
 
 
 

 

Reference Checks 
 A Summary of Workforce Research Evidence Relevant to the Child Welfare Field 

 
What are reference checks? 
Reference checks are hiring tools, typically used as one of the last steps in the hiring process.  
“A reference check generally involves contacting applicants’ former employers, supervisors, co-
workers, and educators to verify previous employment and to obtain information about the 
individual’s knowledge, skills, abilities and character” (Society for Human Resource 
Management, 2020, p. 1). For example, potential employers use this as an opportunity to get 
additional information about applicants’ job performance, communication, time management, 
teamwork, professionalism; honesty; and attention to detail (Hendricks, Rupayana, Puchalski, & 
Robie, 2018).   

The questions used on reference checks depend on the specific job requirements and areas in 
which a reference would have had an opportunity to observe the applicant (U.S. Merit Systems 
Protection Board, 2005). Example questions include: “Could you give me a brief description of 
the duties the candidate performed?” “What were the candidate’s strengths?” “What were the 
candidate’s weaknesses or areas where the candidate could improve?” “How would you 
describe the candidate’s relationships with coworkers, subordinates, and supervisors?” (U.S. 
Office of Personnel Management, n.d.).  

Most organizations complete reference checks as part of their hiring process. (Society for 
Human Resource Management, 2017). Nonetheless, there are many differences in the 
approach and information received (Hendricks et al., 2018; Schmidt, Oh, & Shaffer, 2016; U.S. 
Merit Systems Protection Board, 2005; U.S. Office of Personnel Management, n.d.):  

• Person conducting the reference checks (hiring manager, human resources 
representative)  

• Mode of communication (in person, over the phone, or in writing)  
• Length (typically somewhere between 5 and 60 minutes) 
• Number of questions   
• Focus of the questions (e.g., verifying candidate’s assertions, past performance, 

skills/abilities) 
• Format (ratings, open-ended questions)   
• Degree of structure and standardization (varying questions across references and 

candidates or using the same set of questions for all references and candidates)  
• Timing of the reference check (typically just prior to making offers of employment or 

after an offer that is contingent on the results of the reference check) 
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• Number of references contacted (often between one and five, but typically three) 
• Extent to which the candidate provides consent (e.g., no consent, candidate provides a 

list of references, candidate provides written consent for the prospective employer to 
contact specific references) 

• Extent to which former employers provide information (e.g., refusing to participate; 
providing only job title and dates of employment; or providing more insightful 
information such as job performance, the reason for the candidate’s departure, or 
whether the candidate is eligible for rehire) 

To some extent, the difference in the amount of information former employers are willing to 
provide stems from changes in the legal landscape (Cooper, 2001; Woska, 2007). In the 1970s 
and 1980s, some people sued their former employers regarding the reference given to 
prospective employers. Lawsuits tended to focus on defamation or breach of privacy. There 
were also lawsuits against former employers who gave references but did not disclose safety 
concerns associated with the former employee. Then, organizations stopped participating in 
reference checks or agreed only to verify employment. In response, many states enacted laws 
protecting former employers who give honest, good-faith references. Although some 
organizations now give robust references, the shift back to this level of comfort has been slow. 
More structure and guidance may provide increased comfort: “Liability avoidance may be 
achieved when employers establish uniform procedures for responding to reference inquiries 
and coordinate with counsel in designing waivers and releases for reference and background 
investigations” (Woska, 2007, p. 88). 

Why are reference checks valuable? 
Reference checks are valuable because they are moderately associated with job performance 
(Hunter & Hunter, 1984). They are also viewed favorably by candidates (Anderson, Salgado, & 
Hulsheger, 2010). There is no meta-analytic evidence of the connection between reference 
checks and other workforce outcomes, such as employee attitudes or turnover.  

Given the vast differences in the way that reference checks are implemented as well as the 
limited research regarding the link between reference checks and outcomes of interest, further 
evaluation is needed. For example, it would help to know the connection between reference 
checks and other workforce outcomes, determine how much information employers are giving, 
and explore whether the kind of information received changes the association between 
reference checks and job performance. A great starting point may be to explore the different 
ways in which child welfare agencies perform reference checks and evaluate the extent to 
which those differences are associated with hiring decisions, subsequent performance, 
employee attitudes, and turnover. 

 



QIC-WD Takeaways 
► Reference checks can differ across many factors (e.g., who completes the reference 

check, how many references are contacted). 
► Reference checks can be useful hiring tools that lead to higher performance among 

new hires. 
► Reference checks are viewed favorably by candidates.  
► The effectiveness of a reference check may depend on the amount of information 

provided by the previous employer. More research is needed to determine if this is 
true.  

► Reference checks are not intended to improve turnover, and there are no meta-
analyses assessing that connection. Because they lead to better performance, 
however, it is possible that use of reference checks may reduce involuntary turnover 
caused by poor performance.  

► A reference check should be developed on the basis of a job analysis and, as with all 
hiring assessments, should not target knowledge, skills, or situations that will be 
covered in training. 

► As a decision point in the hiring process, reference checks are subject to certain 
professional and legal guidelines. It is recommended that agencies consult with an 
expert for assistance. 
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