Reference Checks: Know What You're Getting Into

Congratulations. You've found the perfect person for your vacancy. Their credentials look impeccable and they aced the interview. But before you make a formal offer to what looks like the successful candidate there's one more important step in the staffing process to be carried out, the reference check. A reference check allows you to talk to people who know the candidate and if you ask the right questions can tell you all about them including their strengths and weaknesses. This part of the staffing process is also about protecting the organization because hiring the wrong person, or even worse someone who is not really who they say they are, can cost you a lot of time, energy and money later on.

A reference check will allow you to confirm the information which a job applicant has provided including their past work experience and academic or professional credentials. Up to thirty percent of all job applicants lie on their resume or fudge the facts to make themselves look better and it's better to find out now than to be sorry in the future. In addition to confirming the basic facts about an applicant the reference check lets you probe deeper into the candidate's abilities and potential with people who have worked with or supervised them in the past.

Job candidates who are selected for an interview should be told to bring a list of their references with them interview. During the interview you should advise them that you may be contacting their references and ask for their permission to do so. You should have at least two references for each candidate and many organizations insist on having three references to follow up with.

Once you have what you believe to be the most qualified candidate for the position you can begin the reference check process. The best person to do the reference check is someone from the selection panel, preferably the person who will be the new employee's supervisor or manager. They have seen the applicant in action at the interview and since they may be working with them in the future they can benefit most from any insight that the references can provide.

You should have a list of standard questions prepared before you start so that the answers are consistent and you can compare notes from the different references which have been provided. There are a number of restrictions on what you can ask in a reference check. The questions must be job related and cannot ask about a person's age, ethnicity, religion, disabilities, or marital status. If you are unsure about a particular area of questioning then you can check with your Human Resources section or your legal counsel.

When you call for a reference check you should identify yourself, your job title and the organization you work for. Tell the person on the other end of the line that you are calling about a reference for a person whom you have interviewed and are considering hiring them for a particular position. You should also tell them a little about the position you are filling so that they can comment appropriately about the applicant's abilities to carry out that role.

You can tell the reference that your list of questions is brief and that it should take you about fifteen or twenty minutes of their time to conduct the reference check. People are very busy and this might encourage them to be more accommodating. It also ensures that you stick to your script in carrying out the task. The questions should focus on confirming the employment status, experience, and abilities of the candidate and as far as possible in a short period of time to get some idea of their strengths and weaknesses and their capacity to perform in the new capacity with your organization. In closing you should ask the reference if they would rehire the candidate. This just might give you a better read on the candidate than any of the other questions in the reference check.

You may have difficulty reaching a particular reference and after leaving several messages or waiting a couple of days you can re-contact the applicant and ask for another reference. If they can't or won't provide one then you might wish to reconsider your selection. It may or may not be anything major, but it is a red flag that you shouldn't ignore. Another problem that you might run into is that many organizations are beginning to adopt a "no reference" policy and will only confirm that the person worked there, the dates they worked and their job title. You can still try and get as much information as possible from the reference provided and hopefully at least one other of the references will give you the information you require.

