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— 
Introduction 
Your world is moving faster. Competition for top talent is getting fiercer. And your clients want better results 
today—not tomorrow. Staffing and recruiting firms, including Recruitment Process Outsourcers (RPOs), 
contingency and temp based, niche focused, and executive search firms—need to act more quickly than 
ever before to find talent, reduce time-to-fill, and stand out in an overcrowded industry where innovation, 
efficiency, and service will be key differentiators.

In this short white paper, we explore how staffing and recruiting firms can gain a competitive edge by 
leveraging new data-driven approaches to build recruiting efficiencies, reach new clients, build a strong 
candidate pipeline, and provide the kind of deep insight into candidate performance that will keep your 
clients coming back for more. 

— 
Unprecedented Challenges
The needs of the staffing and recruiting industry can vary greatly, but you have one striking phenomenon in 
common: Your industry is growing, but the talent pool isn’t. By 2020, employers in the world’s richest nations 
will be short as many as 18 million college-educated workers. And with baby boomers set to retire in record 
numbers over the next 10 to 20 years, the situation will likely worsen. That means successful firms will have to 
think creatively to gain market share and stay viable in the talent acquisition space. 

That fundamental challenge to find new ways to stand out from the crowd is further complicated by ever 
increasing demand. Corporations are poised for growth in 2015 and their need for talent will continue to grow. 
Meeting that demand quickly, efficiently, and purposefully is getting harder to do. And in high-growth fields 
like engineering, IT, and healthcare, finding talent with the right skillsets can be particularly difficult. 

The demand to fill more positions faster is often at odds with the need to work more efficiently, straining the 
resources of even the best-run staffing and recruiting organizations.  

“The staffing and recruiting industry is a crowded space. Firms that 
are going to gain a competitive advantage are the ones that add 
science to the art of sales and recruiting.” 

Randy DeHaan 
Head of Staffing and Recruiting 

InsightSquared
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— 
Reference Checking as a Strategic Advantage
For most organizations today, including staffing and recruiting firms, except for key positions, reference 
checking is a perfunctory, low-value task typically carried out after hiring decisions have been made. Ask a 
co-worker if they think reference checking is worthless, and in most cases they’ll probably agree. Even for 
those organizations that mandate reference checking, it can be a slow, ineffective, and tedious process of 
phone tag. When you finally reach a reference, the feedback you receive is little more than verification of your 
candidate’s employment dates.  

Today’s online reference checking solutions can help speed the reference process by automating reference 
feedback. But the best reference checking solutions do even more by using job-specific surveys to target 
the positions you are hiring for. They can help you evaluate a range of criteria so that you can deliver deeper, 
more predictive insights about a candidate to assure a better fit with your clients’ needs. They can also 
provide professional, polished and detailed candidate reports that can be passed on to clients to help them 
make better hiring decisions and plan on-boarding and training needs. And the best automated reference 
systems can do all that in record time, giving your staffing and recruiting firm a competitive edge in a 
crowded market. 

How can you transform reference checking into a strategic advantage for your organization? 

Here are five ways:

#1 Speed time-to-fill and increase recruiting efficiencies 
With unemployment rates declining across key industries, time-to-fill rates are soaring—hitting an all-time 
high of 27 working days in early 20151. In key industries like healthcare, it takes an average of 42.8 working 
days to fill a position; the technology industry is not far behind, averaging 37.5 days2. 

On the one hand, that’s good news for staffing and recruiting agencies, as more companies turn to you 
for your expertise. On the other hand, staying competitive means finding any edge you can to work more 
efficiently and beat those time-to-fill averages. 

Online reference checking is one way innovative firms can gain new efficiencies. By automating reference 
checking—and eliminating time-consuming phone tag—you can increase the number and quality of the 
references you receive and get the information you need—often in less than 2 business days. Additionally, 
these solutions are optimized for smartphones and tablets, enabling your references and candidates to 
respond at a time convenient for them from any location. For example, SkillSurvey found that candidates 
using mobile devices respond 42% faster than those completing Pre-Hire 360 on a PC. Reference reports on 
candidates are ready 21% faster when candidates use mobile devices instead of a PC. That fast turn-around 
time means you’re more likely to fill a position while your competitors are still waiting for a call back. And 
because your candidates are more carefully vetted, your hiring managers are less likely to have to perform 
additional screening—which puts your organization at the top of the list when clients begin to grow their 
operations. 

Gain faster responses from the right references: 
— Average response time: >2 days
— Average # of references: >4 
— Quality of references: >50% are current or former supervisors
— Response rate: >85%  
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#2  Be a more strategic business partner
Staffing and recruiting is a relationship-driven business. And to build better relationships with your clients 
you need to prove the value of your service. Most of your competitors claim they have access to top talent. 
But the truth is, access to social networks like LinkedIn and other online databases has leveled the playing 
field. By adopting an automated, online approach to reference checking that leverages job-specific surveys, 
you can deliver insights about the candidates you’re placing that other agencies and firms simply don’t have 
access to and differentiate yourself from the crowd. 

SkillSurvey’s Pre-Hire 360® is a scientifically validated process for obtaining feedback about a candidate’s 
past performance from managers, colleagues, and direct reports. It uses position-specific surveys to solicit 
information about a candidate’s past performance that can help you and your client make hiring decisions 
based on data-driven insight versus “gut” instinct. Solutions like these provide feedback on the soft skills that 
make a candidate successful—things like work ethic, professionalism, leadership, attention to safety protocols, 
or the ability to work in a team environment. 

Armed with deep insight about the candidates you’re placing, you can provide your clients with the tools 
they need to make great hiring decisions. You can pass on information from reference reports to help hiring 
managers ask more pointed questions during the interview process or even develop onboarding and training 
plans that address areas a candidate might need to improve on, which will strengthen future performance and 
help reduce turnover.  

#3 Build a talent pipeline
Building a network of active and passive job seekers is critical to keeping ahead of the game, but it’s arguably 
one of the more difficult aspects of your job. As more firms seek a more proactive approach to recruiting—
using networks like LinkedIn to identify the top talent in their industry—firms like yours will need to find new 
ways to provide “just-in-time” staffing. 

One way to do that is to build a database of warm leads. That requires identifying potential candidates, 
verifying that they’re interested in a change, validating that they’re actually good at what they do, and 
engaging them consistently and authentically. 

Great people tend to know other great people. With automated reference checking tools, you can turn 
references into future job prospects. You might, for example, invite your references to become members 
of your talent community—because you already understand their industry, their position, and something 
about their expectations of direct reports, colleagues, or supervisors, you have a targeted pool of interested 
candidates.

Deliver additional value to your clients: 
— Obtain feedback and report on job-specific behaviors 
— Deliver verbatim comments on strengths and areas of potential improvement 
— Provide a candidate “snapshot” for easy review
— Deliver behavioral-based interview questions
— Compare candidates in one report for more informed hiring decisions
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Even if you don’t formally invite references to join an established talent community, having up-to-the-
minute and confirmed contact information and critical job details of those references means you can build a 
passive database of potential candidates. With a broader network at your fingertips, you can spend less time 
hunting for candidates with the right skillset and more time building your referral network and making new 
connections.

#4 Burnish your brand
There’s a truism about brand that’s worth remembering: brand isn’t what you say about yourself, it’s what 
your clients say about you. Online reference checking can help you get your name in front of potential new 
clients. After all, chances are the references interacting with your system will need to do some hiring of their 
own in the future. And by transforming your reference checking process, you’re sending a message that 
you are a forward-looking company ready to embrace new strategies to get the job done. It’s a message 
that references—and potential new clients—will hear loud and clear. In a recruiting environment where talent 
analytics are quickly gaining traction, that can be a game changer. 

#5  Champion diversity
Today, organizations can’t afford to speak in a narrow voice to a limited audience. To remain competitive, even 
local companies are embracing a global perspective. Look for an online reference checking solution that helps 
you reach beyond language barriers to discover and hire a capable and talented workforce. 

And of course gender, age, race, ethnicity, and Americans with Disabilities are all protected classes. 
Unfortunately, some reference checking strategies can be blunt instruments. Ask for evidence that your 
reference surveys—whether online or scripted—meet EEOC statutes and guidelines to ensure compliance. In 
the event of a complaint, you must have evidence that the skills being assessed are related to job success. 
Surveys unrelated to specific job-related criteria are often targeted in lawsuits.

REFERENCE CHECKING TRANSFORMED 

A leading provider  
of diagnostic testing 

and services improved 
the retention rate of 

first-year sales reps to 
90 percent—well above 

the national average.

A top US hospital  
with over 20,000 

employees reduced 
time-to-fill by nearly  

2 weeks and decreased 
turnover to 7.75%, well 

below their annual 
target of 15%.

An electronic 
manufacturer 

decreased time spent 
checking references by 
85% and saved nearly 

$4 million in wages that 
could have been lost 

due to turnover.  
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— 
The SkillSurvey Difference
Founded on 25 years experience in job competency modeling, Pre-Hire 360® is the only patented solution on 
the market that automates the process of receiving feedback from references via job-specific surveys on at 
least 20 critical behaviors and skills. This insight is collected automatically and confidentially, typically in less 
than two days, and has been scientifically validated to be more predictive than traditional self-assessments. 
At least 80% of references complete the survey and offer candid input because they receive a system-
generated email from someone they know—the candidate. 

Reference checking doesn’t have to be a waste of your time. Online and automated reference checking, 
from leading providers like SkillSurvey, can be the secret weapon you need to differentiate yourself from 
competitors, speed time-to-fill, and improve client satisfaction. 

If you would like to learn more about how Pre-Hire 360 can help your firm, visit us at www.skillsurvey.com.
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