
Guidelines for Reference Checking

Reference checks are best handled by board members on the Leadership Transi7on Commi9ee. Reference checks 
are an essen7al component of ve<ng candidates.  However, there are precau7ons for all reference-checkers as 
well as reference-providers should take.

• All applicants should sign a release.
Every applicant should sign a wri9en release consen7ng to reference-checks.  This is generally required 
under the Fair Credit Repor7ng Act, but also acts as strong defense against tort (wrongful act) and 
defama7on suits.  This release should include language releasing the organiza7on, former employers, and 
reference givers from any legal liability resul7ng from the fact checks.

• Create a standardized reference check form.
Develop a list of standard ques7ons, and require its use for all checks.  Be consistent.  The form should 
cover the basics such as dura7on of employment and the rela7onship of the reference to the candidate, as 
well as open-ended ques7ons about skills, qualifica7ons, weaknesses, and work habits.  

• What NOT to ask?
Equal Opportunity Employment applies to all stages of the hiring process, including reference-checks. 
Other applicable legisla7on includes the Americans with Disabili7es Act (ADA), Title VII of the Civil Rights 
Act, the Uniform Guidelines on Employee Selec7on Procedures, and the Fair Credit Repor7ng Act. 

You may not ask about marital status, age, disabili7es, health-related issues, religion, ethnicity, childcare, 
transporta7on, worker compensa7on claims, or other personal characteris7cs.  All ques7ons must relate 
directly to the candidate’s ability to perform the job effec7vely.

• Document all responses.
Use a standardized reference check form to document all responses, even if limited.  An accurate wri9en 
record helps protect against negligent hiring, defama7on, and other legal claims.  Keep a log of the 
applicants’ names, employers, and dates of their reference checks.  When they are no longer needed, your 
wri9en notes with the references’ comments should be destroyed.

• Keep reference checks confidenBal.
Only a restricted number of staff should be authorized to view applicant files, and your personal notes 
from reference-checking should never be shared.  To protect the reference-giver, do not a9ribute the 
sources of specific quotes or comments.  Note that candidates can request a copy of the reference report 
and any stored informa7on in their files.  

As of 2011, over 30 states have adopted “employee pre-screening immunity laws” for reference checks.  
While these laws vary from state to state, they intend to protect employers who give informa7on, both 
good and bad, in good faith.  However, any notes a9ribu7ng the reference-giver’s comments should be 
destroyed aaer hiring decisions are made.

• What is negligent referral?
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Negligent referral is a legal charge covering a range of culpable reference-givers.  It can include giving 
unfavorable references to former employees in retalia7on for discrimina7on suits the former employee 
brought against the organiza7on, as well as failure to report major transgressions on the part of the former
employee.  It may even be used by “whistleblowers” who publicize legal viola7ons by their companies.

• Be wary of “back-door reference checking.” 
While someone who knows the client well (but is not listed as a reference) may provide valuable 
informa7on, respect the posi7on you are pu<ng the candidate in.  The non-profit world is small, and 
no7ce that she/he is leaving their current posi7on could put the candidate at risk.

• IdenBfy who will provide references at YOUR organizaBon.
The people at your organiza7on authorized to give references should only be persons who are trained to 
do so.  Reference-givers should be careful not to reveal informa7on outside the candidate’s ability to 
perform their job.  See the above sec7on on “What NOT to ask?” to review what informa7on is off-limits.

While reference checks do necessitate certain precau7ons, they can also be valuable tools to discover the 
compa7bility of poten7al hires.  Here are some 7ps for produc7ve and insighdul reference checks:

Tips for Successful Reference Checks:

• Verify degrees and cer7fica7ons by contac7ng the registrar at the applicant’s degree-gran7ng ins7tu7ons.

• Have the applicant no7fy her/his references beforehand.  Email the reference to set up a call 7me.

• Ask the applicant to supply documenta7on, such as job descrip7ons and performance evalua7ons, to help 
iden7fy issues for reference inquiries.

• Think about what sorts of references would be valuable.  In addi7on to supervisors, feedback from 
important cons7tuents, board-members, peers and colleagues may also be helpful.  If the candidate is 
applying for a management posi7on, you may seek a reference from someone she/he managed.

• Note that some former employers may only be able to provide the most basic informa7on: dates of 
employment, employee iden7fica7on number, and disciplinary history.  It’s best to have several reference 
op7ons in order to obtain the desired informa7on about an applicant.

• Consider reference-checking more than one final candidate.  The reference check can be valuable in 
dis7nguishing between several strong applicants.
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ScripBng the Reference Call:

• Briefly share informa7on about yourself, the organiza7on, and the job the candidate has applied for. 

• Don’t look for confirma7on of what you already know of the candidate.  Is there more informa7on that can
illuminate their ability to contribute and succeed at your organiza7on?

• Don’t be afraid to ask probing and specific ques7ons.  For example: are there par7cular 7mes the applicant
exemplified a skill or quality necessary for the posi7on?

• See the sample reference check form for more ideas.

EvaluaBng the Reference:

• Pay a9en7on to not just what the reference says, but how they say it.  Do they hesitate to answer your 
ques7ons, or are their answers vague?  The reference may be seeking a diploma7c way to express 
poten7ally sensi7ve issues.  

• Also be sure not to take all reference comments at face value.  Be aware of the context in which they are 
delivered.
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