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International Background Checks Fraught with Complexity
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HR professionals are advised to increase their understanding of how international background checks are conducted and why the process is so much more complicated—and expensive—than screening an employee in the U.S., industry experts say. 

The primary purpose of background screening is the same whether you’re hiring someone in the U.S. or from another country for a domestic job or hiring a foreign worker for a position in an international office. 

Finding the right person for the job, lowering turnover and recruiting costs, preventing workplace violence and the resulting liability, and upholding a company’s image are paramount. But international background screening helps ensure that the candidate is legally authorized to work in the country where the position is based.

Some of the challenges of conducting a background check abroad spring from cultural and geographic differences, said Robert E. Capwell, chief knowledge officer at Employment Background Investigations Inc. (EBI) in Owings Mills, Md. These can include spelling of names and dialect variations, differences in terminology, time zone variations, language barriers and currency exchange issues. In addition, some countries require screeners to have additional information, such as the mother’s maiden name—something candidates typically don’t provide on employment applications. It might be necessary to have specific addresses and an exact timeline of when the candidate lived in a certain country as well.

“In the U.S., background checking is predominantly governed by the Fair Credit Reporting Act,” said W. Barry Nixon, SPHR, a business consultant and executive director of the National Institute for Prevention of Workplace Violence Inc. in Orange County, Calif. 

“In the international arena you’ve got other kinds of laws—data protection laws, privacy laws, human rights laws and labor laws—a hodgepodge of different laws you have to pay attention to by country. For example, look at the European Union. The EU has an overall data protection law that covers the EU, but each country has its own data protection laws as well.” 

Another key difference is where screeners go to find information on a candidate. “Depending on the country, in some cases you can go to the courthouse and access it like you do [in the U.S.]. In other cases, though, you have to go to the police station, and some countries have central repositories that provide background information. That will vary by country,” Nixon said.

Cost Is in the Details
HR professionals should expect international background checks to take longer and cost more. In the U.S., “we are rapidly approaching the ability to get a background check in 24 to 48 hours. In other countries it can take days, and in some cases you have to physically go out to the courthouse or police station in multiple jurisdictions,” Nixon said.

Service providers drive the costs for international background checks. Usually the screeners set a flat fee or rate per country. “Conducting a background check in England would be one thing because it has a well-developed system, but it’s different in an undeveloped country where they’re still doing court records manually,” he said.

“What employers forget is, if you’re bringing somebody in from another country, it’s a big expense. You have to vouch for that person, you have to get them a work visa, you may have to relocate them, and you don’t want to go through that entire process to bring them here to the U.S. and then find that they can’t work here or they don’t have the skill level you expected or the education,” Capwell said.

Employers that try to cut corners on international background checks—or avoid them—are taking a risk. “And then there are other companies that actually are willing to spend the money but they don’t know and understand the process, so they in fact may be wasting their money,” Nixon said.

“For example, the way it’s structured in India is you go to a police station to get information on a person’s criminal record. A lot of companies don’t understand that if you’re doing a background check in India, you have to specify where you want the check done. Because if you don’t, they will check in what we would call the precinct where the person lives. But they don’t check the next precinct, which might be 10 blocks over, where the person actually committed the crime. So if you don’t know enough to ask the right questions, you’ve spent your money but you really didn’t get very much for it,” he said. 

Why Outsource?
Most companies outsource international background checks. There are approximately 2,100 screening firms worldwide. If an employer hires a firm in the country where the employee lives, HR professionals will have to spend a lot of time vetting the company, which can be difficult, Nixon said. So, most employers hire a U.S. company that provides screening services in a country they know well.

Nixon recommends that employers outsource international background checks because of the difficulty of doing it themselves. “You need someone on the ground in that country to talk to people and go to police stations or the courthouse to check out an employee,” Nixon said. “You could hire someone in that country, because there are private eyes who do background screening, but you need to vet the private eye.”

     

	Tips for Vetting an International Background Screener
Seek an accredited background screening firm with global knowledge and experience.
Ensure that the company is financially stable.
Check the company’s references and talk to its clients.
Choose a company that vets its employees, vendors and subcontractors.
Make sure that the company has security standards for handling private information.
Determine whether the screener has the technology required to do the job.


Screeners must navigate varying police departments and court structures from country to country, and often there are privacy laws to contend with, Capwell said. Some countries lack automation and online resources, so checking records there requires a lot of legwork.

Outside the U.S., the lack of databases and customary verification practices might create the need for more forms and paper credentials, and screeners might need to visit government agencies to verify information, he said.

Several other factors make international background checks complicated, Capwell said, including:

Lack of standards and specific regulations for background screening. (Most countries default to privacy legislation.)
Lack of industry standards and organization among background screening firms abroad. 
Risks of fraud, bribery and corruption.
Difficulty of identifying legitimate sources of information in some areas.
The National Association of Professional Background Screeners (NAPBS), based in Morrisville, N.C., with chapters in Europe, the Asia Pacific Rim and Canada, is trying to standardize the industry. Capwell and Nixon are co-chairs of the NAPBS international committee. Their goals include providing organization, awareness and leadership to create standards and best practices around the world and a means for background screening firms to work as one entity with government agencies, Capwell said. NAPBS has developed an accreditation program for employment screening companies in the U.S. 
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