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Reference Checks in 2026:
Modernising a Critical
Process

Why traditional references fail, and how structured reference
conversations actually predict performance.

Reference checking is one of the most widely practised and most poorly executed
elements of hiring. Most organisations treat it as a compliance exercise, calling two
people who were pre-selected by the candidate to confirm employment dates and leave
politely. The result is almost zero predictive value at significant time cost.
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Structured reference conversations using competency questions, neutral framing and
behavioural probing achieve predictive validity of 0.26, comparable to cognitive ability
tests. The gap between good and bad reference practice is entirely avoidable, and this
report provides the framework to close it.

Why traditional references fail

The traditional reference call has a structural problem: the referee knows this is a
high-stakes context, knows their words may end a career opportunity, and defaults to
the safest response, generically positive statements that contain no differentiating
information.

Three systematic biases make traditional references unreliable: social desirability bias,
defamation fear, and referee selection bias. Structured reference techniques address all
three.

Normalise the question, 'most

Generic positivity, people have development

Referee social desirability bias 94% of references . .
no differentiation

areas...'
Defamation fear 78% of referees Refu;gl to give !:rame 26 @IEENEHIE Mal;
specific examples judgment, ask for patterns
Candidate selection of 100% of traditional Only favourable Request specified categories,
referees references referees listed seek additional referees
Recency bias 67% of referees Most reclent work Ask' across different time
over-weighted periods

Global positive
Halo effect from liking 54% of cases impression
suppresses specifics

Break into separate
competency areas

The structured reference framework

Structured reference conversations follow a specific format: competency framing,
behavioural question, silence and probing, normalisation, and specific example request.
Each element overcomes a social dynamic that suppresses useful information.

Question type m Why it works Predictive value

Where would you
rank this person Anchors response
Relative performance among the top 10 against real High
you've managed in comparators
this skill area?
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Question type m Why it works Predictive value

Tell me about a
time when X faced a Same format as

Behavioural / STAR significant interview, tests Medium-High
challenge in consistency
[competency]

Most people have
development areas,
what would X say
their own are?

Shifts framing from
judgment to High
self-awareness

Normalisation technique

Would you rehire X Most predictive

Rehire question into an equivalent . . Very High
. . single question
role if available?
::Trzvuhr:itances does EmIEs
Circumstance probe context-specific risk  Medium-High
X work best or least factors

well?

Digital and Al-enhanced reference checking

Digital reference platforms (Xref, SkillSurvey, Refapp) have grown significantly since
2022. They solve speed (2-3 days vs. 5-7) and structure (consistent questions,
benchmarked responses).

Al-enhanced tools analyse hedging language and response patterns that correlate with
poor subsequent performance. Early research suggests these tools can increase
predictive validity of reference data by 30-40% over structured human interviews.

Reference method Speed G HEIG Cost Best for
validity

Traditional Avoid as primary

unstructured telephone >-7 days method

USR] @EmIpEEnE) 5-7 days 0.26 Medium Most professional roles
telephone

Digital structured 2-3 days 0.28 EUR 15-40 per Volume hiring
platform check

Al-enhanced digital 2-3 days 0.33-0.38 EEJ:CE-GO per Senior, critical roles
360-reference (multiple 7-10 days 0.35 High E?<ecut|ve and senior
types) hires

Legal considerations for references in the EU

« GDPR consent, always obtain candidate written consent before contacting any
referee, document this consent.
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* Germany (Arbeitszeugnis), German employment law requires positive tone in
written references, coded language is well established, verbal references often more
candid.

* Netherlands, reference givers can be liable for incorrect negative information,
structured factual responses safer than opinion.

 Data minimisation, store only what is necessary, delete reference notes within 12
months of hiring decision.

* Candidate right of access, candidates can DSAR reference information about
them, keep notes professional and factual.

Reference check as a two-way process

The best reference calls are not purely investigative, they are also informational. A
referee has unique insight into what this person needs to succeed. Collecting it turns the
reference into an onboarding asset.

Ask every referee, 'what advice would you give the hiring manager to help
this person succeed in the first 90 days?' The answers are consistently the
most useful information in the entire reference conversation, and almost
never asked.

Building a reference programme that works

Structured question bank by role Very High, single biggest

4 hours design, use indefinitely

type improvement

Reference call training (1 hr) 1 hour per recruiter High, eliminates worst practices
Documentation template 2 hours to create I;Aricil(ieucrgc,)rc]:onsistency and legal
Candidate consent process 30 minutes to set up Medium, GDPR compliance
Referee category requirements Policy change only High, reduces selection bias

Forward outlook 2026-2030

GDPR enforcement on reference data storage will tighten through 2026, Al reference
analysis platforms will reach mainstream adoption by 2027 with predictive validity above
0.38, and by 2030 blockchain-verified employment history will reduce factual reference
checking, leaving structured competency references the dominant value-add.
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Built for what's next.
tenperzent.com is the Al-native ATS designed for European hiring in 2026 -

GDPR by default, EU Al Act compliant, free to start, €79/month to scale.
Start free at tenperzent.com
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