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access & use  All Staff 

what it is 

A guide that helps us ensure a standard and consistent method is used when: 

 Reviewing applications and resumes submitted by job applicants 
 Determining which applicants should be granted a preliminary telephone 

screen interview 

who uses it HR, Managers, and Staff involved in reviewing applications for the purpose of 
shortlisting or disqualifying job applicants 
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Introduction 
This guide describes a process for reviewing and sorting applications for a posted position.  It should be 
read by any Company employee undertaking this task as it provides helpful guidance and ensures we all 
do it basically the same way. 

If you have questions after reading this or need further assistance, please contact CUSTOMIZER: Insert 
the title of the contact (not the name).  Example:  the HR Manager. 

Preparing 
If you’re looking for the perfect candidate, you probably won’t succeed.  It’s simply not realistic to 
expect any candidate to rank high on every single skill, competency, education, experience and trait you 
have on your wish-list for the position. So, before you start reviewing applications, be very clear about 
what you must have and what would be nice-to-have.   

Before you start reviewing applications for the open position:   

 Create your Top 5 list of ‛must-have’ skills and qualifications for the position.  These are likely in 
the job posting, but it’s also a good idea to review the position job description and probationary 
period review form created by the Hiring Manager.   

Note:  These Top 5 skills and qualifications will also be used to create your phone screen 
questions. 

 Identify the minimum and maximum number of shortlisted candidates who will proceed to 
phone screens at the end of the application review process.  This will help you figure out how 
high to put the bar when rating and ranking applications—too high and you won’t have anyone 
to interview; too low and you’ll be doing phone screens for days.   

 Set aside a block of time to for the first scan of each application, ideally in one sitting, so you 
look at each one using the same lens and can build momentum.  Allow enough time to open, 
scan, rate and close each application and record notes—about 3-5 minutes per application.  For 
example, if you have 50 applications to review, block up to 4 hours of uninterrupted time.  

Reviewing Applications 

Step 1 – Do a Quick Scan 

You can often identify unqualified or unsuitable applicants quickly in your initial scan of applications. 
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A complete HR Toolkit for small business to 
create and maintain your HR fundamentals.    

Create your HR materials 

• 260+ premium templates to create  
contracts, employee manuals, forms, 
spreadsheets and manager guides 

• Download your HR folders 

• Identify your HR priorities 

• 22 HR topics 

• Create HR intranet 

Support your HR Function 

• COVID-19 Portal 

• Legislation Portal 

• Remote Workforce Portal 

• Mental Health Portal 

• Diversity & Inclusion Portal 

• Weekly updates, email notifications 

• Help & support. With real humans! 

 HR Toolkit for Small Business, but made for HR 
consultants with the following differences:  

• Special licensing for use with clients 

• Additional module + additional download of 
pre-assembled folders and templates to 
create your own master HR toolkit to 
re-use for new clients 

• Pricing.   
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NOTE:  Don’t print all those 
applications, especially for 
the initial scan! 

Save paper and money—
review applications online 
and make your notes in the 
Applicant Tracking 
Spreadsheet for the position. 

It may seem harsh to eliminate applicants after a surface scan, but if you have a lot of applications, you 
need to set your standards and stick to them. Hiring is a time-consuming process. It’s advisable to 
narrow the field as quickly as possible so you can spend your valuable time considering only qualified 
applicants. 

In the initial scan: 

 Keep your ‘Top 5’ list front and center to make sure you consider all applications through the 
same filter and avoid distraction by ‘shiny objects’. 

 Eliminate applicants who do not have experience relevant to 
the position. Applicants should have included recent experience 
in the same sector or position, or explained in their cover letter 
why they believe their skills are transferrable. 

 Give special consideration to internal applicants.  We already 
know them and they know us.  If an internal applicant is a good 
fit, has some related experience and is motivated to learn, they 
might be a very strong candidate. 

 If you have a mix of solicited and unsolicited applications, focus first on the solicited 
applications—those who have actually applied for the position.  

Step 2 – Review the Cover Letter 

At this point, you’ve already shortened the list of qualified applicants, so the decision to select 
candidates for the preliminary telephone screen depends on more subtle clues.  

The cover letter can often give you a feel for the personality of the applicant and highlight relevant 
information. In fact, some business leaders base their decision to interview on the applicant’s cover 
letter because they believe that personality and cultural ‛fit’ are the most important factors, and that 
candidates can be trained if their skills require upgrading. 

If you have requested any additional material, such as work samples, this is the stage to examine them.  

When reading a cover letter, consider the following: 

 Is this a custom cover letter written specifically for the position or is it a generic template? 

 Does the letter tell you why the applicant applied for the specific position or why they want to 
work for our Company? 

 Did the applicant highlight their achievements? 

 Is the letter well-written with no grammar or spelling errors? 

 Does the presentation and language style fit with Company values? PR
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 Has the candidate proactively explained any gaps in employment history or a frequent change 
of employers?  

 Are the work samples relevant to the position? 

 Does the cover letter make you want to meet the person who wrote it?  Is it creative and 
original? 

Step 3 – Review the Resume 

It is highly desirable that candidates create a custom resume for each job they apply for, so they can 
highlight experience and skills relevant to the position. With this in mind, consider the following: 

 Has the applicant highlighted experience and skills relevant to the position, or is this a generic 
resume?  

 In addition to having the Top 5 ‛must-have’ skills and qualifications for the position, do they 
have any of the ‛nice-to-have’ skills? 

 Does the candidate have work experience in our sector or a closely related industry/sector? 

 Is there evidence of career progress and/or increasing levels of responsibility? 

 Are there multiple shifts in career path or is the applicant developing a career in our sector?  

 Are there unexplained gaps, evidence of decreasing responsibility, or other ‛red flags’ in the 
resume? If so, are they accounted for and addressed to your satisfaction in the cover letter? 
Note: A savvy applicant shows that they are aware of how you might view specific issues, such 
as employment gaps or frequent job changes, and gives a valid explanation. 

Sorting Applications 
Sort applications into four categories:  Yes, No, Maybe, and Future Potential. 

“Yes” 

Applications that you categorize as a definite “Yes” for a phone screen should meet the following 
minimum criteria: 

 Candidate has all the ‛must have’ skills and qualifications stipulated in the job posting. 

 Candidate has experience at the desired level, e.g., Supervisor, Manager or Vice-President. 
Note:  Titles can be deceiving.  A Manager-level position in a large, high profile corporation may 
be equivalent to a Director or even VP-Level position in a small business. 

 Application includes a customized cover letter. 

 The cover letter proactively addresses any potential red flags in the resume. 
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“No” 

We usually eliminate applications that: 

 Lack one or more qualifications from the ‛must have’ criteria. 

 Lack a degree, license, or credential required for the position. 

 Contain grammar and spelling errors, or other careless mistakes, particularly if the position 
requires strong writing or editing skills, or careful attention to detail.  

 Are presented in a way that doesn’t fit with Company values.  For example, the language is too 
casual, or too formal, or unprofessional, or disrespectful. 

 Fail to follow directions in the job posting.  For example, requested work samples have not been 
provided, or cover letter and resume have been submitted as separate files.  

 List a salary expectation outside the budget. 

 Show a history of unexplained employment gaps. 

 Show multiple shifts in career paths. 

 Are submitted by applicants who do not live in our geographical area, unless the position has a 
budget for relocation.  

“Maybe” 

Things are seldom black and white, and more often than not, the “maybes” out-number the obvious 
“yes” and “no’s”.   

Set aside an application for further review when the applicant: 

 Is missing one or two elements from the ‛must-have’ list, but the cover letter and presentation 
are so compelling that you want to give him/her a chance. 

 Is missing one or two elements from the ‛must-have’ list, but was referred with a good 
recommendation from someone you trust, or you have some connection to the applicant’s 
previous work experience and can easily find out more information.  

 Has no recent experience relevant to the position, but lists strong past experience.   

 Has strong experience in the position, but not in our industry. 

 Has strong experience in the industry, but not in this position.   

 Has caught your attention, but you’re too early in the process of reviewing applications to know 
if he/she is a strong candidate in relation to the others. 

If your “Yes” pile is sparse at the end of the application review process, revisit the “Maybe” pile.  By the 
time you’ve been through all the applications, you’ll have a benchmark for a good candidate based on 
comparing applications, and will be able to more easily categorize applications as “Yes” or “No”.    PR
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“Future Potential” 

Reviewing all those applications can benefit more than just your open position.  Put on your ‘Company 
hat’ and consider the hours and hours of Company time spent on recruiting and hiring by every 
application reviewer, interviewer, and administrator.    

How can we maximize return on that investment?  By the time you’ve sifted through resumes, 
conducted phone screens and led two rounds of in-person interviews, you know quite a bit about each 
candidate.  There may be you wish you could hire, but they’re missing some key element required for 
the position.  Or maybe you’ve been lucky and have more strong candidates than open positions. 

Share that information with HR!  Record your notes and impressions of candidates so we don’t have to 
repeat all that work when another position opens up, and the next Hiring Manager (which might even 
be you) can benefit from the investment made. 

Once You Have a Short List… 
Once you have a short list and you’re ready to start scheduling phone screen interviews, search public 
networking sites such as LinkedIn for additional insight on potential candidates. For example, you may 
want to compare the job experience provided in a resume with the work history posted on the 
candidate’s LinkedIn profile.  Or, if the information is accessible, you may look at the candidate’s 
business relationships and networks, since these can be considered valuable assets in some roles. 

CUSTOMIZER: Insert references and limitations based on employment law in your region to make sure 
you are complying with any required regulations that may be relevant to your candidate selection and 
short listing. ss 

Limited or No Suitable Candidates Identified 
What if after all that work, your pool of suitable candidates is too small or non-existent? Once you get 
past the surprise, frustration or discouragement, you have a few options: 

 Re-visit the “Maybe” applications.  Now that you’ve been through all the applications, you 
should be able to more easily categorize them as “Yes” or “No”.   

 Re-visit all the applications using a different lens.  Is your Top 5 list reasonable?  Did you turn it 
into a Top 10 or 20 list?  Have you been looking for someone too much like you?  Before you 
consider other options, re-examine the applicant pool and make sure there are truly no suitable 
applicants.  If the position is very specialized or requires a rare skill set, finding 6-9 applicants to 
participate in a phone screen may be unreasonable. You may be doing well to find 2 or 3. 

 

 

This template is included in the ConnectsUs HRTM Toolkits. 

 

 

 

Set up your HR Department  Create HR for Clients 

A complete HR Toolkit for small business to 
create and maintain your HR fundamentals.    

Create your HR materials 

• 260+ premium templates to create  
contracts, employee manuals, forms, 
spreadsheets and manager guides 

• Download your HR folders 

• Identify your HR priorities 

• 22 HR topics 

• Create HR intranet 

Support your HR Function 

• COVID-19 Portal 

• Legislation Portal 

• Remote Workforce Portal 

• Mental Health Portal 

• Diversity & Inclusion Portal 

• Weekly updates, email notifications 

• Help & support. With real humans! 

 HR Toolkit for Small Business, but made for HR 
consultants with the following differences:  

• Special licensing for use with clients 

• Additional module + additional download of 
pre-assembled folders and templates to 
create your own master HR toolkit to 
re-use for new clients 

• Pricing.   

 

This page is not available for preview.  

Sign up for a free Trial and download this template now!  Link in footer. 

http://www.connectsus.com/
http://www.connectsus.com/licenses/overview


 
 

Reviewing Applications Guide 
 

Copyright © ConnectsUs HRTM 7 / 7 Document #: TA-HR-5505-R-1.0 
This is a generic template for reference only. Consult current legislation in your area to ensure compliance. Document Owner: HR 
This file includes embedded ConnectsUs identifiers. Prohibited use without a valid license. Learn more Last Updated: <insert date> 

 Extend the application deadline.  Perhaps the closing date was set too soon for applicants to 
respond, or the advertisement wasn’t published until a day or two before the closing date.  This 
may be a good option especially if applications continued to arrive after the posting close date, 
or you learn of people who wanted to apply but didn’t have time to get an application ready. 

 Review the job posting, revise, and re-post/re-advertise in the same locations.  Are the 
required skills and experience are reasonable and achievable?  Will people with those skills and 
experience really want to do this position, for that salary, in that location?  If there are only 2 
people in the world with the required skills and experience (and 1 of them is you), you probably 
need to re-examine what’s really essential for a candidate to bring to the job, and what you can 
train after they’re hired. 

 Review the posting, leave as is, and re-post/re-advertise in new locations.  Sometimes the 
posting is perfect, but we’re looking in all the wrong places.  Do a bit of research.  Find out 
where people with related skills already work, and where those companies advertise.  If the job 
market is very competitive for people with the skills your open position needs, think outside the 
box.  Are there related industries that people could transfer from with a bit of training?  Where 
do they find workers? 

 Consider hiring a head hunter or recruiting agency.  If the position is very specialized, or at a 
senior level, a professional recruiter may have better success finding suitable candidates, 
especially if you’re having to do this off the side of your desk.  It will cost you more, but 
depending on the position, it may be worth it. 

There are always good people willing to consider a new position.  The trick is figuring out how to find 
them, or help them find you. 
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