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Sample Reference Check Questions and Answers: Your
Guide to a Successful Hiring Process

Finding the perfect candidate can feel like searching for a needle in a haystack. You've sifted
through resumes, conducted interviews, and now you're at the crucial stage: reference checks. This
isn't just a formality; it's your final opportunity to verify the information you've gathered and gain
valuable insights into a potential employee's character and work ethic. This comprehensive guide
provides you with sample reference check questions and answers, helping you navigate this
essential step with confidence and precision. We’ll equip you with the right questions to ask,
examples of strong and weak answers, and tips to ensure you get the most out of your reference
checks.

Section 1: Preparing for the Reference Check – Laying the
Foundation

Before you even pick up the phone, preparation is key. This isn't about ambushing your references;
it's about conducting a professional and informative conversation. Here's what you need to do:

Gather contact information: Ensure you have accurate contact details for at least three professional
references, including their current phone numbers and email addresses. Ideally, these references
should be supervisors or managers who directly oversaw the candidate's work.
Review the resume and application: Refresh your memory on the candidate's claims and
accomplishments. This allows you to tailor your questions and identify potential areas for
clarification.
Develop a structured approach: Having a list of pre-prepared questions prevents rambling and
ensures you cover all essential aspects. While you should allow for some conversational flow,
sticking to a framework maintains consistency and professionalism.
Obtain consent: Always obtain the candidate's consent before contacting their references. This is
both ethically responsible and legally sound.

Section 2: Sample Reference Check Questions – Drilling Down
to the Details

The following sample reference check questions and answers are categorized for clarity. Remember
to adapt these questions to the specific job role and the information provided by the candidate.

I. Work Performance and Skills:

Question: "Can you describe the candidate's overall performance during their time at [Previous
Company]?"



Strong Answer: "They consistently exceeded expectations. Their work was always high-quality, and
they were a valuable asset to the team."
Weak Answer: "They were alright. They did their job." (This lacks detail and doesn't provide a strong
endorsement.)

Question: "How would you rate the candidate's skills in [Specific Skill 1] and [Specific Skill 2]?" (e.g.,
project management, communication, problem-solving)
Strong Answer: "Their project management skills are exceptional; they consistently delivered
projects on time and within budget. Their communication is clear and concise, and they’re adept at
navigating complex situations."
Weak Answer: "They were okay, I guess." (Again, this lacks specificity and doesn't provide useful
information.)

II. Work Habits and Professionalism:

Question: "Describe the candidate's work ethic and reliability."
Strong Answer: "They were extremely reliable and dedicated. They always showed up on time, were
proactive in their work, and took initiative."
Weak Answer: "They sometimes missed deadlines." (Focus on positive aspects whenever possible,
but be sure to ask follow-up questions to understand the context.)

Question: "How did the candidate handle stress and pressure?"
Strong Answer: "They remained calm and composed under pressure, effectively prioritizing tasks
and delegating when necessary."
Weak Answer: "They didn't handle stress well." (Again, follow up to understand the specifics and the
impact on their work.)

III. Teamwork and Interpersonal Skills:

Question: "How did the candidate interact with colleagues and clients?"
Strong Answer: "They were a highly valued team member, always willing to collaborate and support
their colleagues. They built strong relationships with clients and maintained excellent
communication."
Weak Answer: "They didn't really interact with colleagues much." (This could indicate a potential
problem with teamwork.)

Question: "Describe the candidate's leadership style (if applicable)."
Strong Answer: "They are a natural leader, inspiring and motivating their team to achieve common
goals. They lead by example and foster a collaborative environment."
Weak Answer: "They weren't a leader." (Again, lack of specific detail makes this answer unhelpful.)

IV. Reason for Leaving (Important!)

Question: "Why did the candidate leave their previous position?"
Strong Answer: "They were seeking new challenges and opportunities for growth." (This showcases
ambition.)
Weak Answer: "They were laid off" or "They didn't like their boss." (While valid reasons, try to probe
deeper to understand the circumstances and the candidate's role in the situation.)



Section 3: Beyond the Questions – The Art of the Conversation

Don't just stick to your script. Allow for a natural conversation to unfold. Listen carefully to the
nuances in the responses. Ask follow-up questions to clarify vague answers or explore potential
concerns. For example, if a reference mentions a "conflict" with a colleague, ask for specifics. This
helps you understand the context and gauge the candidate's ability to handle interpersonal
challenges.

Section 4: Documenting Your Findings

After each reference check, meticulously document your findings. Note down specific examples
mentioned by the reference, both positive and negative. This detailed record will be invaluable
during the final hiring decision-making process.

Conclusion

Conducting thorough reference checks is a vital part of the hiring process. By using these sample
reference check questions and answers as a guide, preparing thoughtfully, and conducting insightful
conversations, you significantly increase your chances of selecting the best candidate for your
organization. Remember, this is your last chance to gather critical information before extending a
job offer, so make the most of it!

FAQs

How many references should I contact? Aim for at least three, ideally supervisors or managers1.
who directly worked with the candidate.

What if a reference is reluctant to provide information? This could be a red flag. Politely probe1.
further, but be prepared to move on to another reference if necessary.

Can I ask about salary history during a reference check? Generally, this is not recommended,1.
as it's often considered private information.

What should I do if I receive conflicting information from different references? This1.
necessitates further investigation. You might need to contact additional references or revisit
the candidate's application and interview responses.



Is it legal to conduct reference checks? Yes, but it's crucial to obtain the candidate's consent1.
beforehand and avoid asking discriminatory questions. Ensure you comply with all relevant
employment laws and regulations in your jurisdiction.
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