
Name and job title of the 
person responding to the
i n t e rv i e w.

How long have you known
the candidate?

In what capacity do you
know him/her?
( s u p e rv i s o r / p e e r / s u b o rd i n a t e )

How do you think the 
candidate would fit into the
position for which he/she has
applied? (after providing an
o v e rview of the position)

Based on your observ a t i o n s ,
what do you consider to be
this candidate’s stre n g t h s ?
We a k n e s s e s ?

Describe a situation that
illustrates how this candidate
handles conflict in the
w o r k p l a c e .

(If appropriate) Candidate’s
dates of employment with the
o rganization. Why did the
candidate leave? Would your
o rganization re h i re the
candidate if the opport u n i t y
p resented itself?
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The Art of
Reference
Checking

e su re to get perm i s s i on f rom
referen ces before providing thei r

names to potential employers.” Just abo ut
every arti cle wri t ten for job see kers
i n clu des that advi ce . Con s equ en t ly, it is
re a s on a ble to assume that most app l i c a n t s
do that. Af ter all , just abo ut everyone can
come up with a list of t h ree to five peop l e
who like them well en o u gh to say som e-
thing po s i tive .

So, how important can checking refer-
ences be? Is it really wise to spend time on
the telephone listening to a candidate’s
h a n d - p i cked con t acts ex to lling his or
her virtues?

Su rpri s i n gly en o u gh , the answer is
“ ye s .” App a ren t ly a lot of j ob see kers
i gn ore the wi s dom of obtaining perm i s-
s i on from their referen ce s , or maybe they
s i m p ly assume that no one wi ll ever bo t h-
er to ch eck . It’s amazing how many ti m e s
DHA rec ru i ters en co u n ter referen ces that
provi de nega tive or neutral inform a ti on .

Con t acting the HR dep a rtm ent of a
form er em p l oyer may net little beyon d
the dates of em p l oym ent and the po s i ti on
the em p l oyee occ u p i ed . Ot h er em p l oyee s
m ay be more likely to com m en t , t h o u gh
t h ey too may be instru cted to limit thei r
rem a rk s . The situ a ti on becomes even
m ore com p l i c a ted wh en third - p a rty

provi ders of human re s o u rce servi ces get
i nvo lved . Just as autom a ted tel eph one sys-
tems can prevent con t act with a “real per-
s on” in the absen ce of a specific name or
ex ten s i on nu m ber, these servi ces can pro-
vi de a barri er that limits con t act wi t h
those who have pers onal knowl ed ge of a
c a n d i d a te . That means placing a heavi er
rel i a n ce on candidate - su pp l i edreferen ce s .

Though reference checks can be con-
ducted by mail or by e-mail, telephone
remains the favored medium. Contacting
the referen ce by tel eph one of fers the
po ten tial em p l oyer an opportu n i ty to
devel op a ra pport with the referen ce .
While a set list of questions should be
covered, an advantage of the telephone
interview is that it offers the interviewer
an opportunity to ask follow-up ques-
tions should the reference’s remarks sug-
gest an area for investigation. It helps if
the interviewer is somewhat intuitive and
attends to verbal cues that may indicate
the reference either has more to say about
a subject or would prefer to avoid it.

The specific list of questions to be
answered in a reference interview varies
depending on the candidate’s level of
experience and the type of position for
which he or she has applied.
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