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O P I N I O N

IN THE
WORKPLACE
REY ELBO

I ’m the recruitment manager of a medium-sized es-
tablishment. We don’t require character references, 
especially when certain job applicants have proven their 

worth during our intensive interviews. Am I doing it right? — 
Lost Lamb. 

In the era of AI, psychometric tools, and applicant tracking 
systems, the humble, age-old character references may appear 
irrelevant and unwanted. Many times, we ditch character refer-
ences who give exaggerated recommendations. So, what’s the use? 

Is that a good reason to ignore them?
Of course not. Don’t be too quick 

to dismiss references. When done 
right, character references can o� er 
powerful insight into a candidate’s 
true self — something no résumé, 

chatbot, or even a deep-dive stress interview can capture.
But you’re right. Many reference checks are ineffective if 

you don’t exercise critical thinking. Anyway, you can only do it 
if you’re ready to decide between the top two contenders in the 
shortlist. What’s important is to expect that references may not 
give you an objective answer.

You can only know the truth when you dig deeper, assuming 
that character references are approachable, friendly, and accom-
modating. 

RIGHT STRATEGIES
If thoughtfully and thoroughly consulted, references can help you 
answer many questions every hiring manager wrestles with. Here’s 
how to transform character references into e� ective allies for smart 
hiring. Note, however, that the following strategies may apply only 
for candidates vying for key and sensitive managerial posts:

One, ask the right people. Job candidates would always 
give you the names of people who are friendly to them. That’s 
understandable. However, as a hiring manager, your job is to ask 
for specifi c details and not just praise from the right people. You 
can do this by asking for the names of their former direct bosses 
and not just o�  ce colleagues.

One caveat, though. Don’t do this when the applicants are still 
employed, or you’ll risk damaging their career in that organization. 
Better, if you can talk to their past employers. If possible, ask for the 
names of people who don’t always agree with them on certain issues.

Two, settle for three references. Other than the candidates’ 
direct boss, talk to their former colleagues who have worked with 
them in collaborative roles. Talk to objective references who can 
speak to the candidates’ competence, character, and integrity.

Again, be careful with this approach as you don’t want to 
destroy the candidates’ careers by talking to many people who can 
spill the beans unnecessarily.

Three, know their specific stories. Don’t be tempted to 
ask — “Would you rehire this person?” This question is vague 
and subjective. More often, the answer refl ects personal bias or 
internal policies, not the candidate’s actual performance. Instead, 
ask the following behavioral and insightful questions that could 
yield meaningful insights: 

Can you describe a situation when the candidate made a 
serious mistake? In what way did they handle it? How did they 
respond to critical, negative feedback? What strengths did they 
bring to your organization? What challenges did they face?

Four, read between the lines. What isn’t said is more reveal-
ing than what is said out loud. Be cautious if a reference speaks 
in glowing but vague terms. Imagine hearing this — “he’s a great 
guy, always smiling.” If the reference struggles to give specifi c 
examples, that’s a red fl ag.

Likewise, listen and understand for long pauses, hesitation, faint 
praise, and polite evasions. You have to understand this as people 
avoid direct criticism out of fear of legal consequences or personal 
discomfort. Trust your instinct when something is a bit o� . 

Five, understand but double-check. Validate the informa-
tion against what was stated in the candidate’s resume or what 
came up during the interview. Did the candidate lead a cross-
functional project that yielded millions? Did they leave the job 
voluntarily, or was there a story behind it?

It’s not about catching the candidates in a lie, but about gaining 
clarity. That’s where you should be able to reconcile different 
stories. 

Six, discover the personal bias. Character references are 
not neutral. Many of them are supporters. Some are reluctant 
whistleblowers. They’re playing it safe, just enough not to get 
sued. Recognize that cultural norms may discourage people from 
speaking negatively, even if it’s warranted. 

Some references may be overly enthusiastic because of loyalty. 
Others may refrain from giving a candidate’s strengths out of ri-
valry or resentment. 

NOT A DECIDING FACTOR
Seeking the character references’ opinion is not obsolete. But 
it’s often underutilized. When you ask the right people the right 
questions, listen carefully to the answers. You’ll gain a rare win-
dow into how a person shows up when things aren’t perfect. 

Reference checks should never be the only deciding factor. 
They’re like dessert, not the main course. They may be used only 
alongside in-depth interviews, work samples, and other related 
hiring processes.

In a world that thrives on trust, culture, and collaboration, 
references are your greatest allies, if you know how to handle 
them well. 

Making character 
references truly count

Ask questions and receive REY ELBO’s insights for free. E-mail 
elbonomics@gmail.com or DM him on Facebook, LinkedIn, X, 
or via https://reyelbo.com. Anonymity is guaranteed.

DIVERSITY, equity, and inclu-
sion (DEI) policies are fi nding ac-
ceptance in the Philippines, labor 
professionals said, despite a high-
ly publicized crackdown against 
the practice in the US, where the 
Trump administration has reject-
ed it as unmeritocratic.

“ Workers stand to benefit 
greatly from adopting and pro-
moting workplace DEI,” Federa-
tion of Free Workers President 
Jose G. Matula said via Viber.

According to Mr. Matula, in the 
Philippine context, more workers 
could benefit from stronger le-
gal protections for marginalized 
workers and ensuring equal op-
portunities regardless of gender, 

age, disability, sexual orientation, 
ethnicity, or background.

“These measures will enhance 
employment rates, reduce in-
equality, and foster a more pro-
ductive, innovative, and humane 
labor market,” he added.

“What we need now is im-
proved or better implementation 
of policies,” Maria Ella Calaor-
Oplas, an economics professor 
specializing in human capital de-
velopment research at De La Salle 
University, said via chat.

She was referring to laws 
like the Magna Carta of Women 
(Republic Act No. 9710) and the 
Magna Carta for Persons with 
Disability (RA 7277).

According to JobStreet by 
SEEK’s Hiring, Compensation 
& Benefits Report 2025, more 
than 60% of Philippine compa-
nies have adopted DEI initia-

tives, the highest in Southeast 
Asia.

The report also found that 
Philippine companies are actively 
investing in DEI, with 62% imple-
menting anti-discrimination and 
harassment policies, and 59% 
establishing employee resource 
groups.

Other efforts include uncon-
scious bias training (with a 54% 
adoption rate), regular DEI as-
sessments (44%), and mentor-
ship programs for underrepre-
sented groups (46%).

Mr. Matula said that the govern-
ment should enforce anti-discrim-
ination laws, and pass more legisla-
tion enshrining gender equality 
and inclusive employment.

It should also provide incen-
tives to companies that practice 
inclusive hiring and promote di-
verse leadership, he added.

Mr. Matula said labor inspec-
tions and occupational safety 
programs should hold companies 
to a DEI standard.

He added that government 
agencies should promote social 
dialogue with trade unions to en-
sure fair representation.

Ms. Oplas said that the govern-
ment should also draft a Magna 
Carta for senior high school (SHS) 
graduates entering the labor force.

“This is something not yet tak-
en care of, and seems to be needed 
now that we are looking at the 
value of K-to-12. If we want to be 
inclusive, we need to make room 
for our SHS Graduates,” she added.

On Wednesday, the Palace said 
President Ferdinand R. Marcos, 
Jr. is looking to expand and im-
prove the K-to-12 program, af-
ter noting its failure to produce 
work-ready graduates.

DEI policies fi nd backing in
PHL despite US crackdown
By Adrian H. Halili 
Reporter

WASHINGTON — President 
Donald Trump’s administration 
reported having 2.3 million peo-
ple on federal payrolls in March, 
little changed from prior months 
despite the Republican’s e� orts 
to shrink the size of government.

The O�  ce of Personnel Man-
agement, which functions as the 
HR department for the federal 
government, published figures 

on Tuesday on hiring and firing 
across thousands of government 
o�  ces, with growth in some areas 
of government largely canceling 
out cuts elsewhere.

Overall, the number of federal 
jobs — excluding postal work-
ers and the military — was down 
about 23,000 from September, 
the last published report on over-
all staffing levels.

To be sure, the numbers are 
only through March and Mr. 
Trump, who took office in Janu-
ary, has continued efforts to 
shrink the federal workforce. 
The administration has signed 
deals, for example, with at least 
75,000 federal workers, agree-
ing to pay them for several 
months before they resign. A 
spokesperson at the Office of 

Personnel Management said 
hundreds of thousands of such 
workers will drop off federal 
payrolls in October.

“This data marks the fi rst mea-
surable step toward President 
Trump’s vision of a disciplined, 
accountable federal workforce 
and it’s only the beginning,” Act-
ing OPM Director Chuck Ezell 
said in a statement.

Mr. Trump, with help from for-
mer adviser Elon Musk, kicked 
off a sweeping campaign in Janu-
ary to shutter federal offices and 
cut jobs. Federal worker unions 
and their allies pushed back in 
court, with judges ordering agen-
cies in some cases to rescind or 
pause the firings.

The new fi gures show a nose-
dive in hiring, which dropped by 

half in February from January. 
OPM ordered federal agencies 
to pause hiring on Inauguration 
Day, with exceptions for positions 
related to immigration, national 
security or public safety. The fed-
eral government hired fewer than 
5,000 people in January, com-
pared to about 20,000 in Decem-
ber before Mr. Trump returned to 
the White House. — Reuters

Trump administration reports 23,000 fewer federal jobs since September


