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     A seemingly infinite number of workshops at academic chairs conferences address the 

challenges of managing conflict, dealing with difficult colleagues, and other similar 

themes. This presentation will focus on risk mitigation through proper applicant 

screening, which will reduce or eliminate the time and energy consuming tasks of 

managing problem employees after they have joined the faculty.   

     In many colleges and universities, checking an applicant’s background is a rushed 

process. The responsibility of conducting a background check often falls upon either the 

department chair or search committee chair, who may, at the most, make a cursory phone 

call to a favorable reference provided by the applicant, or at the very least, rely upon the 

recommendation letters written on the applicant’s behalf.  

     Chair’s and search committee members should take a more serious, proactive, 

preventive approach to hiring applicants for faculty positions. Many of the common 

interpersonal conflicts that arise, in addition to the more serious legal problems, such as 

hostile workplace, negligent hiring and negligent retention claims, could have been 



prevented by a more thorough focus on background screening before the job offer is 

made.1 

     This seminar will draw from the criminal justice literature to provide participants with 

practical suggestions within the boundaries of employment law to properly screen the 

short-listed applicant. It will inform the participants on the often misunderstood reference 

immunity statutes when contacting an applicant’s current or former employer.2 It will 

also cover the use of social media in conducting background checks on prospective new 

hires.3 The participants will be introduced to case studies based upon the presenter’s own 

experience (using fictional names and locations) to illustrate the importance of effective 

applicant screening. While we must first acknowledge that (1) no amount of screening is 

100 percent effective, and (2) chairs often “inherit” problems, diligence in conducting 

quality, thorough applicant screening can help avoid many of the future conflicts in the 

workplace as well as prevent liability.  
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