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The German employer's reference  

Work references are a key part of your application documents. They validate the accuracy of the 

work experience you have listed in your CV and give a potential employer a striking impression of 

your professional and personal skills. However, job references are not purely a company matter, 

because unlike school reports, you as an employee bear a significant responsibility for the 

accuracy and also the quality of the assessment that can be read from the report. 

Types and contents of employer's references 

In principle, a company can issue a simple or a qualified reference. If it is possible and you have 

worked for the company for more than 8 weeks, you should always insist on a qualified reference: 

The simple reference only shows the period of work and the scope of tasks and activities. The 

qualified reference, on the other hand, also contains an assessment of your work management, 

your professional knowledge, your way of working and your willingness to work, as well as your 

social behaviour. It also lists outstanding achievements and describes your leadership performance. 

The qualified reference therefore gives a much clearer picture of your potential and personality. 

Language of the reference 

Every company is obliged to issue an employer's reference, which, according to established case 

law, must be both true and benevolent.  The second aspect in particular contributes to the fact 

that the language of the reference can be difficult to understand and many formulations have a 

very special meaning. Thus, assessments such as "...made an effort to work conscientiously" or 

"...was particularly appreciated by his colleagues" sound positive at first glance, but in fact they can 

be interpreted rather negatively.   

Therefore, you should realise that all evaluations are basically euphemistically formulated: "Her 

behaviour was polite and correct" can therefore mean the school grade 'sufficient', whereas the 

grade 'very good' is expressed in an expression like "Her personal behaviour was always exemplary. 

Ms Müller is recognised and appreciated by all." comes into its own.  Even the seemingly incidental 

closing formula contains a 'hidden' assessment. If, for example, it says "We wish him every success 

for the future" at the end of the reference, it is suggested: Success has not yet been achieved.  In 

order to be able to understand your reference and, if necessary, have it corrected, it is important 

for you to read up on the subject and become aware of the meaning of common formulations. 

Rights and responsibilities of the employee 

It is not uncommon for the employer to give you the opportunity to write the reference yourself. 

You should definitely make use of this option, as you are best placed to assess which tasks you 
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have completed in detail. However, it will be necessary to inform yourself in detail about how to 

write a reference. 

If you are dissatisfied with the reference you have been given because you think it is incorrect or 

untrue, you should first ask the employer to correct it. If the employer does not agree, you have the 

possibility - if it is worth the effort - to sue for the correction before the labour court.  The same 

applies if the company refuses to provide you with a reference at all. 


