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GUIDE TO CHECKING REFERENCES
It is equally important to check references for skilled immigrants as it is for all candidates.  References validate the information provided by the candidate and provide useful insight on the candidate’s past performance from their previous managers.  To obtain this information, candidates are asked provide the names and contact information of two or three recent managers.  

Typically the reference check is last step in the selection process before the hiring decision is made and an offer of employment is extended.  It is only necessary to conduct reference checks on preferred or finalist candidates – there is no need to spend time and resources checking references of the other applicants for the position.  All information gathered through the reference check process is confidential and must be communicated only to those who are participating in the hiring decision.  
You would follow the same steps for checking references for a candidate, regardless whether their former employers reside in Canada or abroad.  If you have sourced a skilled immigrant through an agency, the agency may have already completed the reference checking process, in which case they can provide you with the results.  If you must complete the reference check yourself, time zone differences and language barriers may complicate obtaining information from references who reside in another country.  To facilitate the reference checking process for skilled immigrants, you can employ any of the following strategies to overcome barriers:
Checking References for Skilled Immigrants

Different time zones make it challenging to connect

· Be aware of the time zone difference.  First thing in the morning in Toronto may be end of day in another country, which means you may have to wait another day for your call to be returned
· Establish a set time to have the discussion.  Use voicemail and/or e-mail to communicate and confirm the time you will connect.  This will help you and the other person avoid endlessly missing each other
· If you can not find a mutually convenient time to have a live conversation, consider e-mailing your questions, allowing the reference to provide their feedback via e-mail as well
Language barriers hinder your ability to obtain information.  If possible, confirm with the candidate beforehand that the contact speaks English.  If they don’t, you can consider one of the following strategies:

· Ask the candidate if there is someone in the reference’s workplace who could be used as an interpreter
· Check if the candidate has an English speaking reference that could provide equivalent information as the non-English speaking reference
· Check to see if someone in your office speaks the required language and arrange for them to conduct the check on your behalf
· Use an external interpreter to conduct the reference check on your behalf
The following steps will help you conduct effective reference checks for all candidates:
Prepare 

· Use your interview notes and the candidate’s resume, document specific questions or concerns regarding the candidate  
· Questions should comply with human rights and other applicable legislation - questions should NOT be related to age, gender, race or ethnic origin, colour, religion, sexual orientation, marital status, family status, disability or conviction for an offence for which a pardon has been received

Recommended: use a Reference Check form to organize your questions and ensure a general consistency in format of your reference checks.  

Contact the Reference

· Contact the reference via telephone  
· Make the call from a private location, free from distractions 
· When you connect with the reference, introduce yourself, explain the reason for your call, and ask if the reference has a few minutes to speak about the candidate 
· If they do not have time, try to schedule a time to connect again as soon as possible

· If they do have time to talk, proceed with your reference check 
Conducting the Reference Check
· Helpful to briefly describe the role that the candidate is being considered for - it will assist the reference to provide you the information you are looking for  
· Confirm the candidate’s relationship with the reference (i.e. former manager) as well as dates of employment, salary or wage at time of departure, reason for leaving and rehire status

· Explore the areas identified in your preparation with the reference and ask any specific questions that you may have written down.  Can also ask for feedback on the general subject areas included on the Reference Check form

· Close the call by asking if there is anything that the reference would like to add in addition to what you’ve already discussed.  Once the discussion is finished, thank the reference for their time and assistance and end the call
How to handle resistance to providing information

Reference checks are becoming increasingly difficult as many organizations now have a policy of only confirming basic employment information such as the start and end dates of employment, the last salary or wage, the reason for leaving and whether the candidate is considered re-hirable.  More and more companies are refusing to provide information about a candidate’s job performance, making reference checks more challenging to conduct than they were in the past.

Strategy 1: 
· Politely acknowledge the company’s policy, confirm that you too are also careful when providing references but indicate that without being able to confirm some of the details about the candidate’s abilities, it might hurt their chances of being offered the position

· If there were no issues with the candidate, the reference will likely at least indicate that everything was okay, even if they won’t discuss details  
· If you don’t at least hear some kind of positive statement once you explain that the candidate might not get the job without it, you should probably be concerned that there is a negative reference hidden behind the ‘no comment’ curtain

Strategy 2: 
· Offer observations about the candidate and look for comment and confirmation, as opposed to simply asking questions 
Eg. “In our interview, we felt <the candidate> would be strong at <specific skill, task, competency>, would you agree?”  
· Through using a few of these, you will be able to confirm some of your thoughts and opinions and clarify at least some questions that you may have had about the candidate  
· You may also succeed in getting the reference to open up and volunteer more information
Listening for small verbal clues and even the tone of voice of a hesitant reference can provide you great insight into whether the person is simply sticking to company policy, even for a former employee who was a good performer, or actually avoiding providing negative feedback.

Evaluate the Reference

· Review whether the information provided by the candidate during the interview process matched the information given by the reference  
· Consider any thoughts or feedback that the reference provided that stood out as a potential problem or challenge to the candidate being successful in the job or in your organization
· If the candidate provided very different information than the reference, may wish to ask the candidate for additional contacts within the same employer to further verify information
· Advisable to do this whenever possible - accepting a single differing reference and making a decision not to hire the candidate could leave you rejecting a candidate on the word of someone who may have tried to ‘damage’ the candidate by making them look bad with exaggerated or even misleading feedback  
· Rarely does this happen as references provided by candidates are usually individuals with whom they had a good relationship, but you should be prepared to follow-up on a bad reference in this manner

In most cases, references reinforce the positives you feel about the candidate, the reasons why they have made it this far in the interview process.  While you often are confident that you are making the right decision, it is comforting to have this reinforcement.  In such a case, try to use the reference to gain as much insight into where and how you can develop the candidate based on their performance in previous organizations.
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