Reference Checking – The Power of the Internet
Reference checking has always been a matter of placing total trust on the words and opinions of the resource given to us by the candidate.  Sometimes the information is spot on…other times it’s a work of fiction.
Let’s face it; when it comes to work performance or character references, candidates are only going to put forward past employers and colleagues who will (they hope) speak in positive terms. The least trustworthy referee is the one supplied by the candidate!  
At AssessSystems, we always advise clients to take published reference sources with a grain of salt. Our advice is to seek out reference sources from managers in other functional areas of the organisation - people who would know the candidate’s work performance, or personal characteristics. This will add more validity to your reference checking instead of relying on what may be a couple of bias, or ‘stooge” referees.      
With the popularity of MySpace, Facebook, LinkedIn etc – a whole new resource has opened up for reference checking. Internet savvy employers are discovering another great referencing source, social networking sites. Using these sites, hiring managers are able to collect more data and to see if the data supplied in the CV by the candidate indeed correlates.

This referee checking process is spreading…and FAST. Entry level and mid-level candidates are easily scrutinised under this new venue, but lately even CEOs and top-level professionals are being investigated via social networking sites. 
Traditionally recruiters have called referees after a thorough face-to-face interview – actually, in many cases it is best to do this before the interview.  The contacts provided by the job seekers were typically people who were most likely to provide a positive recommendation. When a recruiter contacted previous employers, the conversations have been polite but succinct – but the true “guts” of the candidate’s performance sometimes never surfaces.

Now, using social networking sites, hiring managers can get to more of the “meat” of the candidate’s performance. Recruiters and HR professionals can contact associates of the candidates and hit them up for information. They can also check out their online bios to see if this correlates with the CV. 
Finding an “unauthorised” referee can yield insights into a candidate’s true past. But be aware, employment law requires you to seek permission from the candidates before you talk to referees that are not listed in the initial application
With over 33 million members on LinkedIn alone, recruiters can access entire personal networks. Many hiring managers and recruiters check Facebook, LinkedIn and other sites for mutual connections even before any consideration is given to interview a candidate in person. Just this week the courts have allowed information collected off these sites to be submitted as evidence. 
Another suggestion is to simply Google the candidate’s name, you’ll be amazed at what pops up. I Googled my name and my FaceBook page came up number 1 – I showed up top 3 out of 4 in global and New Zealand searches – plenty of info to check me out there!  

Instead of restricting your referee checking to those supplied by the candidate, you can now simply type in the name of the candidate’s previous employer and dates of employment. Depending on the size of the company, you might come up with one to a hundred former co-workers or managers who might know something about the candidate – and they won’t be an “official” referee, yet they may be a more accurate one!
LinkedIn, Facebook and other networking sites are a wonderful networking tool, but like everything else, you get out of it what you put into it. If you put no effort into recruiting, screening and reference checking, you’ll get little to nothing out of it.
LinkedIn is a site used by many professionals; it is an ideal starting point for checking out candidates applying for professional roles. Recently my friend Dr Ira Wolf of Success Performance Solutions showed me how fast and easy it is to check out prospective employees through LinkedIn. First you’ll need the following:

LinkedIn account (it’s free)

Computer with Internet access

Knowledge of the years of an individual’s employment

Knowledge of the company an individual worked for

Once you create your LinkedIn account, you’re ready to begin your search.

· Go to the LinkedIn website at www.linkedin.com
· Logon to your LinkedIn account and begin from your home page.

· Access the site map located at the bottom of the home page.  You can also access the “full sitemap” by clicking on the lnk within the small site map.

· Find the first category titled, “People.”  Notice the subcategories within “People”

· Click on the “Reference Search” link subcategory.

· Enter the name of the company and the years of employment for the individual you are checking.  You will enter this information into the boxes provided for you.

· Click on the “search” button to begin your reference check.
Happy reference checking!
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