
 

 

 

Checking references 
 

What is reference checking? 

Reference checking aims to confirm what the applicant has told you in the interview and to identify 

any potential hiring risks.  It is best to make up a standard set of questions to ask each applicant’s 

referees. Then you should add any questions that are unique to an applicant, such as specific 

concerns, areas where you require more detail or points to clarify from the interview. 

Remember that legally you can only contact referees that the applicant has nominated. 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Why is it important to check references? 

During an interview all parties are usually on their best behaviour – this can sometimes lead to false 

impressions. Reference checking is absolutely critical to ensure that the information you were given in 

the interview is correct and also to understand how the applicant has performed and behaved in the 

past. Past behaviour is usually the best indicator of future performance.   

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Questions you could ask: 

Below is a list of questions which might be appropriate to ask an applicant’s referees. These 

questions are a guide only, some questions will not be applicable or appropriate, but they provide a 

good starting point. Of course, additional and/or specific questions can and should be added.  

 Confirm the time period that your applicant worked for the referee. 

 Confirm what their job title was. 

 Confirm who they reported to. 

 Confirm/ask what their general duties were. 

 What were their strong points on the job? 

 What characteristics does the referee most admire about him/her? 

 Did they supervise other people?   

 How many? 

 How effectively? 

 Was a team environment created? 

  

This factsheet will help you to: 

 Understand what reference checking is and why it is important 

 Prepare a list of questions to ask referees 

 Think about how to identify false references 

  



 

 

 

 Did they have any areas of weakness? 

 How did they manage these? 

 How did they try to improve in these areas? 

 How well do they relate to other people? 

 Are they a team player? 

 Do you think they are in the right career? 

 How far do you think they can go? 

 How did they handle conflict? 

 What changes did you observe in their behaviour whilst they worked with you? 

 What was their major accomplishment whilst working with you? 

 What training do you think they require or would benefit from? 

 What is the best way to work with them? 

 Do you have any suggestions for maximising their talent and effectiveness? 

 How would you rate their overall job performance on a scale of 1 to 10 (10 being high)? 

 Would you employ them again? 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

How to identify false references: 

Remember that both written and verbal references can be falsified and therefore it is important to get 

more than one reference for each applicant. A written reference in particular is easy to falsify and so 

should never be taken at face value – it should be verified with a phone call to the person who wrote 

it. Asking detailed questions about the person’s role should help to identify if you are being lied to 

during a verbal reference. Being prepared with a list of questions can help with this. 

 


