is
usually worthless or misleading.
If, therefore, it becomes obvious
to the consultant  that  the inter-
viewee is hostile and has clammed
up, he should follow these steps:

(1) Restate the question or topic,
together with the reasons for
w a n t i n g  t h i s  i n f o r m a t i o n .
E.g. : “It is important for our
study of productivity to get a
clear picture of your organiza-
tion and how the work flows
f rom depa r tmen t  t o  depa r t -
ment. That’s why I’d be inter-
ested in your reporting rela-
t ionships  and how you have
structured your department.”

(2) If the interviewee still refuses
to cooperate ,  the consul tant
should (a)  acknowledge the
r e l u c t a n c e  ( “ I  g a t h e r  y o u
don’t want to talk about this
now.”); (b) stress the impor-
tance of his input (“We very
much value your special per-
spec t i ve  and  v i ews  on  t h i s
subject.”); and (c) disengage
as gracefully as possible (“We
don’t want to put you on the
spot. Let’s drop it for today. If
you change your mind, please
l e t  m e  k n o w .  G o o d b y e  f o r
n o w . ” )

(3) Report to his project leader or
the  c l i en t  depa r tmen t  head
t h a t  h e  h a s  e n c o u n t e r e d  a
b a l k .  U l t i m a t e l y ,  i t  i s  t h e
client who must decide what
to do about it.

Don’t Confront Too Soon

To preserve the spontaneity of the
in t e rv i ew , cha l l eng ing  shou ld
usually be done at the conclusion.
At this point there is little to lose.
Done earlier during the interview,
challenges raise defenses and stop
the unguarded and spontaneous
flow of  information.  The major
except ion to  this  rule  would be
the case where the interviewee is
obviously trying to make a fool of
the consultant to lead him down
the garden path. When this is sus-
pected, the consultant might say:
“Mr. Jones, our research on this
engagement  indicated that  .  .  .
Volume 2, No. 4
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Were we mistaken or how might
th i s  be  exp la ined?”  Th i s  r ep ly
shows that the consultant has pre-
pared himself in advance and will
not be easily fooled. If the inter-
viewee persists ,  a  confrontat ion
may be necessary: “You seem de-
t e r m i n e d  t o  m i s l e a d  m e ,  M r .
Jones .  Are  you concerned about
this  project ,  our  f indings,  what
we may tell your boss, or what?”

Openly deceptive or hostile in-
terviews can, of course, be trun-
cated or aborted. They should not
be abandoned, however, without
s o m e  a t t e m p t  t o  u n e a r t h  t h e
causes of  fai lure  to  cooperate .
Such probing can sometimes re-
veal important findings: bad mo-
rale, a disgruntled employee, or
even  a  consp i r acy  t o  s t ee r  t he
project in a false direction.

In the case of  a  routine chal-
lenge at the end of the interview,
the consultant wishes to check an
earlier statement to see if the in-
terviewee will change his story,
or whether the consultant’s infor-
ma t ion  was  i n  e r ro r .  I n  e i t he r
case,  a  face-saving approach is
called for. For example: “Earlier,
Mr .  Smi th ,  you  men t ioned  t ha t
. . . T h e  A n n u a l  R e p o r t ,  h o w -
ever, was quite specific about this
matter. Can you clear up my mis-
understanding on this?”

If  the engagement object ives
are to uncover facts and design a
n e w  o r  i m p r o v e d  s y s t e m ,  t h e n
get t ing the r ight  information is
cri t ical .  For this  objective evi-
d e n c e  i s  u s u a l l y  o b t a i n a b l e
wi thou t  cha l l eng ing  t he  i n t e r -
viewee. If the engagement objec-
t ives are,  or  include,  get t ing an
evaluation of people, morale, atti-
t udes ,  and  the  l i ke ,  t hen  cha l -
lenging may be important to dis-
cover  why people may be moti-
vated to color their statements or
attempt to mislead the consultant.
Otherwise,  i t  is  not  the consul-
1985
tant’s job to provoke client per-
sonnel ,  cal l  them liars ,  or  chal-
lenge for the sake of challenging.
The facts  are  what’s  important ,
and in some instances employees
may honestly differ or be misin-
formed.

The Interviewee Reverses Roles

Cur ios i t y ,  anx ie ty ,  o r  mi sch i e f
may on rare occasions prompt the
interviewee to try to become the
i n t e r v i e w e r .  A  f e w  q u e s t i o n s
from the interviewee at the start
of the interview can be expected.
Some  in t e rv i ewees  wan t  t o  be
sure they understand the s i tua-
tion, the agenda, or how and why
your firm was selected for this en-
g a g e m e n t .  U p  t o  a  p o i n t  s u c h
quest ions are acceptable.  How-
ever, if the questioning continues
or lasts more than three or four
minu te s ,  t he  consu l t an t  shou ld
say: “That’s a good question. I’ll
take some time at the end of the
interview to cover that – and any-
thing else I can clarify for you.
But first I want to cover the infor-
mation we need to complete our
assignment. Let’s begin with your
position – the major responsibili-
ties of your job.”

Another approach might be: “I
can see there’s lots you want to
discuss about our firm. Let’s take
time after we’ve finished our in-
terview to cover  any quest ions
you may have. Now, let’s begin
w i t h  y o u r  p o s i t i o n  h e r e  –  t h e
ma jo r  r e spons ib i l i t i e s  o f  you r
j o b . ”

When the interview is over, the
consultant can take a reasonable
amount of time or schedule a spe-
cial meeting, if necessary, to an-
swer appropriate questions. This
is  t ime well  spent if  the inter-
viewee is  a  senior executive or
vital to the success of the engage-
men t .  I n  mos t  c a se s ,  howeve r ,
concerns about the qualifications
of the consultant or his firm are
put to rest by a thorough and pro-
fessional interview.

The Team Interview

On l a rge  engagemen t s  i t  o f t en
saves time if several consultants
interview the top executive or ex-
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ecutives to gain an overal l  per-
spective on the client company.
Usually, the consulting team will
include the project head and two
or  three  sub-group leaders .  The
advantage of the team interview
approach is that all key members
of the consulting firm get to hear
the same story from the top man-
agement  of  the cl ient  company.
The disadvantage is that the pres-
ence of several interviewers tends
to reduce spontaneity and may, if
not controlled, lead to a question/
a n s w e r  t y p e  o f  i n t e r v i e w .  T o
minimize this problem, the con-
sulting group should select a lead
interviewer who will conduct the
entire interview. The other con-
sultants present should take notes
and wait until the conclusion of
the  i n t e rv i ew  to  a sk  wha teve r
ques t i ons  t hey  w i sh .  I f  t h i s  i s
proper ly  done, the  i n t e rv i ewee
will focus on the lead interviewer
and become oblivious to the pres-
ence of  the other  people  in  the
room.

T h i s  a p p r o a c h  p r e s e r v e s  a s
much spontaneity as possible in
“If the
we wo
Robert
the situation, while still allowing
each consultant present to ask any
questions he has at the end of the
pattern interview.

In t e rv i ewing  i s  an  ex t ens ion
and special application of one’s
na tu ra l  i n t e rpe r sona l  sk i l l s .  I n
many cases, by 15 or 20 minutes
into the interview the relationship
will have developed into a com-
fortable, relaxed, and interesting
exercise for both parties. The dis-
cussion will flow easily, questions
don’t need softening, key points
can be probed and pinned down
without concern for sensitivity or
d e f e n s i v e n e s s . H o w e v e r ,
knowing the techniques for han-
dling different kinds of people and
some special situations will come
in handy for  any career  consul-
tant. Not even a book can cover
all the problem situations which
can arise during interviews.  In
this article we have discussed only
some of the more common ones.
For the rest, one’s common sense,
intui t ion,  and a sense of  humor
are his best guides to an appro-
priate response.
y only consulted as well as they play Pa
uldn’t be repossessing furniture.”
 E. Sabath
M r .  Q u a y ’ s  f o r t h c o m i n g  b o o k
contains examples of  interview
dialogue which illustrate “getting
t h e  i n t e r v i e w  s t a r t e d ”  a n d
“probing for pay dirt.” It also ex-
plains and illustrates techniques
for taking notes. In the appendices
are practice exercises and drills for
sharpening the skills of novice in-
terviewers.

This article, like the two previously pub-
lished in the Journal of Management
Consulting, has been adapted from a
book that is soon to be published.
John G. Quay CMC formed Quay Asso-
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