Case 9: Interviewing the Client

The Business Problem (or Opportunity)

A+ Accounting has been very successful.  So successful, that neither Wayne nor Mindy have taken a vacation in years.  Both Mindy and Wayne are increasingly mindful of Wayne’s age and they fact that they have not had a vacation.  They want to spend time together traveling, but are unsure how to travel and still run the business.  Over the years, they have cultivated a very close relationship with their clients, as well as constant contact with the daily business management of a few of their client businesses.  Recall that this close customer care is part of their company mission, as well as a true differentiator from other accounting firms.  Thus, any absence from the “office” is extremely difficult.

Mindy and Wayne have asked three IT vendors to meet with them and provide potential solutions to enable remote work.

Understanding the client’s needs has very little to do with the technology.  A+ Accounting seems like a small business with a very simple technological solution.  The mistakes that vendors make with this type of proposal are in focusing on the technology and not on the customer.

Mindy met with three vendors.  Each vendor arrived on schedule, was courteous, and seemed to have some great ideas about solving A+ Accounting’s vacation dilemma.  As happy as Mindy was with all three vendors, not all of the vendors were able to understand how to interview Mindy.  In fact, two of the vendors were so focused on the technology and getting answers to pre-planned questions, that they never really connected with Mindy.

Here are some standard interview questions that the vendors asked:

Standard Interview Questions

	Table 1: Standard Interview Questions



	1.  What hardware and software do you currently have?

	2.  Do the computers you have meet your needs?

	3.  Are you considering purchasing another laptop?

	4.  What is your budget?

	5.  How soon would you want the work done?

	6.  What is your tolerance for “down time?”


All three vendors asked questions similar to these.  The responses were generally unusable, and summarized in the following table:

	Table 2: Interview Question Responses



	1.  What hardware and software do you currently have?

Well, the one desktop has Windows 2000 on it, and the other has Windows 98.  The newer desktop is fairly fast, but the older one is not.  I do not know what kind of memory or speed either has.  They both seem to have adequate storage.



	2.  Do the computers you have meet your needs?

Yes.



	3.  Are you considering purchasing another laptop?

No – we only need one, because we work in the office the majority of the time.  I take the laptop to client meetings only.



	4.  What is your budget?

There is no budget.  We don’t want to spend much money.



	5.  How soon would you want the work done?

I am not sure…



	6. What is your tolerance for “down time?”

Down time?  You mean with the computers not working???  …. No, we absolutely cannot have any of that.




The answers represent a fundamental problem with dealing with customers.  Customers do not know what they want, how much is reasonable to spend or even what is technologically feasible.

Two of the vendors left their requirements gathering interview very frustrated.  One commented that it was “impossible to help people who had no idea what they wanted.”  Both vendors decided to propose systems that they thought were the “right” solution for A+ Accounting.  

The successful vendor weeded through common conversations and created questions to find out what Wayne and Mindy really wanted.   

Recall the previous case when we learned about the business:

A+ Accounting is a small family owned and operated business.  It has been in existence for 32 years, and is very successful.  The firm operates out of the home of Mindy and Wayne, and has done so since its inception.  Customers are treated like family – they are welcome anytime and without appointment.  Some clients have been with the company for over 20 years.  Clients range from high profile businesses and individuals in the movie industry to other mom and pop businesses.  Most business customers started off very small and grew mightily during their relationship.

The company mission is to provide personal service and excellent tax advice at competitive prices.  Their goal is for every customer to feel like part of the family, and to be close friends.  Mindy and Wayne have actively followed their mission in every aspect of their client interactions.  They have been rewarded with life-long friendships and a referral-only business that does not advertise. 

We also learned valuable information about Wayne and Mindy themselves:

Mindy and Wayne are both well educated in non-technology fields.  Indeed, neither Wayne nor Mindy are early adopters of technology.  Through their behavior, they can be classified as late majority adopters.  

Although Mindy is not an early adopter, she likes new technology and is very interested in the ‘latest’ tool for her work.  Unfortunately, upon interviewing Wayne and Mindy, we find that this is a cause for marital discord (minor, of course!).  Wayne gets frustrated with Mindy for buying the latest gadgets, and then not using them when they prove difficult or intimidating.  He would rather that she learn a new technology before she purchases it.

Mindy, on the other hand, thinks that Wayne is reluctant to see new ways of doing business.  She wants him to embrace the business and help her make it even more successful.

The successful IT vendor understood that common questions do not elicit a good client dialogue when the client does not have a strong technical background.  The vendor, Jon, modified the questions to get a better understanding of the business, as well as Mindy and Wayne.  Some of his example interview questions are listed in the following table:

	Table 3: Better First/Second Round Interview Questions



	1.  How often in a day do your clients come to your office without an appointment?

	2.  I know you said that you wanted to travel more.  Where do you like to go?

	3.  Think about the last time your computer stopped working.  Were you able to get any work done?

	4.  When are the slower times of the year work-wise?

	5.  When you are in your office, do you like to work at your desk only?  Or, would you like to be able to work outside on your deck?


The responses to these questions were much more usable and both the questions and answers led the vendor to more questions that gave the company an even better insight into the kind of system that Wayne and Mindy could use.

	Table 4: Interview Question Responses



	1.  How often in a day do your clients come to your office without an appointment?

Actually, not too often – maybe 3 or 4 times a week.  Most of the time, they call or email.



	2.  I know you said that you wanted to travel more.  Where do you like to go?

Well, we love Hawaii.  And, we were thinking of going to Lake Tahoe sometime.



	3.  Think about the last time your computer stopped working.  Were you able to get any work done?

Some – I made phone calls.  



	4.  When are the slower times of the year work-wise?

Things get a little slower in June and July.



	5.  When you are in your office, do you like to work at your desk only?  Or, would you like to be able to work outside on your deck?

I really like the idea of working outside.  I find it very peaceful.




From these answers and the content of previous discussions (noted in the background of the people and company), the vendor created more questions.  Ultimately, all three vendors came up with one or more of the following solutions: Virtual Private Networks, Wireless Network, and  the use of a website alternative: Go To My PC.
Case Summary


Wayne and Mindy would like to take more vacations.  However, the small family owned and run business is tied to the office by both the way it does business and by technology.  A+ Accounting is looking for IT solutions to address this problem  In this case, vendors interviewed Mindy and gathered requirements for what Mindy and Wayne would want from a new system.  The vendors tried technical questions and questions not suited to the personalities of Mindy and Wayne.  However, the vendor that was ultimately successful in proposing a new system asked different questions that were able to elicit usable answers and content that led to a better understanding of the clients’ needs.

CASE 9 Questions

1.  Why is it important to create good interview questions?

2.  Read the interview questions created by the successful vendor.  How are they different from the more standard questions used by the other vendors?

3.  All of the questions in Table 3 resolve a specific technical issue or question that Jon, the vendor, wanted to know.  Go through each of the questions in Table 3 and describe the key information that Jon was trying to find out.

	Table 3: Better First/Second Round Interview Questions



	1.  How often in a day do your clients come to your office without an appointment?



	2.  I know you said that you wanted to travel more.  Where do you like to go?



	3.  Think about the last time your computer stopped working.  Were you able to get any work done?



	4.  When are the slower times of the year work-wise?



	5.  When you are in your office, do you like to work at your desk only?  Or, would you like to be able to work outside on your deck?




4.  Jon asked more questions based on the answers (in Table 4) that he got.  What do you think are good follow-up questions?

	Table 4: Interview Question Responses



	1.  How often in a day do your clients come to your office without an appointment?

Actually, not too often – maybe 3 or 4 times a week.  Most of the time, they call or email.



	2.  I know you said that you wanted to travel more.  Where do you like to go?

Well, we love Hawaii.  And, we were thinking of going to Lake Tahoe sometime.



	3.  Think about the last time your computer stopped working.  Were you able to get any work done?

Some – I made phone calls.  



	4.  When are the slower times of the year work-wise?

Things get a little slower in June and July.



	5.  When you are in your office, do you like to work at your desk only?  Or, would you like to be able to work outside on your deck?

I really like the idea of working outside.  I find it very peaceful.




5.  
a. Visit a professor you know on campus.  Find at least five specific art pieces, pictures, books, etc. and identify your professor’s hobbies and interests.  List both the items you saw, and the hobbies and interests.


b.  Based on your answer in part a, create interview questions to find out more about the professor’s hobbies.  

6.  Consider your answer to #5.  Do you think that understanding your professor more would help you to propose a better information system for him or her?  Why or why not?
