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Reference checking is one of the most widely used methods in personnel selection.
Although popular, traditional reference checks suffer from low validity and biases. In this
white paper, we demonstrate how new technology and new scientific findings can mitigate
these biases and significantly increase the validity of your reference checks.

The challenges of traditional

reference checks

Perhaps the most important purpose of a

personnel selection method is to predict how a

candidate will perform at work. The accuracy

with which a selection method can predict such

an outcome is called predictive validity. Studies

have shown that the predictive validity of

traditional reference checks is low (Schmidt &

Hunter, 1998). This evidence should caution

against the continued reliance on traditional

reference checks.

Not only are traditional reference checks

characterised by low validity. They also suffer

from biases. Several studies (e.g., Madera et al.,

2019; Schmader et al., 2007) have shown that

referees tend to describe male candidates

more positively than female candidates. This

gender bias is believed to contribute to women

being underrepresented in certain areas of the

labour market (Llorens et al., 2021; Madera et

al., 2019; Tavarez et al., 2022).

The importance of third 
party data

Reference checking is usually the only personnel

selection procedure where the information

about the candidates comes from someone

other than the candidates themselves. 

Collecting third party data is important because

the candidates are not always honest during the

recruitment process. For example, studies have

shown that 81% of candidates lie during the job

interview (Weiss & Feldman, 2006), and 72% of

candidates embellish information on their

resumes (Zvi & Shtudiner, 2021). Therefore, it is

important to collect information from

additional sources than the candidates

themselves.



Why Refapp?

Refapp is a web-based tool that facilitates structured reference

checks while also ensuring GDPR compliance. 

Based on scientific job analyses, we provide a library of

questionnaires for different occupations. The data from the referees

is collected in a standardised way and compiled into reports so that

you can easily compare the candidates. 

As we continuously update our service based on the latest scientific

findings, you can feel confident that you are getting the most

relevant insights from your reference checks. Our technological

innovation allows you to collect data from - and verify the identity of

- multiple referees in an automatic and time-efficient manner.
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How to improve the quality of your reference checks

So, how can you actually collect valuable third party data through a process that is plagued with biases

and low validity? New research shows that biases can be mitigated and validity increased by adding

structure to the reference check (Fisher et al., 2022; Hedricks et al., 2014; Taylor et al., 2004; Zimmerman

et al., 2010). Below are some tips on what you can do to increase the quality of your reference checks:

Start with a thorough job analysis 

If you do not base your questions on a job

analysis, there is a risk that the information you

collect about the candidates is irrelevant.

Use questions that are recommended by

scientists 

Studies have shown that in reference checking,

the best type of questions are work-related

behavioural questions. 

Use standardised scoring scales 

As mentioned above, referees tend to describe

male candidates more positively than female

candidates. However, when the candidates are

scored on standardised numerical scales, the

gender of the candidate does not seem to

affect the rating.

Collect data from several referees 

The more referees you use, the more

reliable data you will get. Also, do not stop

at asking the candidate for a certain

number of referees. You should also set

requirements for the type of referees you

want.

Verify the identity of the referees

As mentioned above, candidates are

willing to lie to get a job. This also goes for

reference checks. There are many

examples where recruiters have spoken on

the phone with someone they believed

was a former manager of the candidate,

but turned out to be a completely

different person.
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