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If you have any doubt this is the Information Age, the answer is only a few keystrokes away.

These days, the Internet allows employers to check out employees, applicants to research companies, and everyone to investigate their own cyber histories to see what others are saying about them.

For both big and small businesses, the impact is omnipresent and, sometimes, overwhelming.

Not surprisingly, the sheer volume of data available has made certain aspects of commerce both easier and more complicated – altering the way America does business.

The process of hiring, for instance, has changed dramatically during the past five years and is in the process of undergoing another significant twist.

Presently, employers have a variety of relatively quick and inexpensive options to conduct criminal, credit, previous employment, and educational investigations. They can learn more about potential workers than at any time in the past, and they can use this information to make hiring decisions that help reduce employee theft and help avoid damaged reputations as well as costly and time-consuming lawsuits.

Recent surveys show that more than 95 percent of business owners recognize the need for thoroughly screening potential workers. However, while the percentage continues to grow, currently only a quarter of businesses actually allocate the resources to do so.

Robert Mather, founder and owner of Web-based background screening companies Pre-employ.com and MyBackgroundCheck.com, has seen requests for applicant investigations skyrocket in recent years, as employers, volunteer organizations, landlords, and educational institutions decide that the cost of workplace violence, sexual harassment, and employee theft outweighs the expense of pre-employment screening.

“Basic background checks reveal that approximately 10 percent of job applicants have criminal convictions within the past seven years,” Mather said, “and it’s a fact that more than half of those people will re-offend.

“Furthermore, employers must be extremely vigilant when it comes to certain categories of offenders, such as rapists and child molesters. Not only is the recidivism rate extremely high for those criminals, but employers who fail to adequately investigate such applicants, especially those who will work with the young, elderly, or disabled, are increasingly susceptible to expensive lawsuits.”

As Daniel Haskins, general counsel and executive vice president for Pre-employ.com, explained, “Courts have ruled that employers have a general duty to investigate the background of workers who will interface with the public, or who could have a foreseeable opportunity to commit a violent crime against someone in the course of their employment.”

“Furthermore, employers lose almost four out of every five negligent hiring cases, with the average jury plaintiff award being in excess of $1.6 million,” Haskins said. “Damages are awarded because of the employer’s negligence and failure to perform a reasonable search into the employee’s background prior to hiring.”

Recent cases reinforcing this message, include:

· A $550,000 judgment against a telecommunications company after one of its drivers was involved in a traffic accident. The jury learned the company never saw the employee’s driving record, which included five tickets within 18 months.

· A $26.5 million award against a medical company after one of its workers murdered a patient. The court ruled the business “should have known of the employee’s unfitness” and was liable because it didn’t conduct a background search.

· A $4 million award against a company after one of its employees raped a woman. The worker’s job application indicated no criminal convictions, but the business failed to confirm that information.

Despite the gravity of failing to conduct background investigations, many small employers still maintain they cannot afford either the time or money associated with screening potential workers.

As a result, more and more are starting to follow a new hiring model pioneered by MuBackgroundCheck.com and being used in the health care industry for persons working with or planning to work with patients in facilities overseen by the Joint Commission on Accreditation of Healthcare Organizations. This calls for the job applicant, rather than the employer, to order and pay for a background screening.

The innovative process allows applicants or potential renters the first opportunity to view their results and check for any identify theft issues or disputed information. They cannot, however, by themselves, alter the report in any way.

Applicants then get a certificate with an access code that allows an unlimited number of employers and landlords to view the findings 24/7 over a secure Web site.

Job-seekers benefit by standing out from the crowd and showing initiative. Employers benefit by saving both time and money.

“The MyBackgroundCheck.com process is extremely useful to small business owners who have neither the time nor the expertise to conduct background checks within the ever-changing boundaries of the law,” Mather said. “I can envision a day when it’s standard operating procedure for applicants to enhance their resumes with a basic background check.”

