Job-Hunting Skills

Managing Your References

Just when you believe you have the position in the bag,
weak and uninformed references can hurt your candidacy

By PeTeR J. LEETS

When Vaughn Pewens was lud off from ha
executve job with a 3250 mullbon New York City
publishing company, be knew he'd peed profes-
sional references to land his next position. While
many people put off reference selection uatil the last
minute, Mr. Peters (oot his resl name) tmmediately
telephoned the three people who best knew his
work. He desenbed b woemployment as having
“decided to leave bocause | was no longer chal-
leaged ™

Mr, Peters commutied a mustake ofien repeated
by job bumers: He dede’t honestly present his situa-
uon This put hus references in the uocomfonable
posivon of representing him based on a fabricated
s20ry When contacting references. job  huoters
should always be truthiul They should offer a
concue wransinon siatement followed by ther ob-
jectives and how the references can help.

“Contactng potenial references, or any [other
contacts] prior 10 beng complewely prepared w
posatively represent your situabon, minimires your
chances for succese™ wayy Bill Rioo, semior vice
president of human resources for the Geneva Coa.,
an Irvime, Calif -based mergens and acquisition ed-
visory firm.

Some job hunters abse misjudge their references
and select people who are umable o present them
effectively. Then, even if they emerge from the
earler stages of the selection procews smelling like a
rose, Lherr candidacies can be nnmtenuonally weak-
ened

References aren’t to blame for undermining a
candidacy. Rather, 1t's the job bunter's responsibil-
iy 1o manage the quabty of hus or her refercnces.
Other eommon mstakes m selecung acd managing
references wsually unnoticed unles you know
what w look for. Incorporate the following sugges-
tions o vour job search and yoar references wall
servie vou well _
® Evaluste all potential references. Conmider such

iguainiances as prioT managers, peert, sibordi-

pates, clents and professional colleagues. De-
pending on how effecuvely you've oetworked,
handled vour responsibilines and worked with
othery dunng your career, this lisi cin eauly
wclude 15 10 M0 people.

® Select references who can sefl yoor skills. Al-
though evervone on wour bst knows you make
sure those you selscs can vouch for vou a8 some-
one who will cootribute sdded wvalue They

Mr [awir o o ererames aew presdent = Ereruster Aoty
Cop o [rane Dol o scpozormen: Frm Soars o Clerars

should bave the desoe and verbal ability 1o sell
your skille personal qualities and professionsl
annbutes. It's oot unusual for reference checkers
o perform their task at their managers” request,
and they may oot be properly wained. Thus, they
may feel itimidated about asking other ques-
thons besides dates of employment, last position
held and eligibility for rehire. In such cases, good
references will lead intervicwers by making lead-
ing statemments or discussing your strengths rela-
tive 1o the desired job.

& Evaluste your most receni manager as s refer-
ence. Most emplovers prefer 1o check wour cre-
dentials with & curremi Or previous MAnager
Unless you were 1old you absolately couldn’t use
ber, siant punuring the relatonship now. More
likely than not she'll prove to be an excellent

Make sure references
understand how your
skills match the
employer’s needs, and
why the fit is in your best
interest

refercnce. Onberwise, defnse potential obstacles
by focusing on the immedisie concern rather than
past differences. [n difficalt situations, vt may be
posible to draft a letter that's mutually sesept-
shle and wuthfully cooveys yoor wlenis and
sconmplishments.

® ldentify and select listeners. Dunng converss-
tions with poteniial emplovers, vour references
should lsien for the real ssues behund the qoes-
tions and relay them to you Omnee aware of any
TEMALNINE UsUel, YOU CAD preparc appropriately

perhaps for breakfast or lunch—ip get nesc-
quainted. Express an wmterest o thewr lives and
avoid wling ooly about yoursell, Be a Hkablc
friend they wani to help and make them & part of
your network.

& Send necewaary loformation Send thank-vou
letiers W those who have agieed o seTve a3
references. Witk cach letter, send vour resume,

wransition statement and lsi of others- serving as
references.

@ Validate vour references. One way o determene
whether marginal references can sell you effec-
uvely 18 w have & friend, ideally a personmel or
search profeasional. call them about o hypotheti-
cal position you're pursumng through vour friead's
firm. They must maintain a professional demea-
#of, stating name, company and the posiion
they're reference-checking. They should ask a
few open-ended questions, such as: “What can
vou iell me aboui Mr. Peters™ “What are his
stremgths and weaknessesT™ *What else should [
know about him™ If your references, though
well-intenioned, prove 1o be inadeqiate you cin
belp them o be more effective in subsequent
conversations, Otheredse, replace them.

@ Prepare n list of references for each interview.
On satonery maching your resume, wmie
names, addresses and telephone sumbers {either
work, home or both depending on the reference’s
choiee}. followed by a seniepce descnibing your
relationship. This & cleasly more professional
than baving the interviewer wail while you look
up numbers and jo them oo a piece of paper.
Supply references’ names only when reference

checking i the lan major condition of & job offer

“You have 8 responsibility o your references to be

selective [about] who receives their mame.” sayvs

Kenpeth Thompson, a partner with MeCormack &

Farrow, an executive search firm in Costa Mesa,

Cabif. “Too many calls, or unprofessional questions,

w0urs your rehuu-uh;p with them and thewr willing-

ness 1o help.™

® Alert your reflerences before they're contacted by
prospective employers. Make sure they under-
suind how wvour skills smawch the emplover’s
needs. and why the fit is in vour best interest. “t
will help them sell wou and make their jobs
easner —a plus when considering busy schedules.”
says Tom Hobbs, vice pressdent of human re-
sources for Avce Financal Services o Irvine,
Calif

® Foliow up prompuly. Alwavs call each reference
with the outcome. Once you've accepted 2 new
position, scod your references an approprisie
“thank you.™

& Maintain your references. Odds are }'clu'l: change
POSIUOnS AEAIN, &0 Sy 1 1ouch with references
Try using seascoal greetings. buthday cards,
shor notes, posteards or occasiooal get-togethers
Whether you're emploved or 18 traniition. refer-

ences can make or break vour career. Follow these

gudsiines and wour refereoces will prowvde the
=swing voie™ that gets vou the job vou've earoed. @





