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Best Practices in Reference Checking:

How SkillSurvey’s Pre-Hire 360° Measures-Up

A best practice in reference checking involves 360-degree (multi-source) feedback on
the candidate’s work behavior in his/her previous jobs. It is based upon the premise
that the prediction of future work behavior can be predicted by feedback from those
individuals -- managers, peers, direct reports, and clients -- who have worked with the
candidate in the past. This paper discusses 360 degree feedback, as well as other best
practices in reference checking, and provides statistical evidence to address how the

SkillSurvey Pre-Hire 360° measures up.

Introduction

In order to improve quality-of-hire, and to retain
top-performing individuals, an employer needs
to go beyond the materials provided by the job
candidate, such as the resume, cover letter and
employment application. Personality test results
can provide additional information about the
candidate, such as innate tendencies towards
assertiveness, persuasion or conscientiousness.
Yet, these test results are also gathered through
candidate self-reports. And, although this
information provided by the candidate gives the
employer a sense of the candidate’s training and
experience, or even of the candidate’s
motivational qualities, none of these materials
provides any indication as to the candidate’s
competence, or ability, with respect to the
behaviors required for success on the job.

But, this is exactly what every employer wants to
know. They want the answer to the question,
“Does this candidate have the competencies
needed not only to succeed, but also to excel, in
the position that | am trying to fill within my
organization?” This is in essence getting at
quality-of-hire.

If done well during the hiring process, reference
checking can help to answer the question of
whether a candidate has the competencies
required for job success, and thus whether he or
she would be considered a ‘quality hire.’
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Best Practices for a Reference-Checking
Process That Improves Quality-of-Hire and
How SkillSurvey Measures Up

Below are the criteria for best practices for a
reference-checking process. It is important that
organizations evaluate their current process
against these criteria.

1. Assess competency in behaviors that are
valid or critical to work success.

Competencies are considered to be enduring
characteristics of an individual. This definition is
in alignment with the repeated finding that past
behavior is a good predictor of future
performance.

The word ‘competence’ is typically associated
with the degree to which someone accomplishes
an activity, or performs at work. If a candidate
displays competence in a work activity, he/she is
considered to exhibit strength in that area. Lack
of competence in an area may not be a deal-
breaker, but it certainly indicates an area where
the candidate has room for developmental
opportunity. A competency assessment, when
administered before bringing a candidate on-
board, can help to identify which candidate has
the greatest potential for success on the job.
Furthermore, this practice can help to identify
areas to target when designing the new
employee’s on-boarding program.

SkillSurvey follows best practices in creating
valid competency clusters and individual
competency items. These best practices include
gathering information about the job and the
organizational culture by conducting focus
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groups, administering surveys, or holding one-
on-one conversations with key stakeholders. In
some instances, subject matter experts are
called upon to provide additional expertise. In
other cases, SkillSurvey collaborates with the
customer and incorporates validated
competencies from the company’s previous
efforts in the areas of on-boarding and
performance management. Using a seven-point
point rating scale, and a 360-degree format, all
references are asked to rate the candidate’s
competencies on the validated work behaviors.
Text boxes are provided for entry of verbatim
comments on the candidate’s strengths and
areas for developmental improvement. Candor
is achieved, as all feedback is aggregated into a
final report; thus, specific feedback from any one
reference is not associated with that individual.

SkillSurvey works with clients to conduct validity
(outcome) studies. In fact, our recent validity
studies have revealed that reference feedback
gathered with SkillSurvey’s Pre-Hire 360® was
statistically predictive of retention. Additionally,
a study that also included supervisor evaluations
of those hired showed SkillSurvey’s Pre-Hire
360® to be statistically predictive of those
ratings.

2. Strive for consistency and reliability.

Strive for a consistent, reliable process. If the
organization chooses not to follow the same
reference-checking procedure for candidates at
all levels, then try to put guidelines in place to
follow the same procedure for all candidates for
a given position. This process is not only fair to
both employer and candidate, but it also helps to
mitigate against the risk of litigation.

Reliability also has a specific meaning with
respect to tests and assessments. In general,
reliability of any assessment is the degree to
which the results obtained are consistent. There
are two primary measures of reliability: internal
consistency and test-retest reliability.

Results are highly consistent --
across all surveys, Cronbach’s
alpha ranges from .96 to .98.

Internal consistency is the extent to which all
items in a scale measure the same construct,
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such as competence at work. The statistical
index of internal consistency is called
Cronbach’s alpha. SkillSurvey has created over
200 validated surveys for reference checking.
The library consists of surveys created for a
particular job family or industry, as well as
surveys customized for a particular job at a
given company. Across the many surveys,
Cronbach’s alpha ranges from .96 - .98. These
coefficients indicate that the surveys in the
SkillSurvey library demonstrate very high
internal consistency in their measurement of
competence at work, in a variety of jobs.

Test-retest reliability is gathered when an
assessment is administered to a sample of
individuals on two separate occasions, and
results are produced on both of these occasions.
A correlation coefficient is usually computed to
assess the relationship, or consistency, between
results gathered at Time 1, compared to results
gathered at Time 2. The SkillSurvey Pre-Hire
360° demonstrates excellent test-retest
reliability. After 2-3 weeks had elapsed since
the first rating, all references in a given time
period were asked to provide a second set of
ratings on a candidate. Over 40% of all
references complied with this request, yielding
2,974 sets of ratings at both Time 1 and Time 2.
The consistency, or reliability between the two
sets of ratings, was highly statistically significant,
achieving a correlation coefficient of +.764
(p<.0001). Both managers and non-managers
exhibited a statistically high degree of
consistency in their ratings (r=+.79 and r =
+.72, respectively).

References are extremely
consistent in the feedback that
they provide on job candidates. In
a sample of 2,974 candidates, the
correlation coefficient between
feedback at Time 1 vs. Time 2 was
highly statistically significant
(r = +.764; p<.0001).
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3. Make sure that your process is free from
discrimination and adverse impact.

Research studies have shown that reference
checking, like other materials gathered on job
candidates, can result in adverse impact. One
recent finding was of gender bias in the contents
of letters of recommendation for candidates
applying for professional positions.

Furthermore, other studies focusing on job
incumbents (employees) have reported both
gender and race/ethnicity bias in supervisor
ratings of performance.

SkillSurvey monitors the potential for adverse
impact with respect to gender, age, and
race/ethnicity in the Pre-Hire 360® feedback
collection and reporting. The optional form for
the collection of race/ethnicity data is in
alignment with the recent EEO-1 form (U.S.
Department of Labor, Office of Federal Contract
Compliance Programs, or OFCCP).

» Bottom Line for SkillSurvey
Reference Checking <«

Using the 4/5 rule, there was no
evidence of adverse impact with
respect to race/ethnicity, gender,

or age group, meaning that
SkillSurvey’s Pre-Hire 360®
supports our clients’ efforts to be
ADEA, EEOC and OFCCP
compliant.

Methods. Using the principles outlined in the
Department of Labor’s Uniform Guidelines on
Employee Selection Procedures, SkillSurvey
collects demographic information on job
candidates. On an optional research form, job
candidates are asked to respond to four
guestions, one each for race/ethnicity group,
gender, birth cohort, and age group. Recent
analyses of a random sample of 150,000
candidates revealed that 85.2% had answered
these demographic items. Data from this
sample were used for adverse impact analyses.

Results. Presence of adverse impact was
assessed by applying the 4/5 rule. The Uniform

Guidelines states that, “A selection rate for any
race, sex, or ethnic group which is less than 4/5
(80%) of the rate for the group with the highest
rate will generally be regarded by the Federal
enforcement agencies as evidence of adverse
impact.”

Note that SkillSurvey does not compute or report
a selection rate, per se. SkillSurvey does,
however, report an overall score for each
candidate. The majority of candidates in the
sample (84.9%) received an overall score in the
“High/Very High” category. It is membership in
this category that was used for all tests to
assess presence of adverse impact.

Table 1. No race/ethnicity adverse impact
with SkillSurvey reference checking, in
compliance with the U.S. Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission (EEOC).

% High/
Very Meets 4/5
n High Rule
White 91,234 85.1 n/a
Af Am 15,523 84.9 YES
Asian 8,514 83.5 YES
Hisp 8,816 85.7 YES

Race/ethnicity grouping. A group of 91,234
candidates indicated that they were white. Of
this group, 85.1% received a “High/Very High”
overall score when reference checked using
SkillSurvey. In the sample were also 15,523
Black/African Americans, 8,514 Asians, and
8,816 Hispanics. The percentages in these
race/ethnic groups who received “High/Very
High” scores were as follows: African American
(84.9%); Asian (83.5%); and Hispanic (85.7%).
As depicted in Table 1, using the 4/5 rule, there
was no adverse impact for race/ethnicity.

Table 2. No gender adverse impact with
SkillSurvey reference checking, in
compliance with the U.S. Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission (EEOC).

%

High/Very
n High Meets 4/5 Rule
M 45,587 83.7 n/a

F 86,273 85.7 YES
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Gender. A group of 45,587 candidates
indicated that they were male (M). Of this
group, 83.7% received a “High/Very High”
overall score when reference checked with
SkillSurvey. A total of 86,273 candidates
indicated that they were female (F), and 85.7%
of this group received a “High/Very High” overall
score when reference checked with SkillSurvey.
As depicted in Table 2, using the 4/5 rule, there
was no adverse impact for gender.

Table 3. No age group adverse impact with
SkillSurvey reference checking, in
compliance with the U.S. Age Discrimination
in Employment Act (ADEA).

%
High/Very Meets 4/5
n High Rule
<=39yrs | 87,951 85.3 n/a
>=40yrs | 40,528 | 85.1 YES

Age group. A group of 87,951 candidates
indicated that they were less than 40 years old.
Of this group, 85.3% received a “High/Very
High” overall score when reference checked with
SkillSurvey. A total of 40,528 candidates
indicated that they were 40 years old or older,
and these candidates received a “High/Very
High” overall score 85.1% of the time. The data
in Table 3 support the claim that there was no
adverse impact for age group, based on
application of the 4/5 rule.

Position breakouts. Statistical analyses
were performed on random samples of
candidates applying for different positions (e.g.,
administrative, hourly, general professional, I.T.,
nursing, and executive). The results indicated
that there was no adverse impact for gender,
race/ethnicity, or age group within the different
groups of candidates.

4. Gather multiple perspectives on the job
candidate — from managers, peers, direct-
reports, and clients who have worked with
the candidate.

The majority of respondents (85%) in a 2004
SHRM study reported that someone from HR is
most likely to provide a reference on a job
candidate who they were considering. It could
be argued, however, that in most cases the
candidate did not work with anyone in HR. At
the very least, someone who has managed the

candidate should provide feedback on the
candidate’s work performance. After all, the
manager is most knowledgeable as to the
performance goals and expectations set for the
candidate, and whether these goals were met.
Yet, in order to reach individual, team, and
organizational goals, the candidate must
competently work with individuals in other roles
at the company. For example, the candidate
must often work closely and effectively with
peers and other coworkers in order to
successfully complete cross-functional
initiatives. The candidate may manage others,
and therefore play a critical role in recruiting,
coaching, and retaining top-performing
employees. For these reasons, and others,
gathering what is called ‘multi-source’ or ‘360-
degree’ feedback on a candidate’s past work
performance, is essential.

Analysis of recent SkillSurvey data — a random
sample of 150,000 job candidates and 624,433
references -- revealed that when a 360-degree
feedback procedure was used for reference
checking, an 84.7% response rate was
achieved, on average. This translated to 4.16
references per job candidate. Most of the
references (53.3%) were from managers
(including teachers for entry-level candidates).
Because of the “360” format, references were
also gathered from business peers (38.6%),
direct-reports (3.4%) or clients (4.7%).

5. Ensure that you get candid feedback from
your reference providers by providing them
anonymity.

From the employer’s perspective, it is critical
that accurate and candid feedback be gathered
on the job candidate, a feature that is missing
from most of today's reference-checking
processes. But, what about the benefits of
candid feedback to the job candidate, once he or
she is hired? Candid feedback has the potential
to improve both organizational and individual
development. Numerous research studies have
linked accurate self-perception with successful
work outcomes. Yet, individuals differ greatly in
their ability to see themselves as others see
them. Candid feedback, when shared with an
employee, and incorporated into an individual
developmental plan, can reap great benefits for
individuals, teams, and organizations. Because
some may feel uncomfortable with the thought of
providing candid feedback, especially to others
in the workplace, it is very important to
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implement steps into your process that provide
anonymity to those providing the feedback.

On average, SkillSurvey’s
reference-checking process
yields an 84.7% reference
response rate, which translates
to 4.16 references per candidate.

As mentioned earlier, the average reference
response rate of the SkillSurvey Pre-Hire 360 is
84.7%. In addition, a recent analysis of verbatim
comments from 2,000 references showed that
the majority of all references provided
substantive verbatim comments as to the
candidate’s specific strengths (78.1% of all
references) and areas in which they could
improve (69.7% of all references).

The majority of SkillSurvey
references provide substantive,
verbatim comments regarding
the candidate’s specific work-
related strengths and areas for
improvement.

6. Embrace automation.

The cost and time savings that come with
automating the reference-checking process are
enormous. Some methods of reference
checking (letters of recommendation or
telephone reference checks) can take up to two
weeks to complete. Automation of reference
checking with an on-demand process that
leverages the Internet and mobile technology
has reduced the turn-around time to within two
business days, thereby reducing the time spent
reference checking by 92%. And because
references often complete the reference check
on days when they are out of the office (e.qg.,
travel days, weekends, etc.), or after traditional
work hours, the reference check may be
available even earlier. This reduces the time to
fill a position and thus translates into more
resources for other strategic HR initiatives.

Using the SkillSurvey on-
demand process, references
respond, on average,
within two business days,
reducing the time spent
reference checking (by phone)
by 92%.

Other benefits of automation include the
elimination or reduction of data-entry errors. If
done well, automation can assist with providing
a consistent and documented process for all
candidates. Finally, automation permits more
sophisticated methods of analysis, such as an
earlier evaluation of trends in your recruiting and
hiring processes.

7. Document your process and results.

It is vitally important that you document and
appropriately store the materials that you collect
from job candidates. In a worst-case scenario,
such as an audit or legal claim, thorough
documentation and accessibility of these records
will prove invaluable. It is often the case that
results from telephone reference checks are
recorded in writing, and then stored in multiple
paper files. In contrast, all reference-checking
feedback gathered by SkillSurvey is
automatically stored on a secure central server.

This document provides insight
regarding best practices for
reference checking your job
candidates. For additional
information regarding SkillSurvey’s
Pre-Hire 360®, an online pre-hire
competency assessment, visit
www.blr.com/skillsurvey.
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