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Reference Check Guidelines




People who make hiring decisions should (need to) check references as part of the selection process. Checking multiple references demonstrates that reasonable care was used in the hiring process. Information from references through telephone calls or letters of recommendation is likely to prove very useful in evaluating a candidate's skills, training, experience, and ability to perform position duties. Multiple references allow supervisors to look for consistency among comments. Checking references may provide insight that was not able to determine through the interview process and may save on managing possible performance concerns later on.

When seriously considering a candidate who is a current or former UW-Madison employee, hiring administrators, supervisors or HR staff should conduct an internal reference check that would include current or former supervisors. The division HR office will contact the Office of Human Resources (OHR) if the employee’s personnel file is maintained centrally. OHR will provide division HR staff with pertinent information about the employee’s performance. Hiring administrators are encouraged to check relevant HR systems such as Human Resources System (HRS), Enterprise Performance Management System (EPM), and Interactive Query Library to access a finalist’s available historical employment data. 
 
Verify licenses and degrees if they are important to the position. One of the most common résumé deceptions is claiming to hold a degree that was never conferred or a license that was never issued. If appropriate, call the state licensing board  or the college or university registrar’s office for confirmation that a critical degree or license was granted. 

Some candidates will ask their references to submit letters on their behalf. Others will simply list the names and addresses of references to be contacted. Telephone references are the most effective means of covering specific topics and asking follow-up questions to get more information about a candidate, especially when you’re able to ask and clarify about topics that came up through the interviews.

The most useful references generally come from former supervisors. Peers and subordinates are also excellent references. 
 
Take notes during the reference check and place them in the candidate's folder. 

You can modify the form of Sample Reference Check Questions on the following page to use as a guide to meet your particular needs. Remember to give candidates advance notice that you will be checking their references, which may include contacting people they did not identify as a reference. Hiring administrators, supervisors or HR staff should contact current or former supervisors even if the finalist did not provide supervisory references. Use the following guidelines to conduct all telephone reference checks, whether the candidate is an internal employee or an external candidate: 
· Introduce yourself and explain why you are calling. 
· Ask whether it is a convenient time to talk. 
· Briefly describe the position the candidate applied for. 
· Confirm the relationship between the person giving the reference and the candidate. 
· Verify basic duties such as job title, duties, salary, and dates of employment. 
· Be consistent! Ask the same questions about all final candidates and weigh the information equally; what disqualifies one candidate should disqualify any candidate.
· Request personal and work references.
· Don’t request information about race, color, religion, gender, sexual orientation, national origin, disability, or age.
· Don’t ask questions that can be answered with “yes” or “no.” Be sure that all questions are open-ended and relate directly to job performance.
· Don’t ask a reference any questions that you’re not permitted to ask the candidate.





SAMPLE REFERENCE CHECK QUESTIONS

Date: 				 
Candidate's Name: 					 		Employment Dates: 				
Reference Check provided by: 						Title: 						
Organization: 								Phone Number: ______________________________ 
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1. What was the nature and length of your relationship with the candidate? 
2. How long have you known, worked with or supervised this individual? 
3. What were the candidate’s beginning and ending employment dates?
4. What position(s) did the candidate hold? What was the salary history?
5. What were the candidate’s most recent job duties? 
6. How would you describe the candidate’s institutional and personnel leadership skills?
7. Please describe the candidate’s ability to make good political judgements and work with senior leadership?
8. Why did the candidate leave the position? (if relevant)
9. Describe how the candidate reacted in stressful situations. Be specific.
10. How does the candidate handle difficult people and work to resolve conflict?
11. Has the candidate mainly served the role of implementer or initiator of projects and proposals?
12. What balance does the candidate achieve between working independently and checking in with stakeholders and supervisors?
13. Does the candidate always interact with others in a tactful manner? Explain.
14. What are the candidate’s key accomplishments or impacts on the organization?
15. What can you tell me about the quality and quantity of the candidate’s work? 
16. How would you describe this person’s ability to meet deadlines? 
17. What kind of supervision did this person require? 
18. How well did this person get along with management and peers? 
19. In what ways is this person a team player? 
20. How would you describe this candidate’s attitude toward work? 
21. How would you describe the candidate’s overall performance? 
22. How was this person’s attendance? Was he or she punctual? 
23. Why did this individual leave your organization? 
24. Would you reemploy this person if you had the opportunity? 
25. Is there any more job-related information you would like to add? 

Optional questions to ask professionals, managers, or executives: 
26. How would you describe this candidate’s leadership, managerial, or supervisory skills? 
27. Describe the quality of this candidate’s written and verbal communication skills. 
28. How do you rate this candidate’s ability to plan short-term? Long-term? 
29. Provide examples in which this person had to make sound and timely decisions. What were the results? 
30. Did this person plan and administer a budget? If so, what was the size, and how did this person manage it? 
31. How would you describe this candidate’s technical skills? 
32. How well did this person manage crisis, pressure, or stress? 
33. How many people did this person directly supervise, for how long, and what were their levels (professional, administrative, blue collar, technical)?
34. What area of development could the candidate focus on?
35. If you were to offer advice on how best to guide this person, what would it be?
36. Would you hire or want to work with this person again? ____ Yes ____ No (If no, then why?) 
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