Career Transition

PROVIDING REFERENCE CHECKS

Be Sure to Ask First
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Most job seekers know they will be asked for references at some point in their job search. Still, it is amazing at how many job seekers have no clue how best to go about providing them. 

Perhaps the most common mistake job seekers make is failing to ask the people they want to list as references for permission before providing their names to prospective employers. Nothing will cause a huge bright red flag to go up more quickly in a prospective employer's mind than to have a reference decline to comment, duck behind company policy or say something like, "Well, I had no idea so-and-so was looking for another job!" Or worse yet, "I can't imagine why so-and-so would list me as a reference. We didn't get along all that well." We have actually heard references make comments like these, because the person seeking employment had failed to ask them first. 

There are many comments that reflect this reactive approach to supplying references: 

· My employer has a policy against releasing anything but dates of employment and confirmation of job titles. How do I come up with references? 

· How do I know what my references are saying about me? 

The very nature of these questions suggests a reactive, rather than proactive, approach. If you're in the midst of a job search, you are not a helpless pawn in the employee selection process. Here are some simple things you can do to be proactive: 

· Identify several people who are your friends, and with whom you've worked on a daily basis within the last five to seven years. They can include current or former superiors, peers and subordinates. They can also include people who've retired, taken other jobs or moved to other business units within the organization. You usually only need three or four people to act as references for you. 

· Once the list is compiled, talk to each person, privately, and ask if he will serve as a reference. At this point, it's important to make it very clear that you're asking these folks if they would be willing to actually talk to any prospective employer who might call. 

· Don't try to get a commitment from them to only say good things about you. In truth, what you really want them to do -- for the sake of your career and to help the prospective employer make the right hiring decision -- is just give honest answers to any questions asked about your overall job performance. Keep in mind that the purpose of reference checking is to make sure the candidate is right for the job and that the job is right for the candidate. You don't want your references to inflate or understate your accomplishments, skills, training or abilities, but simply to be honest about what you can do. 

· Make absolutely sure you have accurate and up-to-date contact information for each reference, including cell phone numbers and email addresses. The idea here is to make it as easy as possible for the prospective employer to reach your references. 

· If a likely reference is uncomfortable talking with a prospective employer at work, see if he would mind being called at home. Make it crystal clear that you are not asking the person to speak on behalf of the company but to merely give an honest opinion about your job performance. 

By following these five easy steps, you can solve most of the problems associated with reference checking. The danger most companies perceive is that a former employee’ll sue them if they allow anyone to provide more than the basics. But the only party likely to sue them is you. And if you've picked reliable, honest people who are also your trusted colleagues to be your references, why would you ever do that? 

Plus, you won't have to worry about what your references are likely to say about you. After all, you picked them. And when a prospective employer calls, your handpicked references will be expecting it. 

