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If the candidate does not list supervisors as references, it is acceptable to 
identify supervisors from the history portion of the application/resume and 
contact them. Of course, if the candidate has asked that a current employer not 
be contacted, this request must be honored. 

If a candidate is unable to provide supervisory 
references, sometimes offering creative 
suggestions can get the juices flowing. For 
example: 

	• �Candidates who have recently graduated might substitute a teacher or 
college professor for a supervisory reference.

	• �A person returning to the workforce may not have work supervisors to 
provide, but may have a supervisor from a volunteer experience or from a 
freelance job who is familiar with the individual’s work. 

	• �If there is military experience in the candidate’s background, a former 
platoon leader or commanding officer can be an excellent alternative.

	• �Indirect supervisors such as team leads, trainers, or temporary supervisors 
should not be overlooked. They often have significant experience working 
with the candidate and can provide the objective information that is 
desired. 

It may take some digging, but when checking references it is worthwhile to 
talk to the people with the best knowledge of a candidate’s work—and that is 
usually current and former supervisors.

This sample document is only an example and is based on the laws in effect at the 
time it was written. MRA-The Management Association, Inc. does not make any 
representations or warranties regarding the appropriateness or prudence of using 
this information for any particular individual or situation. Your company should add, 
delete, or modify the content of this document as needed to suit your purposes. This 
material is for your information only and should not be construed as legal advice. In 
some circumstances it may be advisable to have legal counsel review final documents 
prior to implementation.
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All references are not created 
equal. Seasoned reference checkers 
know a conversation with a current 
or former supervisor is likely to 
provide information of greatest 
value, so the supervisory reference 
is the gold standard. 

While references from a coworker 
certainly have some worth, 
their usefulness may be limited. 
A coworker has no firsthand 
knowledge of performance reviews 
or disciplinary actions, and his 
or her opinion on strengths and 
weaknesses may be different than 
those observed by the trained eye 
of a supervisor. Coworkers listed 
as references often are friends of 
the candidate, and this may mean 
the information they provide is less 
objective.

Need help with your reference 
checking process? MRA’s Reference 
& Background Investigations 
department can help you!

The Gold Standard of 
Candidate References

What if the candidate 
can’t think of supervisory 

references to provide?

MRA’s HR Hotline can help you!

866-HR-Hotline | 866.474.6854

InfoNow@mranet.org

mranet.org/24-7/hr-hotline

https://mranet.org/reference-background-investigations
https://mranet.org/reference-background-investigations
mailto:InfoNow%40mranet.org?subject=
http://mranet.org/24-7/hr-hotline


Wisconsin 

www.mranet.org    800.488.4845

MRA helps you create powerful teams and a safe,  
successful workplace with talent, tools, and training.

Minnesota Illinois Iowa

HR  
SERVICES

LEARNING &  
ORGANIZATION 
DEVELOPMENT

TALENT  
MANAGEMENT

TOTAL  
REWARDS

As one of the largest nonprofit 
employer associations in the nation, MRA:

Serves 4,000 employers
covering one million 

employees worldwide. 

200 HR experts 
with more than 2,000 years of 

collective knowledge, experience 
and expertise.

Holds more than
2,000 Training 

events annually.

Offers more than
1,000 HR Guides 

templates, toolkits, and more.

MRA is Your TotalHR® Resource.


