
Broken and Useless: 
Today's Reference Check System

David Yarkin
Founder + CEO,  
President,  
Former Chief Procurement Officer, Pennsylvania



State of Government Workforce

• The size of state and local government is decreasing
• According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), between 2008 and 

2018, state/local govt employment decreased by 238,630 *
• The problem isn't going away. By 2022, more than 25% of US 

workers will be 55 years old or older, up from 14% in 2002. *

*United States Government Bureau of Labor and Statistics 
(https://www.bls.gov/oes/tables.htm) 1
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Why the Right Suppliers Matter

• Population growth = more demand for 
government services

• Government workforce reduction = less capacity to deliver 
services

• Governments will rely on suppliers more and more to 
perform services

• Quality of those suppliers becomes increasingly critical
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Picking The Right Suppliers – Why It Matters

• Government operations will be negatively 
impacted by poor performing suppliers

• Due to the complexity of services provided, 
increased costs to switching suppliers

• Poor suppliers threaten the prosperity, 
quality of life, and safety of citizens
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What Could Possibly Go Wrong (Homeowner)?
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What Could Possibly Go Wrong (Govt)?
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Picking the Wrong Supplier – What's at Stake?

• Taxpayer dollars
• Government's (procurement's) reputation
• Government workforce's time

• It matters because at the end of the day, Procurement is 
serving the public.

7



The Public

Who Are the Stakeholders Affected?

Internal Stakeholders

• End Users
• Management Staff
• Departments/Agencies
• Budget Office
• Governor/Mayor/County 

Executive
• Legislature
• Oversight/Board Council

External Stakeholders

• Local/Small/Diverse 
Business

• Media
• Advocacy Groups
• Cooperative 

Purchasing 
Organizations

• General Public
• Suppliers

Chief 
Procurement 

Officer
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Selecting Suppliers
• Within technical response, suppliers 

are asked to demonstrate past 
performance
– Provide references, typically 

three
– Identify past or current contracts 

with similar requirements
– Provide information on any 

problems encountered
– Identify any corrective action 

taken

• In low bid procurements, references are 
rarely requested.
– Award made largely based on cost 

to lowest responsive, responsible 
vendor

• When using a co-op, no references are 
often required

• In RFP, awards are made based on:
– Technical response
– Cost
– MWBE/Disadvantaged business (in 

some jurisdictions).
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References – Who Cares?
Past performance is the best predictor of future performance 

"Emphasizing past performance 
in source selection, helps 
ensure that the Government 
will contract with firms likely to 
meet 
performance expectations."
- Office of Federal Procurement Policy, 
May 2000.
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What Can Be Learned Through References?

• Allow us to avoid past mistakes and predict success in the 
future

• Allow us to learn how it is to work with a supplier on a day-
to-day basis

• Allow us to learn about a supplier’s abilities in ways that an 
RFP response can’t

11



Questions References Help Us Answer

• Are they generally 
proactive or reactive?

• Will I be working with the 
same personnel as the 
reference? How often do 
they change?

• Is the supplier ethical?
• Does the supplier conduct 

regular performance 
reviews (QBRs)?

• How responsive is the 
supplier?

• When there was an issue, how 
did the supplier handle it?

• Will they act like a supplier or 
a partner?

• Did they honor the terms of 
the contract, including 
pricing?
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How Suppliers Handle References
• Given the stakes, suppliers want to "guarantee" they'll receive maximum points for 

references. Feedback from suppliers:
– "We do role-play prep calls with governments to make sure we know exactly how they 

[references] plan to answer questions."
– "We want to get assurances that governments will be prepared to answer 

the reference questions."
– "We want to make sure that the reference is well prepared for the call."
– Suppliers work hard to make sure that the "best" person at the organization is available 

to be their reference when the prospective customer needs them.
– Because the supplier does not want to place undue strain on a single reference, they 

maintain a pool of "good" and "reliable" references.
– Unethical suppliers provide false references or intentionally incomplete references.
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How Suppliers Respond
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How Governments Handle References – The Lawyers Weigh In

• Some government lawyers won't allow a positive 
reference as it could lead to charges of favoritism.

• Some won't allow a negative reference as it opens up 
to challenges/litigation from the supplier

• Some only allow confirmation that a supplier was on 
contract during a period of time
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How (Some) Governments Respond
• Governments so fed up by broken and useless reference process that 

some take dramatic steps:
1. Requiring reference be from the same agency conducting a bid
2. Not allowing references from the same agency (contradicting #1)
3. Requiring references with more experience than is possible (e.g., 5 

years of public cloud experience in 2010)
4. Scheduling calls at inconvenient times, then rejecting when 

reference is unavailable.
5. Not calling the references at all, but "checking the box" in the 

evaluation form
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Which Behaviors Can We Change (hint, none)?

• Suppliers cherry-picking references?
• Suppliers coaching references?
• Lawyers limiting references' ability to speak 

candidly?
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So What Can We Do?

• Have more senior officials do reference calls
• Call procurement contacts and end users
• Ask for customer references who chose not to renew
• Formally ask references if they were contacted by 

procuring government.
• Ask your peers in procurement community – not just those 

provided by supplier - for candid feedback
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Thank you!  Questions?             

David Yarkin
Founder + CEO
david@procurated.com
linkedin.com/in/davidyarkin
202-244-1820

• Find the best suppliers
• Read candid reviews from your peers
• Provide feedback from experience

www. .com
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