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Reference Check Outline [Sample]

INTRODUCTION
I’m the Legislative Director at State Health Care Now. Thanks for agreeing to speak with me about your experience working with Susan. Before we start, I’d like to give you a quick overview of our organization and the position we are considering Susan for. We’re a 20-person advocacy organization committed to enacting universal health coverage legislation in the state. The organization is growing, and Susan is a finalist for our new State Policy Director position. This director must be a pro at working with a diverse group of actors and building alliances among them, have a demonstrated track record of getting results in a fast-paced environment, and be capable of managing multiple projects tightly without dropping any balls.

OVERALL STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES
· What parts of this job sound most like something Susan might succeed in?

· Can you describe Susan’s greatest strengths? What words come to mind in describing her?

· If you had to pick out two pieces of the job where you think Susan might not be as strong or might need some development, what would those be?

SPECIFIC TRAITS AND SKILLS
· What was Susan’s greatest achievement in the time you worked together?

· Tell me about a time when you were not entirely thrilled with her performance.

· Tell me about a time when Susan…

· was faced with a really difficult challenge

· went above and beyond to get a result

· gave up or almost gave up

· had to stay on top of a large volume of work/had to multi-task

· had to move a group to action (within the organization or outside the organization)

· had to find partners for a particular project

· In my experience, I’ve seen some people who are more uptight and organized, if a little prickly, and some who are more laid-back and friendly, though maybe not always hitting deadlines – which sounds most like Susan? 


GENERAL/OTHER RELEVANT INFORMATION

· What kind of job would you hire Susan for? What kind of job would you not hire her for?

· If you were thinking of hiring again for Susan’s position, how would you describe your reaction if she applied: would not hire, would consider hiring, would strongly consider hiring, would definitely hire, would move earth and moon to lure her back?

· How would Susan rank compared to people in similar positions – would you say about average, a little better than average, top quarter, top 10%, top 1%, or the best ever? What makes you say that?

· What should I know about Susan if I’m going to manage her effectively? 
· If we imagine that it’s six months from now and I’ve hired Susan but it’s not working out, why do you think that would be? 

WRAP-UP
· Overall, how would you rate Susan’s likelihood of success in this role?

· Is there anything else you would want to know about Susan if you were in my shoes?

Reference Check Outline [Worksheet]
1. Identify outstanding must-haves

List the must-haves for the position you’re filling below. Cross off the qualities you’re convinced the candidate has demonstrated through interviews and application exercises. Focus your reference checks on the remaining qualities.

(
____________________________        (
____________________________

(
____________________________        (
____________________________


2. Prepare an introduction

Prepare a description of the position you’re filling and its key “must-have” traits. Give the reference a sense of the job’s responsibilities, level of seniority, and place in the organization to allow her to see the candidate in relation to the position. 

________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
3. Brainstorm questions 

For each category below, list a few questions you could ask to help determine if your candidate has what you’re looking for. References may feel disloyal or guilty providing negative information, so ask bounded questions or pose neutral options where there is no “bad” choice. See next page for more sample questions.
Overall strengths and weaknesses

Example: In my experience, I’ve seen some people who are more uptight and organized, if a little prickly, and some who are more laid-back and friendly, though maybe not always hitting deadlines – which sounds most like Susan? ________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

Specific traits and skills

________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
General/other relevant information 

________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

Wrap-up

________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________

Sample Reference Check Questions
Draw from the following list to brainstorm questions for references. In addition to discussing their overall impressions of the candidate, talk about specific must-have qualities you’re not sure the candidate has demonstrated. Make it easier for references to talk about the candidate’s downsides by asking bounded questions or posing neutral options where there is no “bad” choice.
· (Describe the position you’re filling and the key traits you need.) What parts of that sound most like something Y might succeed at? If you had to pick out two pieces of that where you think Y might not be as strong or might need some development, what would those be?

· What do you think Y’s co-workers would say were Y’s greatest strengths? What would they say Y might need to work on?

· What was Y’s greatest achievement?

· Tell me about a time when you were not entirely thrilled with Y’s performance. 

· In my experience, I’ve seen some people who are more like A, and some who are more like B – which would you say Y is? (For example, “In my experience, I’ve seen some people who are more uptight and organized, if a little prickly, and some who are more laid-back and friendly, though maybe not always hitting deadlines – which sounds most like Susan?”)
· Tell me about a time when Y… 

· was faced with a really difficult challenge

· went above and beyond to get a result

· persisted despite obstacles

· gave up or almost gave up

· had to put her ideas into writing

· had to deliver an important speech

· had to move a group to action (within the organization or outside the organization)

· had to navigate issues of identity and privilege and inclusion

· came up with a new approach for tackling a problem
· had to come up with a strategy for how to get to a particular outcome

· had to stay on top of a large volume of work/had to multi-task

· had to explain complex ideas in a simple way

· had to motivate someone to do something 

· What should I know about Y if I’m going to manage Y effectively? What should I get Y to do a lot because she’s really good at it? In what area might I need to get Y to most develop?

· What kind of job would you hire Y for? What kind of job would you not hire Y for?

· What would Y’s co-workers say is her greatest strength? Her greatest weakness?

· Overall, how would you rate Y’s performance?

· If you were thinking of hiring again for Y’s position, how would you describe your reaction if Y applied: would not hire, would consider hiring, would strongly consider hiring, would definitely hire, would move earth and moon to lure Y back?

· How would Y rank compared to people in similar positions – would you say about average, a little better than average, top quarter, top 10%, top 1%, or the best ever? What makes you say that?
· If we imagine that it’s six months from now and I’ve hired Susan but it’s not working out, why do you think that would be? 
· Is there anything else you would want to know if you were in my shoes? 
· Can I come back to you if I think of other questions?
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