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Prospective Employee Reference Check Guide 

Purpose
Reference checks are a critical step in the hiring process, helping to verify employment history, confirm job performance, and provide insight into a candidate’s work habits, reliability, and professional demeanor. Keep in mind that applicants typically choose references who will speak positively about them, so while the feedback may not be the deciding factor, it can provide useful context that supports a more informed evaluation. This guide offers a structured approach to ensure consistency, fairness, and compliance.
Planning Your Question Set
When preparing for a reference check, keep it focused and intentional:
· Clarify what you want to learn about the candidate, such as the candidate’s performance, reliability, teamwork, technical skills, and/or leadership. 
· Identify 2–3 areas most critical for success in the role. 
· Draft 6–8 core questions that address those areas, keeping them specific and practical.
· For specialized or senior-level roles, expand to 10–12 targeted questions if needed.
· Avoid overly general or redundant questions that don’t provide useful insight.

Sample Reference Questions
(Adjust or add questions based on the position being filled and the nature of the reference’s relationship with the candidate.)
1. How do you know the candidate, and what was the nature of your working relationship?
2. What were the candidate’s primary responsibilities in their role?
3. How would you describe their job performance?
4. What strengths did you observe in their work?
5. Were there any areas that needed improvement or development?
6. How did they respond to feedback and supervision?
7. Can you comment on their reliability and punctuality?
8. How did they work with colleagues, supervisors, or customers?
9. Can you share an example of how they handled a challenging situation?
10. If you had the opportunity, would you consider collaborating with this person again? Why or why not?
11. Is there anything else you think we should know to help us make an informed decision?
Beginning the Conversation
When contacting a reference:
· Introduce yourself, your role, and the purpose of the call.
· Confirm the reference’s relationship with the candidate and how long they worked together.
· Reassure them that the conversation is confidential and will be used only to assess the candidate’s fit for the role in question.
· Ask follow-up questions if a response needs clarification.
· Keep the call around 10–15 minutes to respect the reference’s time while still gathering meaningful insights.

Evaluating the Information	Comment by Urbina, June: Please note that the references may not provide negative feedback. Read between the lines. Know that it may not drive your decision, but it may give you additional context about the candidate
After gathering references:
· Compare feedback across multiple references for consistency.
· Look for patterns in strengths and concerns.
· Consider the role’s requirements when weighing feedback.

Applicant Name: _____________________________________ Position: ______________________________________
Reference Name: _____________________________________ Title/Relation: _________________________________
Person Checking Reference: _____________________________ Date: ________________________________________
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