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Guide: Pros and cons of reference checks
While reference checks are a common step in recruitment, they possess distinct advantages and limitations.
5 positives of reference checks
1. Verification of facts and skills: References allow employers to confirm an applicant’s work history, job duties, education and qualifications and technical skills.
2. Insight into performance and fit: References provide a third person view of an applicant’s past job performance, their strengths and weaknesses, and how well they work in a team.
3. Red flag identification: References help identify potential warning signs that might have been missed in other assessments such as an interview including dishonesty, performance issues or misconduct.
4. Assessing work style: Referees can provide insight into how an applicant responds under pressure, how they take feedback and how they deal with changing priorities.
5. Risk management: By verifying information, references help protect the agency from hiring the wrong person which can cause poor morale, high turnover costs and other issues.
5 negatives of reference checks
1. Overly positive bias: Most references are overwhelmingly positive because applicants choose select people who speak highly of them or referees are reluctant to harm a career, leading to skewed information.
2. Time consuming process: Chasing, scheduling and conducting reference can add significant time to the hiring process, particularly in competitive markets when expediency is important.
3. Legal and privacy restrictions: Some organisations do not allow their staff to be referees or to give references due to legal risks, limiting references to confirmation of dates of employment.
4. Low reliability as a predictor: Research indicates that reference checks have only moderate validity in predicting future job performance, with some sources claiming limited accuracy.
5. Potential for inconsistency/discrimination: If not structured, varying questions and subjective interpretations by the interviewer can lead to biased hiring decisions.
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