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REFERENCE CHECKING

Summary: 

The purpose of checking a reference is to obtain in confidence factual information about the past history of an applicant, as well as opinions regarding character, quality of work and suitability for the new position. Checking references may alert the employer to signs of incompetence, personality difficulty, undesirable personal habits or falsified qualifications. However, it must be remembered that many employers may be hesitant to give an unfavourable reference on a former employee. Nevertheless, it can be important to check factual details. If the job specification outlines particular qualifications or experience as being necessary, then you should check the documentation for these qualifications and verify previous employment details. This should be done before the person is hired.
THREE TYPES OF REFERENCES

1. Personal recommendations or character references. These are of little value in the employment situation, proving not much more than that the bearer has a couple of friends!

2. Documentary evidence — educational certificates, trade qualifications, tertiary qualifications, course certificates, trade union membership, etc. Documentary evidence such as entry permits and visas should be sought from foreign nationals seeking employment. It is illegal to employ a foreign national without the correct entry status. 

a. When checking qualifications, you need to be familiar with the types of documents, such as trades certificates, and the authorities who have issued them. If you accept word of mouth assurances about documentation, you need to be prepared for the possibility that fake references have been given. If it is crucial to the work, for example trade union policy or government licensing regulations, then you must check. Where possible, you should ask applicants to provide original documents to verify their qualifications, but note that this may be difficult for some immigrants who apply.

3.  Statements of work experience or certificates of service from previous employers. 

OBTAINING REFERENCES

· The most common method used to contact previous employers is by telephone. This method is usually quickest, and employers appear to feel that they receive more "honest" information this way, as referees do not have to commit themselves to print. 

· Employers are strongly advised, however, against seeking or checking references by dialling mobile phone numbers, unless the identity of the person being called can definitely be verified. When asking job applicants to provide contact details for referees, it may help to request specifically that information other than mobile numbers be supplied. 

· Reference checking may also be done via email. 

· A reference request can contain a variety of information. It should always verify factual information, such as dates of employment, positions held, salary, attendance and time-keeping and reason for leaving. 

· On a more subjective level, the referee may be asked for an opinion of the applicant's quality and quantity of work, reliability, honesty, cooperativeness, potential, strong and weak points, and whether the referee would re-employ the applicant. As mentioned above, the answers to the subjective questions may not always be a reliable guide. For example, unfavourable circumstances may have existed which do not apply in the new job. 

· Other information which may be sought in specific cases may include promotional, career path and training aspects; relationships with peers, subordinates and superiors; special projects; personal style and absenteeism record. 

· Questioning former employers about the way someone has behaved under pressure or in particular "critical incident" situations may also obtain useful information. 

· Many techniques used in interviewing will be useful here, particularly active listening, using open-ended questions and encouraging a free flow of information. 

· Organisations which frequently check references may use a standardised form, such as the following examples. A written form should set out the relevant information supplied by the applicant and request its verification

. 

REFERENCE CHECK TEMPLATE

Candidate:

Position applied for:

Company Name:

Date:

Referee Name:

Referee Company:

Referee Position:

Questions

*Questions to be tailored to specific position
Referee Verification:

Resume Verification:

Reasons for Leaving/ Eligibility for rehire:

Strength/ Accomplishments:

Areas for Improvement:

Interpersonal/ Teamwork Skills:

Work Ethic (i.e. reliable/punctual):

Customer Service Skills:

Suitability for the position:

Other referees recommended:
DISCREPENCIES

The following are the most common discrepancies which a reference check may reveal: 

· Salary/wages may have been overstated, in an attempt to obtain higher wages from a new employer.

· Period of service may be extended, for instance to cover up a period of unemployment, illness, imprisonment, a dismissal or a job that did not work out. Note also that an applicant could also cover up this period by claiming to be self-employed, travelling overseas or working for a company no longer in business. Documents that verify this could be obtained, such as incorporation certificates, passports or group certificates, but in practice these would be very difficult to obtain.

· The reason for leaving may be altered, as the real one was unfavourable.

· Job title or responsibilities may be exaggerated, either in the hope of obtaining a more senior position or moving into a new job area in which the applicant has no previous experience. 

WHOM TO CONTACT

· Since the most relevant referee information about job applicants will concern prior work experience, it is usual to contact one or several of the applicants' immediate supervisor

· Applicants will usually suggest referees favourable to themselves. Thus it is important to select several rather than single referees, and to request permission to contact them personally rather than through applicant-supplied written references. This allows multiple perspectives and enables interviewers to collect information in ways especially relevant to job description

· In cases where applicants are unwilling to permit contact with immediate supervisors, the reasons should be discussed with applicants at interview and respected, and alternative referees sought. Clients, customers or previous supervisors may be useful options. If inability to contact a referee would prejudice an applicant's application, this should be pointed out to the applicant.
DUTY OF CARE
·  In the context of employment references, the duty of care refers to the degree of care that a normally skilful member of the HR profession may be reasonably expected to exercise in the actual circumstances of the particular case. This will often be a subjective judgment, which depends on a range of circumstances. 

· The following situations may be relevant: 

· An employer may have to consider whether the hiring of a person will have a detrimental effect on the products or services provided by the organisation. For example, the employer may be liable for negligence if the conduct of an employee results in harm to another person. Liability might occur if the employee was incapable of performing a job properly and reference checking would have alerted an employer to this, but was not carried out.

· On the other hand, an employee who is placed in a job for which he/she is unsuitable or unqualified and is subsequently injured may be able to take legal action against an employer if reference checking would have averted the situation.

· If an outside agency or consultant conducts the reference checking process on behalf of the organisation, the latter may still be liable for any adverse consequences as the recipient of the information (although in some cases the agency/consultant may be liable for negligence).

· It is essential to seek an applicant's permission to contact his or her present employer before doing so. If this applicant is unsuccessful and is forced to remain in the current job, it is feasible that the applicant could take action against the organisation which sought a reference without permission if there are adverse consequences in his/her job (such as termination of employment or being passed over for subsequent promotions). 

· Note, however, that there is no corresponding duty of disclosure on the part of the applicant/employee. An applicant may refuse to supply or give permission to seek references. Where this approach will adversely affect the applicant's chances of success, this should be pointed out to the applicant at the time. This does not mean, however, that an applicant is entitled to deliberately deceive an employer. 

· Note that a genuinely cooperative candidate may properly refuse to give any information which is sought with a discriminatory motive. So an answer to a question about religion for a position which has nothing to do with religion may be rightfully refused. This would apply equally to questions about adherence to political parties or voting habits. 

DEFAMATION

In seeking references on employees, employers should be alert not to defame any applicant (that is, publish or disseminate false and derogatory statements about them). Maintaining confidentiality is the best way to avoid problems. 

Note that an employer may be able to claim qualified privilege under defamation laws, as long as a statement was not motivated by malice. 

RE-HIRING OF PREVIOUS EMPLOYEES

1. Simple matter to check HR/payroll records to see how long the person worked, in what position, and the reason for leaving. 

2. You may also want to check with any employees who may have worked with the person previously. 

· These two approaches will indicate whether or not you should re-employ the person — unless of course your organisation has a clearly defined policy regarding the employment or otherwise of ex-employees. 

· The reason for the employee leaving the organisation previously should be carefully considered, and assessment made as to whether the same cause could recur and result in him or her leaving a second time. For example, if the reason was inadequate salary or lack of promotional opportunities, these should be checked with regard to the new position. The reason for the employee leaving the present job should also be checked for similarity. 

If you are re-employing a previous employee, it may be necessary to make clear the position in regard to superannuation, long service leave, parental leave and sick leave entitlements. Some employers may be under the impression that previous service could be counted in calculating these entitlements and in most cases this is not so.
