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The Scientific Case for
Structured Reference Checking

What decades of personnel-selection research—and newer evidence on 
structured, online reference checks—actually show about reliability, predictive 

validity, fairness, and practical utility.

EXECUTIVE THESIS
Reference checks are not a perfect or stand-alone predictor of employee success. The evidence supports a 
more precise conclusion: when reference checks are structured, job-related, multi-source, and consistently 
administered, they can provide reliable and criterion-related information about future work performance and 
involuntary turnover, while adding a distinct third-party signal to a broader selection system.
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Executive Summary
The conventional criticism of references is partly correct—but aimed at the wrong method. Unstructured 
letters, informal calls, vague questions, and purely narrative recommendations have long suffered from leniency, 
inconsistent content, and weak inter-rater reliability. Muchinsky’s 1979 review captured these limitations and 
helped shape decades of skepticism.

Modern structured reference checking is a materially different assessment procedure. It standardizes job-
relevant questions, uses quantitative response formats alongside targeted narrative prompts, gathers multiple 
observers where possible, and applies the same scoring logic across candidates. Studies of these methods report 
meaningful predictive relationships with later supervisory ratings and involuntary turnover.
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What the evidence supports
 Reference checks have positive criterion-related validity for job performance, although the size of the 

relationship depends heavily on how the reference check is designed.
 Structure matters. Job-related dimensions, standardized questions, consistent scales, and defined scoring 

reduce ambiguity and improve psychometric quality.
 Web-based multisource reference checks have demonstrated acceptable reliability and predictive relationships 

with both work performance and involuntary turnover.
 Reference checking adds information rather than replacing stronger predictors. OPM reports a historical 

validity estimate of .26 used alone and .57 when combined with general cognitive ability, compared with .51 for 
cognitive ability alone.

 Large-scale evidence suggests highly structured employment references can show negligible practical gender 
bias in ratings.

 Leniency remains a real limitation. A 2026 series of eight experiments found managers gave more favorable 
ratings in structured online reference-check conditions than in private assessments; importantly, perspective-
taking instructions reduced that leniency.

BOTTOM LINE
The scientific argument is not “references never lie” or “references predict every good hire.” It is that structured 
reference information contains measurable signal about future work behavior, can be collected with acceptable 
reliability, and can add a low-cost third-party perspective to a multi-method hiring process.

1. Why Reference Checks Developed a Bad Reputation
The skepticism has a legitimate historical basis. A major 1979 review by Paul Muchinsky concluded that 
traditional reference reports were characterized by low inter-rater reliability, low criterion-related validity, leniency, 
and restriction of range. The important point is methodological: much of the older evidence reflected traditional 
reference reports, not the standardized digital methods now available.

This distinction matters because selection methods are not defined merely by their label. A free-form letter 
and a structured, competency-based questionnaire are both called “references,” but they impose very different 
controls on what is asked, how responses are captured, and how results are interpreted.
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From informal recommendation to structured assessment

TRADITIONAL / UNSTRUCTURED STRUCTURED / MODERN

Free-form conversation or letter Same job-related questions for comparable 
candidates

Different topics depending on referee/interviewer Defined competencies and behavior-focused prompts

Narrative impressions dominate Quantitative ratings plus targeted narrative evidence

Often one reference Multiple reference providers can be aggregated

No consistent scoring model Standardized scales and report structure

Manual phone/email process Digital collection, reminders, timestamps and 
auditability

2. Criterion-Related Validity: Does Reference Information 
Predict Performance?
Criterion-related validity asks whether an assessment is statistically associated with a meaningful later 
outcome—such as supervisor-rated job performance. The evidence for structured reference checks is positive 
and practically meaningful, though not so large that references should be used as the sole selection instrument.

Historical benchmark: approximately r = .26
The U.S. Office of Personnel Management reproduces a widely cited personnel-selection comparison in which 
reference checking has an estimated validity of .26 when used alone. That estimate is lower than work samples 
(.54), structured interviews (.51), and cognitive ability tests (.51), but higher than years of job experience (.18) and 
years of education (.10) in the same comparison.

The .26 estimate should be treated cautiously. Later scholarship notes that it traces to a relatively small set of 
older samples predating 1984 and was not corrected for range restriction in the same way as many other 
estimates. It is useful as a historical benchmark, not as the final word on modern structured methods.

Taylor et al. (2004): structured telephone references
Taylor, Pajo, Cheung, and Stringfield developed a brief structured telephone reference check for entry-
level customer-contact jobs. Among 223 applicants, reference ratings predicted subsequent supervisory job-
performance ratings at r = .25 (p < .01) before correction and r = .36 after correction for range restriction and 
criterion unreliability. Referees also differentiated among the intended job-relevant dimensions.

Hedricks, Robie & Oswald (2013): web-based multisource references
A large applied study of web-based multisource reference checking found a correlation of r = .35 (p < .001) 
between pre-hire reference ratings and post-hire supervisor ratings on corresponding work behaviors. The 
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study also found that higher pre-hire reference scores were associated with lower odds of involuntary turnover, 
while voluntary turnover was not predicted in the same way.

That distinction is theoretically sensible: voluntary departure can reflect many factors unrelated to poor 
performance, whereas involuntary termination is more directly connected to employer judgments about fit, conduct, 
or performance.

INTERPRETING r = .35
A correlation of .35 is not determinism. It means the assessment contains meaningful predictive information 
while leaving substantial variance unexplained. In personnel selection, the practical question is whether a 
method adds useful signal at reasonable cost—not whether it perfectly predicts human behavior.

3. Reliability: Can Structured References Measure 
Consistently?
Validity is constrained by reliability: a measure that produces unstable or internally inconsistent scores 
cannot predict outcomes well. This is one of the clearest areas in which structured digital reference checking 
improves on informal references.

Hedricks and colleagues reported internal-consistency estimates between .96 and .98 in a large dataset 
(N≈8,000) and average two-week test–retest reliability of .74 (N≈1,298), as summarized in later peer-
reviewed work. The 2013 study also reported acceptable inter-rater reliability and test–retest reliability.

High internal consistency does not prove validity by itself. It does, however, show that a structured instrument 
can collect reference-provider ratings in a psychometrically coherent way—contradicting the idea that reference 
information is inherently too subjective to measure.

4. Incremental Validity: Reference Checks as an Additional 
Signal
References work best as an addition, not a replacement. Reference checking should generally sit alongside 
interviews, work samples, assessments, and verification rather than replacing them.

OPM's assessment-strategy table reports general cognitive ability at .51 validity alone and .57 when 
combined with reference checking—described as a 12% increase in validity in that framework. This 
supports a practical proposition: reference data can contribute information that is not fully redundant with another 
predictor.

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR HIRING TEAMS
You've already heard from the candidate. Structured references add evidence from the people who actually 
watched them work. Use that evidence as one strong input alongside interviews and assessments, not as the 
single deciding factor.
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5. Fairness and Standardization
Unstructured narrative recommendations have been criticized for allowing ambiguity and stereotypes to 
influence content. A 2022 study examined nearly one million applicants and more than four million structured 
employment-reference ratings. It found no meaningful practical gender bias in highly structured quantitative 
references across job levels, industries, and jobs with different gender stereotypes.

In a subsample involving narrative comments, gender differences were also practically negligible. The 
authors concluded that imposing structure—particularly quantitative, job-related response formats—can reduce 
opportunities for subtle bias compared with unstructured recommendation letters.

This does not mean structured references eliminate discrimination. Bias can still enter through individual 
behavior, question design, interpretation, or downstream decision-making. The evidence supports structure as a 
risk-reduction mechanism, not a guarantee of fairness.

6. The Most Important Limitation: Leniency Bias
Any honest look at references has to address their biggest weakness. In 2026, Jacobson and colleagues 
published eight experimental studies involving more than 1,700 full-time managers in the United States and United 
Kingdom. Managers gave more favorable ratings of direct reports in structured online reference-check conditions 
than when providing private assessments.

The researchers linked part of the effect to “vicarious self-promotion”: managers may present employees 
favorably because a strong employee reflects positively on the manager. Crucially, the experiments also 
identified a mitigation strategy: instructing referees to adopt the perspective of the hiring manager rather than the 
candidate reduced leniency.

Design implications
 Use behaviorally specific questions rather than global “good employee” judgments.
 Ask referees to answer from the perspective of the prospective employer/hiring manager.
 Collect multiple references when feasible so no single rater dominates.
 Report rating distributions and agreement/disagreement rather than only a single composite score.
 Preserve narrative evidence so hiring professionals can see the observations behind summarized insights.
 Treat unusually positive ratings as data—not proof—and combine them with verification and other selection 

evidence.

7. Recent Evidence: Useful Information Can Still Be 
Underused
A 2024 University of Washington/CEDR working paper studied structured professional-reference ratings 
for teacher applicants. The researchers found the ratings predicted future job performance, but experimentally 
providing those ratings to hiring managers did not consistently improve managers' evaluations or hiring choices.

What this means for employers. Collecting good reference information is not enough; it has to be presented so 
hiring managers can interpret and use it. When choosing a reference platform, look for one that both improves the 
quality of the evidence and presents it clearly, with scores you can trace back to what references actually said.
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8. What Makes a Reference Check Scientifically Defensible?
1. Job relevance — Questions should map to competencies and behaviors that matter for the target role.

2. Standardization — Comparable candidates should receive comparable questions and response scales.

3. Multiple observers — Where practical, aggregate observations across supervisors, peers, direct reports, 
customers, or other relevant workplace observers.

4. Behavioral specificity — Ask about observed actions, frequency, examples, and work outcomes rather than 
vague personality impressions.

5. Quantitative + qualitative evidence — Use structured scales for comparability and targeted narrative prompts 
for context.

6. Defined scoring — Predefine how ratings are combined, interpreted, and flagged; avoid ad hoc recruiter 
judgment.

7. Transparency — Allow decision-makers to trace summaries and AI-generated insights back to source 
responses.

8. Human review — Use reference information as decision support within a broader selection system, not as an 
autonomous hire/no-hire engine.

9. Validation — Organizations using reference scores for consequential selection should evaluate reliability, 
criterion relationships, subgroup outcomes, and local job relevance over time.

9. What the Research Supports—and What It Doesn't
Use this as a checklist when you evaluate any reference-checking vendor, including us.

WHAT THE RESEARCH SUPPORTS WHAT IT DOES NOT SUPPORT

Structured reference checks can provide criterion-
related information about future job performance.

Reference checks can determine whether a candidate 
will succeed.

Modern structured methods have demonstrated 
acceptable reliability in applied studies.

Reference information is objective or error-free.

Reference data can add a third-party behavioral signal 
to a multi-method selection process.

References are the best predictor of job performance.

Structured quantitative formats may reduce some 
forms of bias relative to unstructured narratives.

Structured references eliminate bias or adverse 
impact.

Reference scores, response patterns and fraud 
signals can flag answers that need follow-up.

An automated flag, on its own, proves a candidate or 
reference is dishonest.

Digital reference checking can make standardized 
collection faster and more scalable.

Automation itself makes a reference check valid.
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10. How OnlineReferenceCheck.com Applies the Research
OnlineReferenceCheck.com is built around these findings. The platform collects standardized third-party 
evidence quickly, by email and text message, and turns it into transparent decision support for your hiring team:

 Role-based question templates built on job-related competencies, with the same questions for every 
candidate.

 Rating scales tied to specific, observable work behaviors.
 Up to 6 references per applicant, combined, with consistency flags where references disagree.
 Each reference's relationship to the candidate recorded and shown on the report.
 Fraud screening shown as review flags for your team, never as accusations.
 AI summaries linked to the original answers, always reviewed by people.
 Instructions asking references to answer from the hiring manager's point of view, to reduce leniency.
 Report exports that let employers compare reference results with their own post-hire outcomes.
 A clear line between collecting evidence, analyzing it, and your final hiring decision, which always stays with 

you.

OUR COMMITMENT
We don't promise certainty about any hire; no honest reference provider can. We promise better evidence: a 
faster, standardized way to collect independent observations of a candidate's work and turn them into clear, 
job-related information your team can act on.

Conclusion
Reference checking is neither scientifically useless nor scientifically infallible. The older reputation of 
references was shaped by methods that were often informal, inconsistent, narrative-heavy, and difficult to score. 
Modern structured approaches address many of those weaknesses.

Across the evidence reviewed here, structured reference ratings show positive relationships with later supervisor-
rated performance; web-based multisource methods have demonstrated strong internal consistency and 
meaningful test–retest reliability; reference scores have predicted involuntary turnover; large-scale structured-
reference data show negligible practical gender bias; and contemporary experimental research identifies both a 
real leniency problem and a practical way to reduce it.

The appropriate conclusion is therefore measured but practical: structured reference checking can be a valid, 
reliable, low-cost source of incremental third-party information when it is job-related, standardized, thoughtfully 
designed, and used as one component of a broader evidence-based hiring process.
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Research note: This paper summarizes published research and public-sector assessment guidance. It is not a 
validation study of OnlineReferenceCheck.com's own questionnaires. As the research recommends, employers 
using reference scores for important decisions should review them against their own hiring outcomes over time.

About OnlineReferenceCheck.com
OnlineReferenceCheck.com runs structured, automated reference checks for HR teams, recruiting and staffing 
firms, and background screening companies. References receive requests by email and text message and answer 
job-related questions on any device. Employers receive a scored report with fraud screening, usually within 24 
hours, for $18 per applicant with up to 6 references and no monthly minimums.

See it for yourself: book a demo at onlinereferencecheck.com or email sales@onlinereferencecheck.com.
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