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	Pre-Employment Screening Firms
How to Select a Vendor or
Pre-Employment Screening Company for Background Checks


There are many reasons to hire a professional firm to perform all or part of your pre-employment screening tasks. These firms are experts in public record information. They understand the legal issues and limits, and should be able to help you develop and improve your company screening policies.  It stands to reason that a company that performs the same tasks for many clients often provides a better product at a lower cost and in a very professional manner.   Another advantage to outsourcing is that you only need to use them on a demand basis.   

The decision to outsource begins with knowing which functions you may want to undertake yourself, and which functions you wish to assign to a vendor. Remember the Screening Options Table in Lesson 6? A modified version of this table can be used to determine who will perform the function: one overall pre-employment screening vendor; a “specialty” vendor; or in-house. 

For example, the table on the following page describes how the American Ultra-Tech Corporation handles their screening functions:

	American Ultra-Tech Corporation

Screening Assignment Table
	ABC Screening
	National Student Clearinghouse 
	Done In-house

	Social Security Number Verificationxe "Social Security Number Verification"
	(
	
	

	Credit History Checksxe "Credit History Checks"
	(
	
	

	Employment History Verificationxe "Employment History Verification"
	
	
	(

	Criminal History Checksxe "Criminal History Checks"
	(
	
	

	Verification of Educational Backgroundxe "Educational Background:Verification of"
	
	(
	

	Confirmation of Professional Licenses & Registrations
	(
	
	

	Military Service Records Checksxe "Military Service Records Checks"
	(
	
	

	Motor Vehicle Reportsxe "Motor Vehicle Reports"
	
	
	(

	Civil Record Searchesxe "Civil Record Searches"
	(
	
	


American Ultra-Tech is located near the state DMV so they find it cost effective to send their own personnel to obtain driving records (Motor Vehicle Reports). Also, they have an account with the National Student Clearinghouse to verify attendance and degrees (www.studentclearinghouse.com). The remaining screening functions are performed by ABC Screening Company.  

The question of whether to hire a specialty vendor and what to do in-house is inherent on a company’s availability of personnel, knowledge of screening procedures, and the cost effectiveness.  

" KEY POINT:  Typically, the two aspects used most often to determine which vendor or screening company to choose are cost and response time.  However, too many times a very important aspect is overlooked:  the quality of the information.

Components of a Quality
Screening Vendor

A screening firm does not necessarily need to be located in your city or state, as most professional pre-employment screening firms are national in scope and have the ability to provide quality background checks for all sizes of companies. 

There are many ways to find screening vendors (see the end of this lesson). However, selecting the right vendor from several prospective companies is the real challenge. The things to look for in a screening company or specialty vendor are covered in the rest of this lesson.  The more positive components a company has, the higher to score them.  The more that is known about a potential vendor, the better.  The ability to know what questions to ask and how to select the right vendor is extremely important. The potential vendor should be happy to answer any of the questions in the following areas.

Experience

It stands to reason that a company who has been in business for ten years or more and whose basic functions center on pre-employment screening is better than somebody brand new.  That new company may be well meaning, but if they are without practical experience and totally relying upon someone else’s expertise, they may not be able to fully fulfill your company’s requirements.  This does not mean that bigger is necessarily better.  Often a small company who has focused on pre-employment issues for a good number of years may be more adept at providing total support to a business entity.

Expertise

A vendor who can demonstrate their expertise on employment issues can provide a great deal of guidance. The combination of experience and expertise can go a long way to keeping your company in line with Federal and State requirements.  Their skills may result from the sheer number of backgrounds they have done over a good number of years.  Their principles may have authored books, laws and testified in front of various government agencies regarding the legal issues impacting the hiring process. Is the vendor willing to help train your staff?  Is the vendor willing to help with the company’s policies and forms designed to comply with FCRA (see Appendix) and state laws?  If they are in a different time zone, be sure to find out their hours of operation.

Do not be afraid to ask of their expertise, because if they have any, they would be more than happy to tell you.

Technology of Order and Delivery Features

Considering today’s technology, the selected vendor should be able to provide the user with various modes of delivery.  This is important to employers who wish to use the Internet to access both order and retrieval of screening documents. When considering use of an Internet delivery system, today’s standard is “24 hours a day, 7 days a week” instant ordering and search retrieval. The ability to access your own account and see when orders were placed, when they were picked up through the system, which items are complete, what items are pending together with the ability to view and print even portions of completed orders should be standard. The better vendors have user-friendly systems that are safe, providing encrypted transmissions.  

What might be acceptable today could be outdated tomorrow and it is a good thing to know if the potential provider is going down the same road.

Screening Services Offered

The nine screening services on the table at the beginning of this lesson were covered in detail in Lesson 7.  To ensure that you can obtain any reports or services you may need in the future, it’s important to know all the services that are offered by a vendor.  Some agencies only provide the basics, which include a combination of SSN, credit, motor vehicle, criminal and prior employer checks.  A vendor’s ability to provide drug or psychological testing, military records, or foreign country records may not be required everyday, but could be essential in certain cases. 

References

Find out if the vendor is a member of any national or state professional organizations. Also, check with the local Better Business Bureau.  Some vendors will publish a selected list of their clients for their prospects to see, while others would rather not advertise their customer list but will supply references by appointment or request.  It is always a good thing to ask for references and to follow up with those provided.  Knowing that a vendor is not going to offer a disgruntled client as a reference, calls to those listed should include questions that are outlined herein relative to turnaround time, expertise and experience. The answers may differ from those provided to you by a vendor’s sales person.  If this happens, you may want to look elsewhere.  

Compliance With Government Regulations

A potential vendor should be fully cognizant and able to engage in conversation about every level of compliance, from the Federal level to individual state requirements.  Any bona-fide vendor should be able to supply copies or excerpts of any and all relevant laws to their potential client.  The truth is, if a vendor doesn’t require your company to sign a certification and have contracts that specifically include the legally-required notices, then there’s sure to be trouble ahead. 

Keep in mind that a vendor cannot legally ask questions or make inquires that would be illegal for you to do. For example, you(not the vendor(will be held liable by the EEOC (see Lesson 24) if illegal discrimination questions are asked of your applicant by the vendor.

An important feature concerns the length of time the results you ordered are retained.  This is important for two reasons: first, to comply with FCRA retention regulations; and second, in case you misplace the documents. The ability to retrieve those files from the initial provider for at least up to three years should be a standard.   

The FCRA and Database Searches

The Federal Trade Commission regulates the Fair Credit Reporting Act (FCRA) and legal requirements of the vendors (CRAs) who supply records to employers.  

Employers must be cautionary about accessing records from certain databases compiled by private companies. For example, there are vendors who compile and store criminal records. These records are purchased in bulk format by the vendor from government agencies, and resold to clients such as private investigators.  These records may be 30 to 90 days old, depending on the mode of purchase and frequency of updates.

In an opinion letter dated May 5, 1999, the FTC states that when a CRA uses reports from a stored data records company and the information is 30 to 90 days old, the CRA is not in compliance with the FTC. This in turn means the employer is not in compliance, and is open to a threat of litigation from the applicant or the FTC.  

Section 613(2) of the FCRA states that “…when a CRA compiles and reports adverse public record information on consumers for employment purposes…have ‘strict procedures’ in place to ensure accuracy of the information…to insure whenever public record information which is likely to have an adverse effect on a consumer’s ability to obtain employment is reported it is complete and up to date.”

Pricing

The vendor should clearly explain what services and searches are being performed, and from what government agencies are accessed.  Be sure to compare “apples to apples.”  A price quote that includes both a county and statewide criminal record search (which is advisable) will cost more than a mere county search.

The cheapest service isn’t always best. Most professional vendors are within the same pricing range.  There are some newer or smaller ones who charge a great deal more and get it (essentially whatever the market will bear).   So, if one obtains three quotes from similar types of companies and they are all within the same range, it now is more important to look at the other components discussed(their features.  It gets real simple if two companies appear to be standard and within the same realm, but one company is drastically higher.  That can make a decision much simpler. 

" KEY POINT:  DANGER – Recently, there have been some companies who have made a big splash and indicated the lowest prices in the country and the fastest turn-around times.  While everybody wants the quickest turnaround possible, it must be understood that every government agency is not on computer. This means very often one is not allowed to search the records without first going through court personnel and incurring court fees.  Some vendors who offer cheap criminal backgrounds are quoting a price less than the actual court fee would be. Also, the courts that limit access and charge fees often lengthen the turnaround times. Simply put, you cannot legally obtain a search on a criminal history for less than the court fees or the time it takes court personnel to perform the search.  Either it is being done illegally or there is no search being conducted at all.  Be careful and ask probing questions. If it sounds to good to be true, then it probably is.

Insurance

If all the other components appear to be in place and are satisfactory, then it is time to inquire about the insurance coverage maintained by the potential provider.  A Business Office Policy (BOP) or a basic workers compensation coverage is not the main issue here.  Every business that operates as a business must have workers compensation insurance and the BOP only covers their general office liability.  The issue to be concerned with is an Errors and Omission policy or professional liability policy.  Remember, once a vendor is selected, they are responsible for the end results.  When a vendor relies upon another vendor to perform screening tasks for reasonable fees for the purpose of protecting the integrity of your company, that final protection should come from proof of insurance for any errors, omission or liability that could be the fault of the provider and not the company paying the fee. 

Once you have the answers . . .

Does the vendor’s performance match its claims?  There is nothing wrong with asking a vendor to give you a free or low cost search, or to perform a test.  Give several vendors the same applicant name and compare the results. 

If your company does not have dedicated personnel or time to devote to searching, by all means consider hiring a professional to perform all or portions of the search.  Regardless, by understanding all the components of the screening process, one can more easily decide which vendor is best for you.

Where to Find a Vendor
or Screening Company

Now that you know how to screen for the right vendor, the question is where to find one! As mentioned previously, local is not always the answer, but you can always check out the yellow pages under employment screening or credit reports. 

Another way to find a dependable vendor is to ask other businesses or business owners. Very often a local chamber of commerce can provide a list of screening vendors. Sometimes the local credit bureau will perform these services or know of someone who does.  But merely because a service is recommended by a local entity, do not discard the elements of this lesson. 

When you search for a vendor using a search engine on the Internet, you will find a myriad of screening companies. Some of the more professional web sites can indicate their high level of technical expertise and ability to meet fast turnaround times. That’s all well and good, but be sure to look for their statements on compliance with FCRA.   

Refer to Recommended Resources below for other ideas on where to find acceptable vendors.

Lesson Summary:

· Typically, the two aspects used most often to determine which vendor or screening company to choose are cost and response time.  However, too many times, perhaps the most important aspect is overlooked: the quality of the information.

· The components of a quality screening vendor include; Experience, Expertise, Technology of Order and Delivery Features, Screening Services Offered, References, Compliance, Pricing, and Insurance.

· Be leery of vendors who offer “National Database Searches” for criminal records or driving records. There are no such national databases. To do a “national” search, each individual state or county must be accessed. 

Recommended Resources:

Internet

http://www.publicrecordsources.com

Click on the section called screening firms and you will be able to search among 200+ of the nation’s leading screening companies. Also, this site is an excellent source to find specialty vendors (click on sources and search firms).

Books

The National Directory of Public Record Vendors (BRB Publications, 800-929-3811) has an entire section dedicated to screening companies and also provides an excellent source for finding specialty vendors.

Be Leery of National Database Search Claims


There is a big distinction between doing a “national search” and “being able to search nationally.” While many vendors claim that they are able to perform a criminal record or driving record search from any state, there is no such thing as a national database for either of these types of records. If you want a “national search” on a criminal record history, you will have to check every state and, in certain instances, every county in a state.  Such an extensive search costs hundreds of dollars.









