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Interviews 101: The Basics of In-Person and Phone Interviews
Interviewing confidently and efficiently is one of the most important parts of growing your business.  
But most companies struggle with a few of the nuances that the interview process can bring.

Maybe you’ve got all the right ideas, but need help putting your plans into actions. Perhaps you’re a  
hiring manager, a first-time recruiter, or a small business owner struggling to find talent. Or, you’re just  
not quite sure how to approach an interview what questions to ask and objectives to set.

Interviewing, whether over the phone or in person, requires the right mix of tenacity and patience.  
The goal of the process is to find the ideal candidate by narrowing down the playing field, one interview  
at a time. You may have the perfect candidate sitting in front of you, but if you don’t ask the right  
questions, that applicant may slip through your fingers.

This Interview Guide offers a straightforward approach to interviewing top candidates. The aim is to  
simplify and streamline the methods involved in the process.

Take the guesswork out of the hiring process. Use this guide as a stepping-stone on your way to  
becoming a great interviewer today! 
 
The Difference Between Phone Interviews and In-Person Interviews

So, you’ve got a great candidate on your hands, and you’re ready to conduct an interview! Before diving in,  
it is important to understand the difference between a phone interview and an in-person interview. 

Phone Interview In Person Interview

Who: Recruiter, Talent Acquisition Specialist, 
Manager (small businesses)

Who: Hiring Manager, Talent Acquisition Manager/
Specialist, HR Manager, Company Owner (small 
business)

Structure: One-on-one interview between candidate 
and interviewer

Structure: Can take many forms including  
one-on-one, group, or panel

Length/Duration: Keep it short but sweet! 
15-20 minutes max

Length/Duration: Dependent on role and structure, 
but generally 30+ minutes

Objective/Goals: Opportunity to get to know the 
candidate, opportunity for candidate to ask initial 
questions about the company and the role, eliminate 
under- qualified or poor candidates

Objective/Goals: Prevent good candidates from 
being incorrectly assessed, assess competencies, 
motivation, and fit with company values, clarify any 
lingering role perceptions, narrow down applicants to 
shortlist of high-quality candidates
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Interviews 101: The Basics of In-Person and Phone Interviews
One of the biggest mistakes an employer makes is overlooking the importance of their role in the  
interview process. Assessing candidates is obviously the goal, but it’s vital to remember that an  
interview is a two-way street. Applicants are deciding if your company is a good fit for them, too.

Why is this Important?

Employers that think an interview is solely a tool to evaluate potential employees are missing the mark.  
The job market is oversaturated with companies vying for top talent! It’s becoming increasingly hard to 
attract, not to mention hire, great candidates.

Give your candidates the best interview experience by:

1. Greeting the candidate enthusiastically

2. Actively listening during the interview

3. Being punctual

4. Managing body language and tone of voice  
• Be mindful of body language – what message are you conveying to the candidate?  
  E.g. yawning, fidgeting, crossing your arms, etc.

5. Setting expectations 
• Set and manage expectations about the role. Explain the interview process to the candidate.  
  For example, tell the candidate that you will call them for a phone interview.

6. Demonstrating transparency  
• Be open and honest about the process.  
• Share next steps, time frame of the process, etc.

7. Inquiring  
• Ask open-ended questions.

8. Conversing  
• Treat the interview like a conversation, rather than a Q&A.

9. Preparing 
• Read the job advertisement and the candidate’s resume, and review company policies,  
  mission statements, and values.

10. Planning  
• Review details about the length of the interview, the structure, who will be involved,  
  the location, and any other relevant information.
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The 5 Types of Questions You Should Be Asking and Why

1 Ice-breakers + Rapport-building
• Sets the tone for the interview.

• Helps candidate feel at ease.

• Improves the candidate’s experience.

2 Credentials + Experience
• Allows the hiring manager to assess whether the candidate possesses the basic skills  

required for the role.

• Provides insight into previous roles and responsibilities the candidate may have had.

3 Personality + Values
• Determines if candidate is a good fit with company’s values, vision, and culture.

• Helps determine if the candidate has growth potential.

• Shows whether the candidate possesses the soft skills required for the role.

4 Behaviour + Problem Solving
• Provides insight into a candidate’s past behaviour, which can, in turn, provide insight into a 

candidate’s future behaviour.

• Analyzes a candidate’s strengths and weaknesses.

5 Communication + Leadership Style
• Assesses a candidate’s ability to communicate effectively and work with others.

• Evaluates a candidate’s leadership potential and growth opportunities.
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The 5 Types of Questions You Should Be Asking: Sample Questions

1 Ice-breakers + Rapport-building
• Did you have trouble finding the building? 

• How was the traffic on your way here? 

• How is your week going? How did you hear about this role? 

• Tell me about yourself.

2 Credentials + Experience
• How does your experience prepare you for this role? 

• What specific skills did you learn from your last job? 

• Describe the three most significant accomplishments from your last role. 

• What is the most important thing you learned at your last job? 

• What parts of your previous job did you particularly like/dislike?

3 Personality + Values
• Do you prefer to work by yourself or with others? Why? 

• Describe your style as a team player. What is your preferred management style? 

• What are five words others would use to describe your work habits? 

• What have you done that shows initiative and willingness at work?
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4 Behaviour + Problem Solving
• What are the essential elements of effective problem solving? 

• Tell me about a time where you felt defeated. How did you respond? 

• Talk about a time you were under a lot of pressure. What was going on,  
and how did you get through it? 

• Tell me about a time you failed. How did you deal with the situation? 

• Give me an example of a time you faced a conflict while working on a team.  
How did you handle that?

5 Communication + Leadership Style
• What are the most important characteristics of an effective leader? 

• How do you achieve objectives in a  
fast-paced environment? 

• What are three strategies you use to effectively communicate with others? 

• How can a supervisor establish effective communication with staff? 

• Give me an example of a time where you encountered miscommunication. How did you 
resolve it?

The 5 Types of Questions You Should Be Asking: Sample Questions
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Protected Grounds — Why this Is Important for You
An essential aspect of interviewing is to be aware of the potential of unintentionally discriminating against 
a candidate. It is illegal for an employer to discriminate against a person based on protected grounds (i.e., 
race, religion, gender). Companies have a legal obligation to only ask objective questions pertaining to the 
job. This is more difficult than it seems for new interviewers. Therefore, it is key to understand provincial 
and federal Human Rights legislation to avoid asking interview questions that could be considered 
discriminatory. 
 
Would You Pass the Protected Grounds Test?

Look over the following interview questions and choose the questions that can be asked in an interview  
with a candidate. Check the box beside the questions that may pose a human rights violation  
(answers at bottom of page).

1. Are you a Canadian citizen?

2. What are your career goals for the next five years?

3.  Why are you leaving your current job?

4. I went to the same high school as you! What year did you graduate?

5. Do you like kids? Do you plan on having any?

6. What are you looking for in terms of compensation?

7. Have you ever been arrested?

8. Are you married?

9. What do you like to do outside of work?

10. Wow! I love your accent – where are you from?

Answers: 1, 4, 5, 7, 8, 10 are all illegal questions to ask candidates in an interview.
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A Roadmap to Optimize Your Interviews
There is a strategy behind effective interviewing, and it involves understanding the sequences and steps 
of a good interview. Asking the right questions will help you determine if a candidate is a good fit for the 
company. So, how do you figure out what the ‘right’ questions are? How do you know which questions will 
magically show you the path to the perfect candidate?

Finding the right candidate really comes down to asking relevant questions in a cohesive and organized 
manner. The best interviewers all have something in common – they understand the process. They figure 
out who their candidates are, their motivators, and their passions. They go beyond the job ad and job 
description and really dig into what the role entails. Finally, they recognize that it is key to tailor interview 
questions based on the process. 

Audience
• Figure out who your candidates are and what they value. 

• Understanding your audience can help with your employer branding, recruitment,  
and hiring. Not sure how to understand your audience fully? 

• Refer to our Candidate Persona Tool for a guide on how to read your audience and 
target ideal candidates!

Role
• Review the job advertisement and the job description.

• Understanding the role helps determine which candidates will be successful.

• Need to create a brand-new role and not sure how to start?  
Refer to our Role Discovery Tool.

Process
• Understanding the role, and the audience correlates directly with the process.

• Remember to structure the process according to the audience and the role.

• Adapt your interview questions to the role you are hiring for.

• Tailor the interview process — an entry-level project coordinator and a CFO  
will have very different interview formats, structures, etc.
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Worksheet: Your Bona Fide Guide to a Successful Interview
Now it’s time to put pens to paper and figure out the perfect recipe for your ideal interview! 
 
Step 1: Consider your audience and tailor the interview structure accordingly. Who are your ideal 
candidates? What are the values and characteristics of the candidate you want to hire?

Step 2: Determine the role you want to interview for. Review the job description and/or the job 
advertisement. What are some traits or technical skills that an applicant should have? 
 
 
 

 
Step 3: Look at “The 5 Types of Interview Questions” and select questions that are relevant to the role 
you’re hiring for. Choose as many as you want, but try to include at least one from each category.

Intro – Use an Ice-breaker to set your candidate at ease! 
 
 
 
 

Experience | Personality | Behaviour | Communication | Leadership | Technical and Job Specific

Conclusion – Set expectations by explaining the next steps in the process!
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