
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This learning module is not meant to provide a comprehensive summary 
of this topic. Rather, it aims to provide a useful introduction to the topic 
and we encourage you to use the links located throughout and at the end 
of the module to explore points of interest.  



Conducting Interviews  

There may be times during your placement 
when you will be required to conduct 
interviews. Interviewing is not simply asking 
questions and recording the answers ~ it can 
be an art. The more skilled you are in posing 
your questions and the more sensitive you are 
in listening to the answers, the better your 
interview will be.  
 
You can use this tool to learn: 

 how to plan and conduct an interview;  
 different types of questions and the importance of listening (actively) to 

the answers; and,  
 about conducting an effective intercultural interview.  
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Conducting the Research Interview  
 

I Don't Think I Would be Very Good at Interviewing 
Don't worry. You don't have to be born with the 
talent for interviewing. Think of it as having a 
conversation in which someone willingly shares 
information with you. 
 
Use the following information to help you prepare 
for your first interview: 
 

 Develop clear objectives. Clarify what you want to learn by asking 
yourself the following questions: 
 
• Are you looking for facts or opinions?  
• What type of questions might help you get the information? (Open or 

Closed – more about this later.)  
• Are the questions appropriate for the person's area of expertise?  
• Will the subject feel uncomfortable or uncertain about discussing this 

information? (Will they share information eagerly or reluctantly?)  
• Is privacy an issue? 
 

 Know how to achieve these objectives. Decide on the method for 
obtaining the information:  

 
• In person: this offers a great opportunity to see facial expressions and 

body language and it might be easier to develop a rapport, thereby 
making the interview more relaxed.  

• By phone: this is certainly the quickest.  
• By E-mail: This provides time for the subject to reflect on their 

answers (sacrificing spontaneity, but creating a record.) 
 

 Decide on the preferred location:  
 
• Your office: This provides you with an opportunity to arrange seating 

and will undoubtedly be more comfortable for you.  
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• Their office: They may feel more comfortable in their own 
surroundings, but there is more opportunity for, and less control over, 
interruptions.  

• Third location: Restaurants and hotel lobbies may be conveniently 
located; however, they don't provide a high level of privacy. 

 
 Set-up an appointment: 

 
• Phone to set-up the appointment.  
• Discuss how much of their time you think you might require.  
• Describe the purpose of your interview.  
• Discuss the question areas you wish to pursue.  
• Agree on the location. 

 
When planning your interview, consider the best approach and interview 
style for the host culture. Is this a culture where a relaxed and 
conversational style will be welcome, or would it be better to use a more 
formal approach? Consider whether the interview should be highly 
structured with a long list of questions or, alternatively, no structure at all.  
 
How Do I Start? 
Open your interview by repeating the purpose of your interview. This would 
be a good time to provide some information about what you plan to do with 
the information gathered from the interview. For example, will the 
interviewee's answers be attributed to him or her, or included in a collection 
of unattributed views (one of many interviews you plan to conduct)? 
 
Plan Your Questions in Advance 
Asking questions is the primary tool for seeking information or clarifying 
understanding. When preparing your questions in advance, it's useful to have 
a good understanding of the two different types of questions.  

 Closed Questions: These questions can be easily answered 'yes' or 'no' 
and are useful for confirming facts or obtaining specific information. 

 Open Questions: These questions are difficult to answer with a simple 
'yes' or 'no'. The subject feels free to answer in the way he or she 
chooses, providing a feeling of control and encouraging broader answers.  

 
Conducting Interviews  Page 5 of 14 
Young Professionals International Virtual Campus 
http://www.international.gc.ca/ypi-jpi/  

http://www.international.gc.ca/ypi-jpi/


Make Your Interview Feel Like a Conversation 
The better you are at asking questions, the more relaxed you both will feel 
and the more likely it will flow like a conversation.  
 
Keep the following guidelines in mind when posing questions: 
 

 Questions must be clear and understandable.  
 Place your questions in a logical sequence (a line of thought).  
 Attempt to make smooth transitions between sub-topics. Avoid jumping 

from one unrelated question to another.  
 Avoid asking leading questions; subjects may provide the answer they 

think you want.  
 Avoid multiple questions.  
 Vary the types of questions you ask (open and closed).  

 
During the Interview... 
As you begin to ask the questions, keep the following in mind:  
 

 Have your questions written out and in sight where you can glance at 
them throughout the interview.  

 New questions can be jotted down as you think of them - don't interrupt 
the flow.  

 Seek clarification; help your subject explain him or herself when 
necessary. What is the person really saying?  

 If they ask to go off the record - go for it! This may help you to 
understand the big picture and shape your thinking (but make sure you 
honour the agreement!).  

 Don't be too quick to allow others to sit in on the interview. 
Although they might be able to provide expert information, your 
interview might end up going off track. If necessary, arrange to 
interview them separately at a later date.  

 Paraphrase what you heard. The subject might want to put a different 
spin on things once he or she has heard how his or her remarks were 
interpreted.  

 Don't be afraid to phone back later to verify your understanding of key 
points.  

 If time permits, show the interviewee your final draft.  
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Finally... 
 

 Don't forget to introduce yourself.  
 Don't underestimate the power of small talk to put the other person 

(and you!) at ease and give the interview a less formal feel.  
 Don't forget to explain why you want to conduct t

interview. (The subject will relax more if he or she 
knows there's no hidden agenda.) 

he 
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 Don't forget to keep one eye on the clock.  
 Relax!  

Okay, I Feel More Confident About Asking Questions 
That's great. But remember, don't simply listen for the 
end of the answer so that you can pop the next question on your list. 
Consider what the interviewee is really saying.  
 
In fact, this would be a good time to use those active listening skills you 
may have learned about in Active Listening module. These skills are used to 
increase accuracy of understanding and to communicate interest in what the 
other person is saying.  
 
Keep the following in mind: 

 Be patient: Don't be tempted to finish a sentence for the interviewee 
who doesn't answer quickly enough (they may be trying to frame an 
answer - some people need more time than others).  

 
 Be sensitive: If the interviewee seems anxious or confused, it's possible 

they haven't understood or heard your question clearly. Try rephrasing 
or repeating the question.  

 
 Stay focussed: Good listening requires staying focussed. It's easy for 

the mind to wander and become distracted. Interviewers often find 
themselves thinking about their next question. The trick is to keep the 
mind busy with listening so that it isn't tempted to wander.  
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Conducting the Employment Interview
Planning, Arranging and Conducting 
Past performance is generally the best indicator of future job success. 
Knowing that someone has demonstrated competency in a skill is the most 
reliable indicator that a person will likely be able to demonstrate the same 
skill again in the future. The goal of the interview, therefore, should be to 
find out about the candidate's past experience relative to the skills needed 
for success in the job. Use the following to learn how to plan, arrange and 
conduct an effective job interview: 

Planning the Interview: Prepare a list of questions. These 
questions should be structured around the specific job-
related information you need. Consider the key skills the 
job requires when preparing your questions. 

Arranging the Interview:  The location can influence the 
tone of the conversation and the effectiveness of the 
interview. Choosing to conduct the interview in your office (even if it's 
private) means you have less control over distractions. If possible, try to 
choose a neutral location, such as a conference room, where you're less likely 
to be interrupted. Make sure the interview room is set up properly before 
you collect the candidate. 

Conducting the Interview:  Consider a team or a pair of interviewers. By 
involving more people in the process, you will gather better data.  
 

 As the interviewer, your job is to guide the conversation. However, 
it's important to avoid interrupting or talking too much. The more you 
talk, the less you'll learn about the candidate. Remember to use your 
active listening skills.  

 
 Put the candidate at ease. Candidates are more likely to share 

information with you if they feel relaxed. Don't forget to introduce 
yourself and ask if there are any questions. Let the candidate know that 
he or she can return to a question.  
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 Make each question count. Try to get complete statements. Don't 
hesitate to press for further information. If you don't understand, ask 
for clarification.  

 
 Manage the interview time. It may help to refer directly to the time: 

"We have about ten minutes left, so now I'd like to focus on..." If 
possible, leave some time at the end in order to revisit areas as needed. 
Don't be afraid to tell the candidate that you need to move on to a new 
question if they're taking too long to answer (or if you feel they've 
answered the question.)  

 
 Take notes or use an answer key. Balance note taking with maintaining 

rapport. Let the candidate know you'll be taking notes to ensure that you 
capture what is being said as accurately as possible. Remember to check 
back with the candidate if you're unsure of what you have noted. 

 
How do I know what Questions to Ask? 
Use as many open questions as possible to encourage lengthy answers or 
opinions. Remember, open questions often begin with how or why. Closed 
questions seek brief, specific answers and are useful for verifying 
information. It's also a good idea to use either behavioural or situational 
questions (or a combination of both).  
 
Use the following guidelines to help you prepare your questions: 
 

 Behavioural Questions:    These are questions that get at the candidate's 
ability or capacity to do the job. Your questions should ask for direct 
examples of how the candidate has used the key skills you require for the 
job. Behavioural questions ask for concrete descriptions of actual 
experiences. An example of a behavioural question would be, "I'd like you 
to think of a specific time when you had several demanding tasks 
competing for your attention. Describe the situation and tell me what you 
did." 

 
 Situational Questions:  These questions describe a hypothetical, but 

realistic, work situation and ask how the candidate would respond to it. 
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Situational questions are useful when interviewing a candidate who may 
be a recent graduate or new to the job market. 

 
 Try to memorize at least the first few questions on your list. This will 

make the interview appear more spontaneous and will help to put the 
candidate (and you) at ease. 

 
 It's important to ensure that you ask each candidate the same set of 

questions and take notes on separate worksheets for each candidate. It 
may be necessary to ask a different question to clarify information, but 
make sure you don't ask a fundamentally different question of one 
candidate than you ask of all candidates. 
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Cross-Cultural Interviews
Is there anything I should know about asking questions in another culture? 
Yes! In fact, how questions are asked and answered differs markedly from 
culture to culture creating the potential for miscommunication. Use the 
following guidelines when preparing and asking questions in 
a cross-cultural interview.  
 
Preparing Questions:  
 

 It's important to be careful how you word your 
questions (or you may get the answer the subject thinks you want.)  

 Be aware of how different cultures view direct or indirect questions. For 
some, a more direct approach to asking questions may cause discomfort; 
people from this culture may prefer a subtler, indirect approach.  

 Sentence structure should be clear and the words you use should be 
familiar. Try not to use slang or jargon.  

 
Asking Questions: 
 

 Keep questions specific and ask one at a ti
 Ask questions in the right order. This will 

conversation more easily.  
 Pause after each question. Be aware of the

patterns that exist in cultures. In North A
with those periods of silence we often ref
However, for many cultures, these periods
indicate contemplation.  

 
Answering Questions: How questions are answ
culture. For instance, in North American cultu
elicit a direct response. However, in some cult
opportunity for disclosing feelings and emotio
likely be indirect, with incidental information 
response and the direct response to the ques
result in misinterpretation on the part of the
initial response as the essence of the answer,
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Barriers to Cross-Cultural Communication 
Each of us defines normal behaviour according to our own cultural criteria, 
assuming similarities instead of differences. It is, therefore, important to 
be aware of our own cultural biases when conducting interviews. Other 
barriers to an effective interview include both verbal and non-verbal 
language, stereotyping (you hear what you expect to hear) and stress. 
 

Intercultural Reminder: Eye Contact  
Although in North American culture eye contact is a sign of listening and showing respect, 
in some others the exact opposite is true. Averting the eyes is more respectful. 

 
It's important to remember that questions may have the effect of 
encouraging or discouraging talk. However, by paying careful attention to the 
communication styles of your host culture, you will be more likely to plan an 
effective cross-cultural interview.  
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Effective Interview Techniques 
Checklist  
Use our checklist to help you prepare for your first interview or after every 
interview to improve your performance. 
 

 I carefully planned my questions in advance.  
 I sequenced my questions so that they flowed more like a 

conversation.  
 I used different types of questions (open and closed) to control the 

pace of the interview and to introduce variety.  
 I avoided multiple questions.  
 I checked my own understanding by paraphrasing, reflecting feelings 

and summarizing.  
 I practiced active listening.  
 I made the interviewee feel comfortable (friendly greeting, small talk, 

etc.)  
 I explained the purpose of the interview.  
 I maintained eye contact.  
 I probed for further information and asked impromptu questions 

where necessary.  
 I kept track of the time.  
 I checked back with the interviewee when I was unsure of my notes. 
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References and Resources 
 

Useful Links  
 
Conducting Interviews as Part of a Research Project by Guy Powles, 
University of the South Pacific (E) 
http://law.usp.ac.fj/easol/LA326/materials/f/Intaviu/view?searchterm=Guy%2520Powles
 
General Guidelines for Conducting Interviews by Carter McNamara, MBA, 
Ph.D. (E) 
http://www.managementhelp.org/evaluatn/intrview.htm
 
Guidelines on conducting interviews for applicants with a disability by the 
University of Nottingham (E) 
http://www.nottingham.ac.uk/sedu/recruitment/interview-conduct/guideconduct.php  
 
Sélectionner le collaborateur qu’il vous faut, le Journal du Management (F) 
http://management.journaldunet.com/dossiers/0512113recruter/selectionner.shtml
 
 

(B) = Bilingual Site (E) = English Site  (F) = French Site 
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