
From a small West Texas tow n , rock band Los Lonely Boy s
reached national fame by blending multiple rock influences
into their own distinctive style and selling it to audiences

a c ross the country. Los Lonely Boys offer fans a fre s h , unique and
i n n ova t ive sound all their ow n , yet one can hear in their songs the
u n m i s t a k a ble influences of rock pioneers Stevie Ray Va u g h n ,
Ritchie Va l e n s , Chuck Berry and Carlos Santana. In an interv i ew
posted on the band’s Web site, g u i t a rist Henry Garza descri b e d
their sound this way : “I call it my music bu rrito theory. What we ’ve
done is made like our own tort i l l a , with all the knowledge of all
the greats that are out there … we put ’em inside the tort i l l a , fold it
up in there, we make our own bu rrito and we ’re sellin’ it to the
wo r l d .”

A re moderators like rock stars? Ye s , to the extent that there is an
a rtistic element to what we do, a natural talent, and we build upon
this talent through inspiration from others - in our case, f e l l ow
m o d e r a t o rs .T h e re are further similari t i e s : successful rock stars have
good managers , successful moderators have good mentors . R o c k
s t a rs reach fame by constantly taking the stage, re h e a rsing and per-
f o rm i n g , until they produce a sound that sells out concert s .
M o d e r a t o rs hone their skills one focus group at a time, until they
build a reputation for delive ring actionabl e, s t r a t e gic qualitative

i n f o rm a t i o n .

Be inspire d
As a burgeoning qualitative
re s e a rc h e r, I realize the value of
optimizing my moderating style
by drawing from the techniques of
other moderators . I prefer to fol-
l ow the approach taken by Los
Lonely Boy s : re c ognize yo u r
innate stre n g t h s , d r aw from mu l t i-
ple artistic influences, and bl e n d
into a unique style that accom-
plishes the end goal - pleasing the
a u d i e n c e. In the case of Los

Lonely Boy s , t h ey took their Tejano music ro o t s , m i xed in ro c k
influences and created a new sound altog e t h e r. While the purp o s e
of the “ p e r f o rm a n c e ” is quite differe n t , m o d e r a t o rs and rock stars
both need to offer fans/clients something fre s h , e f f e c t ive and fulfill-
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ing to keep them coming back.
Since moving into an exclusive l y

q u a l i t a t ive role six months ago, I
h ave been strongly influenced by
veteran moderators at M/A/R/C
as well as by excellent RIVA
Training Institute instru c t o rs .T h u s ,
I have blended specific techniques
and approaches I learned fro m
these great moderators into my
own style. H e re are a few examples
of my moderating influences:

• From Will Leskin, M / A / R / C
R e s e a rc h : his patient approach and
i n t e rv i ew timing and pacing, w h i c h
put respondents at ease, t h e re by
eliciting rich inform a t i o n . I have
also picked up on Wi l l ’s cre a t ive
use of worksheets during focus
groups as a time-saving means to
obtain unbiased responses fro m
p a rt i c i p a n t s .

• From Joan Tre i s t m a n ,
M/A/R/C Researc h : her ability to
be assert ive and direct with re s p o n-
dents to obtain key inform a t i o n
without appearing assert ive or
d i re c t , a difficult skill to master bu t
vital to the task at hand.

• From V ivian T h o n g e r, R I VA
i n s t ru c t o r: her vibrant pre s e n c e
combined with smooth politeness
l ivens up re s p o n d e n t s , e a rns their
respect and centers control in the
ro o m .

• From Sandra Kluttz, R I VA
i n s t ru c t o r: her ability to keep the
energy flowing through the ro o m
by throwing out bits of humor and
wit while expertly fading into the
b a c k ground once respondents open
u p. I also value her effective use of
s h o rt , simple questions to extract
clear and detailed answe rs fro m
p a rt i c i p a n t s .

I interv i ewed Kluttz to find out
m o re about her inspirations and
influences during her 18 ye a rs of
m o d e r a t i n g . She was drawn to
moderating by the cre a t ivity it
d e m a n d s . Early exposure to other
m o d e r a t o rs made her realize that
some techniques would work for
her and some wo u l d n ’t . “ I t ’s like
fashion-magazine shopping.Yo u
look at things and think, ‘ T h a t ’s

b e a u t i f u l , but there ’s no way it
would ever look good on me.’ I t ’s
the same with moderating.You can
t ry it, adapt it, and make it yo u r
ow n .T h a t ’s being the authentic
yo u ,” she say s . The ultimate benefit
of using your own style? The more
authentic you are with re s p o n-
d e n t s , the more authentic their
responses will be.

Find a mentor
While rock stars find managers
who can guide the band to stard o m
t h rough lucrative re c o rd label con-
t r a c t s , c o n c e rt bookings and pro-
m o t i o n s , m o d e r a t o rs need mentors
who can guide, l i s t e n , advise and
teach best practices. M e n t o rs are
also likely to be those who have
the strongest influence on yo u r
moderating style.

Training and development expert
and author Chip Bell (1996)
d e s c r ibes the best mentors as
“ fa c i l i t a t o rs and catalysts in a
p rocess of discove ry and insight”
who “practice their skills with a
combination of never-ending com-
p a s s i o n , c rystal-clear commu n i c a-
t i o n , and a sincere joy in the ro l e
of being a helper along a journ ey
t owa rd mastery.” ( p. 8) I find Bell’s
definition of a mentor complete in
the context of qualitative re s e a rc h ,
and I am fortunate to have a men-
tor who fits the bill perfectly. M y
p ri m a ry mentor and superv i s o r,
Will Leskin, is not only an influ-
ence on my personal moderating
style but also a fa c i l i t a t o r, a helper,
and a guide to me during my
m e t a m o rphosis into a qualitative
re s e a rc h e r.

For those new to a qualitative
re s e a rch care e r, I recommend find-
ing a good mentor to help yo u
master the art of moderating. I
t u rned to Leskin and RIVA
founder and mentor extraord i n a i re
Naomi Henderson to describe the
key characteristics of a good men-
t o r. In summary, a good mentor
does the follow i n g :

Ta kes a parent-child appro a c h
i n i t i a l l y ; s e rves as a re s o u rce later.

The parent-child appro a c h
d e s c ribes the mentor’s desire to sat-
isfy the pro t é g é ’s initial curi o s i t y
and eagerness to learn , u l t i m a t e l y
helping the protégé grow, re a c h
potential and succeed as a unique
i n d iv i d u a l , just as a parent does a
c h i l d . Leskin considers his mentor
role to evo l ve from an interd e-
pendent relationship into a passive,
ava i l a ble re s o u rce once the pro t é g é
has gained a foundation of expert-
i s e : “ I n i t i a l l y, t h e re is a pare n t / c h i l d
dynamic to the re l a t i o n s h i p. I am
lending my experience to the per-
son I am mentoring because almost
eve ry situation is new, and there
a re pro blems/issues that they ’ve
n ever encountered before.
E ve n t u a l l y, my role evo l ves into
being one of the re s o u rce we l l s
that the person dips their cup into
f rom time to time when they ru n
d ry.”

M a rries your skills to new
i n s i g h t .
H e n d e rson believes good mentors
add new insight to the pro t é g é ’s
existing skills and abilities so yo u
“come out on the other side with
a better pro d u c t ,” thus fostering the
a f o rementioned concept of using
outside influences to optimize yo u r
p e rsonal style.This is not a “ d o
what I do and you’ll be fine”
a p p ro a c h , she say s . This doesn’t
account for gender, a g e, c u l t u re,
re f e rence and personality differ-
e n c e s . R a t h e r, a mentor should
encourage a protégé to model the
“ e x c e l l e n c e ” of the mentor, n o t
c o py the mentor.This ensures the
authenticity of moderating style
and the ultimate authenticity of
i n f o rmation obtained.

Uses a Socratic style of teaching.
Two of Henders o n ’s early influ-
e n c e rs and mentors , NLP founders
John Grinder and Richard Bandler,
use a Socratic method of teaching,
w h e re the instructor asks the class
the question, and lets the class fig-
u re it out. H e n d e rson explains the
application to moderating: “ Try it
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out and see if it wo r k s . Not know-
ing is the best way to learn new
i n f o rm a t i o n .” C o n s e q u e n t l y, s h e
models her approach to RIVA
training after this method, a “do it,
and we’ll coach you to excellence,
not tell you how to do it”
a p p ro a c h .

A mentor must also be a good
l i s t e n e r, e n g a ging in what she calls
i n t e rstitial listening (listening to
what is not said as well as what is
s a i d ) , p robing for the underlying,
s u bliminal question or issue, t h e re-
by helping the protégé on a mu c h
deeper leve l .

Each of these mentor qualities
s u p p o rts the aforementioned con-
cept that successful moderating
stems from blending outside influ-
ences into your own style to opti-
mize the authenticity of the mod-
erating technique and, u l t i m a t e l y,
the authenticity of the inform a t i o n
o b t a i n e d . Assuming your mentor is
a fellow moderator, h e re are tacti-
cal ways to use your mentorship as
a means to achieve moderating
s u c c e s s :

• Observe your mentor moderat-
ing as often as possible via in-per-
son or whichever technolog y
works best with your schedule (i.e. ,
We b c a s t , C D s , a u d i o t a p e s ) .

• Ask your mentor to view yo u r
i n t e rv i ews and offer constru c t ive
c ri t i c i s m .

• Collaborate with your mentor
on qualitative re s e a rch design, d i s-
cussion guides, re p o rting and
re p o rt i n g .

• Most import a n t : welcome the
a d v i c e, hear it, then make it yo u r
ow n !

Ta ke the stage : p r a c t i c e,
p r a c t i c e, p r a c t i c e
Rock stars do not become who
t h ey are simply by having talent
and a unique style. T h ey take the
stage and master their sound and
style one performance at a time,
re h e a rsing with the band and
i m p roving upon each live perform-
a n c e.This is how Los Lonely Boy s
reached amazing fame from their
h u m ble ro o t s . “Our dad told us the
sky was the limit so we would just
listen and listen and listen and ke p t
p l ay i n ’ and learn i n ’ and practicin’
t h rough our whole childhood,
n ever stopping,” Garza said.

M o d e r a t o rs are no differe n t .
Until I have established a loyal fol-
l ow i n g , I can hone my moderating
skills by taking the stage in a va ri-
ety of way s :

• Conduct mock focus gro u p s
with employees and fr iends pri o r
to conducting live gro u p s . M o c k
groups serve a dual purp o s e : d eve l-
oping your moderating abilities and
optimizing the information draw n
f rom the live gro u p s , since you will

h ave practiced the mechanics of
the discussion guide.

• Conduct pro bono focus
groups for a commu n i t y, c h a ri t a bl e
cause or company or organization
on a shoestring bu d g e t . No one
will turn you dow n !

• Be your company ’s resident in-
house moderator for internal ini-
t i a t ives such as designing new wo r k
p rocesses and pro d u c t s .

Be a star
S o, with a mentor to guide me, I
c o n t i nue to listen, o b s e rve and
l e a rn new techniques via other
m o d e r a t o rs to enhance my ow n
s t y l e, with the aim of offering a
f re s h , e f f e c t ive approach to draw-
ing out consumer thoughts and
b e h av i o r.The more I perform my
a rt before actual respondents and
c l i e n t s , the more unique and va l u-
a ble I’ll become as a moderator.
Then perhaps one day clients will
d e s c r ibe my moderating in the
way fans describe Los Lonely
B oy s ’ mu s i c : “ rife with engagi n g
h o o k s , e x p re s s ive lyrics and
melodic sumptuousness.” A lofty
a i m , p e r h a p s , but I’ll strive to
e n s u re that I meet clients’ re s e a rc h
o b j e c t ive s , help them achieve their
business objectives and inspire
them to call me back for another
p e r f o rm a n c e. | Q


