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Assessment: the eight wonders... and the seven deadly sins  
 
 

When done well, assessment can yield great return on investment, but 
a poor process can put people off. James Brockett asks the experts for 
their top tips – and where the pitfalls are  
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DO... be sure about your objectives  
“Before you start, it is essential to be certain of the business context and objectives,” 
says Catherine Hick, managing director of TMS Development International. “What do your 
stakeholders want to achieve? Do your research and find a tool that focuses on the human 
dimension of these objectives.”  
 
DO… calculate your sums  
Hick advises: “Tackle financial issues. Show how much it will cost in relation to the value 
to be gained by increasing discretionary effort – for example, achieving goals faster and 
retaining key staff.”  
 
DO... weigh up the true costs of recruitment  
Sophie Pritchard, senior consultant at Assessment & Development Consultants, says: “In 
putting together a business case for investing in selection, you should consider the 
financial implications associated with selection decisions. All too often, organisations fail 
to articulate the benefits that new selection processes may bring, choosing instead to 
focus on the more tangible implementation costs.”  
 
DO... make sure job specs are up-to-date  
“The assessment can be the best in the world but if the job spec is three years out of 
date, you’ll be lucky if its matches are effective,” says Jeremy Pemberton-Piggott, 
managing director of PreVisor. “The assessment process begins with a thorough analysis 
of what the job requires, and a good job spec will capture the six to eight most 
important competencies needed to do the job. It’s a case of getting the basics right.”  
 
DO... try the tools yourself  
“Once you have selected your assessment tools, you should try them out,” advises 
Pritchard. “This will confirm whether they are pitched at the right level of difficulty for 
your specific purpose and will enable you to create a benchmark. This step is often 
dispensed with as it is seen as time-consuming and finding volunteers can be difficult, but 
it is highly worthwhile.”  
 
DO... use tools early to filter the quality of applicants  
“With online recruitment, organisations are fishing from an ocean, not a pond, so they 
need the tools to manage the volume,” says Richard Doherty, vice-president of 
operations (UK) at Jobpartners. “Assessment should be used early in the recruitment 
process – a well-implemented system can enable HR departments to quickly and 
effectively identify suitable candidates, saving them considerable time and effort.” 
 
DO... give feedback to all candidates  
“Remember that candidates are also potential or existing customers,” Doherty says. “If 
organisations are unwilling to provide feedback as part of the assessment process they 
run the risk of damaging the perception of their brand, which could result in the loss of 
business.”  



 
DO... put providers on the best contract  
“To get best value from assessment providers, organisations should look to use unlimited 
licences when looking to assess a vast number of candidates,” says Doherty. “For more 
qualitative measures such as psychometric testing, they should look at doing it on a pay-
per-test basis.”  
 
 
 
DON’T... choose a test that takes too long  
“In a traditional assessment centre you’ve got candidates there for the day, but online 
testing is more fickle,” says Pemberton-Piggott. “Too many tests are organised on clinical 
lines and test every aspect of the personality. Ideally, testing should be short and 
tailored to every job.”  
 
DON’T... allow the technology to set the agenda  
“When choosing an assessment partner, it’s no longer simply about whose assessment 
model is best or who has done the most research,” says Chris Welford, head of talent and 
assessment at Penna. “Providers must provide business advice rather than just innovative 
assessment technology. Successful approaches need to be more business-savvy and focus 
on commercial outcomes and investment decisions.”  
 
DON’T... overcomplicate the process  
“Many HR professionals are increasingly frustrated that assessments overcomplicate 
matters and produce excessive paperwork and reporting,” says Welford. “This can also 
make speed-to-hire slower so companies risk losing candidates to more fleet-of-foot 
companies. To overcome this, employers should look for consultancies that provide clear, 
quantitative advice that adds value to the business – less is definitely more.”  
 
DON’T... skimp on training  
“There is simply no substitute for having professionally trained assessors,” says Ian 
Newcombe, director of assessment operations (Europe) at Kenexa. “The British 
Psychological Society has defined competencies for ability testing and personality 
questionnaire choice, administration, interpretation and feedback (the level A and B 
standards). In the event of legal challenge to a selection process, one of the first 
questions you will be asked is whether you have trained appropriately.”  
 
DON’T... stick to an old favourite  
“You may have a ‘favourite’ assessment task that you always assign to applicants, but 
just because you have always asked them to sing My Way doesn’t mean it’s predictive of 
performance, fair or job relevant,” says Newcombe. “Assessments should first and 
foremost be designed with the requirements of the job in mind, and ideally be designed 
by professionals with experience.”  
 
DON’T... assess staff and then do nothing with the data  
“In the case of assessing for development, the assessment process will raise expectations 
whether it feels like a good experience for participants or not,” says Bill Hester, head of 
consulting at business consultancy DDI. “If the participant returns to work following the 
assessment and little or nothing happens, it may have been better to have done nothing 
in the first place.”  
 
DON’T... keep people in the dark about what you are doing  
“Often, assessment of managers represents a significant investment by the company in 
the individual,” says Hester. “However, if they do not understand why they are being 
asked to participate, who will be seeing their data or what will happen as a result, the 
benefits of this investment can quickly be lost.” The communication plan is a vital part of 
rolling out assessments, he adds.  

 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Don’t let talent go down the tube  
 
 

Organisations often use assessment tools to recruit new staff but 
neglect them for current workers. They are vital for talent 
management, says Jane Simms  
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Making mistakes when managing talent is an expensive business. According to a recent 
study from SHL Group and the Future Foundation, poor selection and people management 
is costing UK companies an average of £1,000 per employee per year. That adds up to 
about £20 million a year for a FTSE company employing 20,000 people, and costs the UK 
as a whole £12 billion a year.  
 
And the signs are that hiring and hanging on to talent is an increasingly important 
business issue. Another report, by Accenture, found that the number of company bosses 
worried about not being able to attract or retain the best talent rose from 60 per cent in 
2006 to 67 per cent last year, and they regarded the challenge as second only to threats 
by competitors.  
 
So is assessment helping firms to win the war for talent – and if it is a useful weapon, is it 
being used to its full potential? The answer to the first question is yes, but the answer to 
the second is much more in doubt. The problem is that although more and more 
organisations are using psychometric tools to help recruit new staff, they often put the 
results in a filing cabinet and never look at them again. And although some organisations 
use assessment techniques for development and teambuilding purposes, this tends to be 
done without reference to insights gleaned at recruitment. Even if they attract good 
people, they often manage them poorly and so lose them quickly.  
 
“Most companies’ approach to talent management is not joined up,” says Steve O’Dell, 
chief executive of business psychologists Talent Q. Part of the reason, he explains, is 
“territory” issues between recruitment and learning and development people in a firm. 
“They tend to work in different teams, in different places, and they have their own 
favourite assessment tools,” he says.  
 
These tools fall into three main categories. Companies typically use “trait-based” 
approaches (such as the 16PF and OPQ), which measure aspects of personality, at 
recruitment. But for development, “type-based” questionnaires (such as MBTI and JTI – 
the Jung Type Indicator), which categorise people as either one thing or another – 
extrovert or introvert, for example – are more common. Team-based measures, such as 
Belbin Team Roles, help to develop more effective teams.  
 
But instead of measuring all of these dimensions separately, with the right tool you can 
do it all at once, says O’Dell. “You don’t need to keep measuring people. The 
information and insights you gain at recruitment should have a shelf life of around two 
years – people don’t change much in that time,” he says.  
 
“You can use that data in multiple applications. We describe our own tool, Dimensions, 
as a kind of ‘talent passport’. Companies can dip into the information for recruitment, 
induction, learning and development, talent management, succession planning, 
identifying high potentials, teambuilding, and so on.”  
 



Another helpful, but underused, predictor of long-term performance, adds O’Dell, is the 
good old-fashioned intelligence test.  
 
“We did some work for a major telecoms company, looking at top salespeople who were 
selling phone systems worth £1 million or more. We found a correlation between their 
performance and their intelligence but no correlation between their performance and 
their personality. As a result, the company raised the intelligence bar for entry into those 
jobs.”  
 
Robert Myatt, director at business psychologists Kaisen, says the biggest value of 
psychometric assessment tools lies in their ability to identify potential, which in turn 
enables companies to create more targeted and effective development strategies. 
Development is key to retention. But, he says, organisations frequently use exercises 
such as business simulations to assess people “when these measure only their current 
performance, not what they are capable of”.  
 
There may be all sorts of reasons why a talented individual can’t demonstrate their 
potential in a particular role. “For example, their boss may be a poor delegator, they 
could be in too lowly a role or the wrong role, and so on. Conversely, someone may be 
very good in their existing position but lack the potential to develop into a new role – 
witness the number of excellent people who come unstuck when they are ‘promoted’ 
into management. The job of a salesperson and a sales manager, for example, require 
very different skills and motivations,” Myatt says.  
 
Kaisen’s approach is to develop a psychological profile of an individual, based on their 
underlying personality and thinking skills, and use that to assess their potential for any 
number of given roles in a range of environments. “So, just as someone may be better 
suited to a more technical role than general leadership, they may also be cautious and 
risk-averse and therefore unlikely to thrive in an entrepreneurial environment.”  
 
Such exercises enable firms to match individuals and roles better, to target their 
development needs more precisely and build complementary teams, says Myatt.  
 
But psychometric tools don’t only assess ability and personality. Steve Howard, UK sales 
director of SHL Group, notes a growing demand from his firm’s clients for measures of 
engagement and happiness.  
 
“One of the reasons high-potential people don’t perform – and leave – is because they are 
demotivated. This issue is coming to the fore with Generation Y, who are more 
demanding of and less loyal to employers.”  
 
He adds: “Quite often you find that if a bunch of high-potential people have left, they 
share the same personality traits, which often indicates that they were not recruited to 
fit the cultural management style of the organisation in the first place. The company 
then has three ways of dealing with that: change its management style, which may be 
difficult; change the managers, which is impractical; or change its recruitment criteria, 
which is usually the easiest and most sensible thing to do.”  
 
But while engaged employees are more productive and stay longer, using psychometric 
assessment tools more generally has a positive effect on retention. For one thing, they 
help firms to recruit more of the kind of people they need to make them successful. And 
as Penny Moyle, head of innovation and publishing at OPP, points out: “People appreciate 
being invested in for its own sake. They are happier and more motivated if they are being 
developed – whether in their existing role or to prepare them for their next one.”  
 
Research from the British Psychological Society shows that psychometrics can help 
companies to reduce their recruitment costs by as much as 70 per cent. It’s a finding that 
resonates with Brian Fitzgerald, director of HR development at international engineering 
and technology consultancy Atkins. The company invests heavily in recruiting and training 
bright new talent, but attrition rose to the point four years ago that more than half of its 
graduate intake of 200 a year was leaving within three or four years of joining, just at the 
point they would start to make a significant contribution.  
 



Fitzgerald identified a mismatch between the expectations the firm created at 
recruitment stage – not least the prospect of an international career – and what it could 
deliver. He recast the company’s graduate recruitment criteria to attract the people with 
the motivation, attitudes and skills that matched Atkins’ needs, and took the unusual 
step of setting up development centres targeted at graduates in their critical third year 
of employment. The result was a development plan that would help them to fulfil their 
career potential and aspirations.  
 
The effect on retention has been impressive. “New graduates are now leaving at around 5 
per cent a year, rather than 50 per cent over three years as in the past,” says Fitzgerald. 
“That equates to considerable savings in recruitment and training costs. Engaging these 
people has had a huge psychological effect on their sense of belonging and levels of 
commitment.”  
 
Stuart Duff, partner and head of development at Pearn Kandola, says that not only is this 
kind of structured development support more common now than 10 years ago, but firms 
are also less likely to use psychometric assessments to separate the high-flyers from their 
more “run of the mill” employees. “These days the focus is less on ‘assessment’ – which 
is like passing a test – and more on working out the best way to develop individuals, 
either in their current roles or through sideways moves as well as upwards,” he says. 
“You get all sorts of brilliant people coming through that you wouldn’t necessarily have 
expected to.”  
 
Simon Draycott, a director of Mendas, agrees. “We are trying to challenge organisations 
to get a lot more out of their assessment centres than simple decisions on who should be 
promoted and developed.”  
 
Indeed, OPP’s Penny Moyle argues that firms should use psychometrics – “albeit with a 
lighter touch” – for the whole organisation.  
 
Will Mitchell, director of consulting at Assessment & Development Consultants, agrees. 
“Companies invest so much in their narrow group of ‘high-potential’ employees that they 
risk disillusioning and disengaging all the other very effective staff they have,” he says. 
“These people – who are, after all, the vast majority of the organisation – need to be 
reassured that they are still valued and encouraged to maintain their performance.”  
 
Even the people who have the biggest effect on performance – the board – are largely 
immune to assessment and development. It seems this is usually through a mixture of 
ignorance, complacency and arrogance. “The board can be a big black hole,” says Vic 
Dulewicz, an occupational psychologist and emeritus professor at Henley Business School. 
But given the disproportionate impact that the board or one of its members can have – 
not to mention the cost of paying someone off – the need for rigour in selecting and 
developing the top team is all the greater, he points out.  
 
The role of the HR director in getting boards to take their development needs more 
seriously and in winning their support for a more joined-up approach to recruitment and 
development is crucial, concludes Talent Q’s Steve O’Dell. “Without a holistic strategy 
they will continue to fight an uphill battle in the war for talent,” he says. 
 
 
Case study: Hays  
Surprisingly, for a people business, global recruitment firm Hays had never had any 
structured development for its 300-strong leadership group. But the plc and management 
boards realised that the strategic agility, cross-company collaboration and change 
management skills needed by the company to achieve its strategic growth ambitions 
would only happen with a major new focus on leadership development.  
 
“The plc board decided to invest significantly in this, but they knew the only way to get 
buy-in from the troops was if the most senior people in the organisation went through the 
process first,” explains Kathy Morris, group head of leadership development. The top 80 
people in the company have been through the programme, which started last October 
and is now being rolled out to the rest of the leadership group.  
 



The programme consisted of two psychometric tests, the 16PF and OPQ32, a 360-degree 
feedback exercise using Hays’ own leadership competency model, and a two-hour session 
in which a business psychologist discussed the results with them. That formed the basis of 
an action plan that focused on building on the individual’s strengths and addressing any 
risks. The plan was then developed further as the result of an intense six-hour business 
simulation, and what Morris calls a “full and frank” feedback session.  
 
The programme has been well received, she says. “They appreciated the opportunity to 
reflect on their own strengths, and because each group consisted of eight people from 
different global locations, they got to understand each others’ challenges and to network 
in a way they’d been unable to before. The most common feedback we received was that 
this was the first time people had felt part of a global organisation.”  
 
At the end of the 12-month development plan, the leaders will do another 360-degree 
exercise and their team performance over the previous year will be assessed. But the 
culture has changed already, says Morris: “The board says it’s noticed a change in the top 
team’s behaviour, which, in a downturn, is probably a more meaningful measure of 
progress than productivity.”  
 
 
Common tests and what they measure  
The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) is based on the teachings of the psychologist Carl 
Gustav Jung and identifies four preferences of behaviour: extroversion vs introversion, 
sensing vs intuition, thinking vs feeling and judgment vs perception. Combining the four 
produces a personality type, such as ENFP or ISTJ. Intended for development purposes 
only, Myers-Briggs is useful for a range of goals, including interpersonal skills 
development, self-awareness, career counselling and teambuilding.  
 
The Cattell 16PF (16 Personality Factors) model defines our underlying personality 
without regard to either how or in which environment we apply it. Each factor of the 
personality – such as warmth, reasoning and liveliness – is measured on a scale 
determined by a questionnaire. Because measuring all 16 factors can be hard, the 16PF5 
has become common. This groups the factors into overall themes: extroversion, anxiety, 
will, self-control and independence.  
 
The Occupational Personality Questionnaire (OPQ) is designed to provide information on 
the typical behaviour of an individual at work. The OPQ provides insights into three 
personality dimensions: relationships with people, thinking style, and feelings and 
emotions. It helps in selection and development.  
 
Belbin Team Roles identify a pattern of behaviour that characterises one team member’s 
behaviour in relation to another, creating greater self-awareness and the ability to adjust 
to the demands made by the external situation. There are nine team roles: shaper, 
implementer and completer-finisher (action-oriented roles); co-ordinator, teamworker 
and resource investigator (people-oriented roles); and plant, monitor evaluator and 
specialist (cerebral roles). Accurate delineation of these roles is critical to understanding 
the dynamics of any team.  
 
FIRO-B (Fundamental Interpersonal Relations Orientation – Behaviour) assesses 
individuals’ interpersonal needs and how they affect their behaviour towards others. It 
measures how much people may wish to offer and receive: inclusion, and the desire to 
form new relations and associate with others; control, decision-making, influence and 
structure, and the extent of power or dominance someone may wish to seek or receive; 
affection, or openness to build emotional ties and warm connections with people, and 
the extent to which people may wish to offer closeness or seek it from others. Widely 
used in teambuilding and management development, it can identify potential conflicts or 
too much like-mindedness.  

 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 

Tests of strength  
 
 

Whatever the setting, assessment can get results by finding the right 
person for the job. Laura Chubb meets companies who have the tools 
to succeed  
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Despite the new tools and technologies flooding the assessment industry, the basics 
remain deceptively simple – identifying the right people for the right jobs. Competency 
frameworks and assessment centres have been around for a while, yet they continue to 
deliver tangible results to the organisations that use them.  
 
Which could explain their popularity – the CIPD’s Recruitment, Retention and Turnover 
2008 survey shows that almost two-thirds of organisations (65 per cent) use competency-
based interviews, and more than a third (34 per cent) use assessment centres.  
 
The following case studies highlight how the use of well-worn assessment methodologies, 
such as competencies and assessment centres, can turn around the fortunes of an 
organisation. From the Northern Rock crisis to a telecoms firm in Las Vegas, objective 
and evidence-based selection produces real results in terms of return on investment. 
 
 
Financial Services Authority: assessing for the perfect graduate  
“When our CEO was asked by the government what we were doing to increase our 
capability following the Northern Rock incident, he said one of the key ways was through 
our graduate programme,” says Hannah Longden, graduate recruitment and marketing 
associate at the Financial Services Authority (FSA).  
 
The UK’s financial regulatory body has been facing some tough challenges – Northern 
Rock, as well as the wider financial crisis, consumer education on money management in 
difficult economic times and bank-charge test cases, to name a few. It makes for an 
exciting time to be a graduate recruit at the FSA, and means the calibre of new hires is 
all the more important. Which is why it called on chartered psychologists Mendas to 
review its graduate recruitment scheme.  
 
First, Mendas worked with the FSA’s stakeholders to identify the ideal graduate. Longden 
says it became clear they were interested in graduates’ “intellectual capacity rather than 
technical skills; people able to communicate and be adaptable”.  
 
Mendas then designed an assessment centre to find those people. The full day of 
assessment includes an interview, a psychometric test and two interactive exercises. One 
of those exercises takes place in a group, where cameras and microphones record what 
happen and are monitored by assessors in another room. This is less intrusive for 
candidates and enables assessors to see how they solve problems and work with others. 
Justin Spray, founder of Mendas, adds: “It also means that if assessors want to review a 
candidate they can return to the filmed session for clarification.”  
 
Since implementation there has been a 16 per cent increase in requests for graduates 
from within the FSA. Longden says: “The fact that stakeholders want more graduates is 



testament to the rigour and quality of the process.”  
 
 
The Big Lottery Fund: investing in competent people  
The Big Lottery Fund (BIG) has improved staff behaviours, leading to more internal 
promotions, after putting together a competency framework that runs “like a golden 
thread” through all elements of HR.  
 
In summer 2006, an Investors in People pilot assessment found that BIG needed to 
improve two corporate HR elements: evaluating training provision and defining 
management competencies. SHL Group was brought in to review and remodel a 
competency framework and design subsequent development workshops, with a view to 
improving both the organisation’s structure and employees’ capabilities, and to align HR 
processes with business needs.  
 
Jasvier Boyal, deputy HR director at BIG, says: “We had no internal values, so SHL set up 
a series of workshops with managers and staff to define values in terms of effective 
behaviours. Then we used those values to create behavioural and technical 
competencies.”  
 
BIG needed executive buy-in to the new system because behaviours are embedded most 
successfully from the top down. “If the executive aren’t living these behaviours how can 
we expect staff to?” Boyal says. He admits there was concern at the outset because the 
previous competency framework had not been effective. But executive leaders were 
invited to the workshops so they could see for themselves how the new competencies 
would reflect business needs.  
 
Central to the framework’s success, says Boyal, is the “golden thread”, meaning that it 
has been integrated “into all strands of the HR function”. Most effective is the way in 
which BIG’s new online appraisal system identifies gaps in competencies and matches 
them to training solutions. This is especially important given that key concerns for BIG 
before designing the framework were a lack of information about job-related training and 
unsatisfactory management of poor performance.  
 
The framework’s first major challenge came as BIG created two new centres for funding 
operations, requiring 300 recruits. Boyal says BIG’s joined-up approach helped to ensure 
all staff were competent in their roles, as the framework informed interview questions 
and training. BIG has certainly achieved return on investment from ensuring its recruits 
are fully competent and appropriately trained – of the 300 recruited last year, 156 have 
achieved early promotions. Staff turnover has also significantly improved, from 10 per 
cent in the first quarter of last year to 2 per cent in the first quarter of this year.  
 
Boyal adds that feeding competencies into development needs allows BIG to plan for 
future competencies as the business changes, and phase out old competencies and 
training as they become obsolete. “Before the online system we had no way of collating 
what competencies were being used across the board,” he explains. “Now we can see 
which are being used and what emerging ones might be starting to arise. The whole 
process has such longevity.”  
 
Following the framework’s implementation, BIG achieved Investors in People status.  
 
 
Yorkshire Bank: objective internal selection  
Diane Yates had no previous experience of recruiting internally. Then, when Yorkshire 
Bank’s learning services department embarked on a restructure in June 2006, Reed 
Consulting designed the department an assessment centre to select both internal and 
external candidates for new roles. As head of learning services at National Australia 
Bank, which owns Yorkshire Bank, Yates was impressed by the process’s objectivity – 
particularly the way it removed any possible bias when choosing between internal 
candidates.  
 
“The process is hugely objective and enables you to sit down with all the candidates and 
say what was great and what needs development,” Yates says. “Even if a candidate is 



unsuccessful you can put a development project in place so they can be successful next 
time.”  
 
She explains that open and frank discussions with Reed’s facilitators, who run the 
assessment centre, helped her to distinguish between who could do the job but might 
have problems in the long term, and who could perform consistently in a role, 
irrespective of her preconceptions.  
 
Another benefit of assessing internally is always having a list of people in mind for 
promotion, Yates adds. “The process has provided the learning services department with 
a talent pipeline that saves a lot of time, money and effort,” she says.  
 
“You can be confident you’ve got the right person in the right place because there’s 
evidence you’re selecting the most skilled candidate from the pool.”  
 
 
Embarq: putting the right person in the right seat  
Although Embarq is the largest independent local telecoms provider in the US, and 
although it enjoys the glamour of having Las Vegas as its largest market and a place on 
America’s Fortune 500 list, none of this could make up for catastrophic rates of staff 
turnover in its call centres. That was until a new assessment process designed by PreVisor 
reduced turnover from 33.5 per cent in the first 90 days to 12.5 per cent.  
 
Kris Fritsche, manager of recruitment, selection and assessment at Embarq, says: “If 
almost 35 per cent of staff are leaving in the first three months, something is wrong. We 
worked out that to train and pay one call centre employee in those 90 days, we would 
spend $15,500 (£8,800).”  
 
Embarq chose to overhaul its recruitment process after it inherited 13 call centres with 
1,500 phone-based customer service and sales positions, using 13 separate hiring 
processes. This created a great deal of operational inconsistencies and inefficiencies.  
 
The new process begins with an online screening tool that identifies characteristics and 
motivations that define long-term success in the roles, such as “customer focus” and 
“persistence”. There follows a behaviour-based structured interview and a sales-based 
role-play exercise. This exercise takes place over the phone, which, Fritsche says, “tests 
candidates in the most realistic way possible, is more convenient and cost-effective”.  
 
Sales have since increased by 24 per cent, and customer service has also improved – of 
the candidates who passed through the selection system, the higher scoring group keep 
customers on hold 42 seconds less on average than the lower scoring group. This 
demonstrates the assessment methods are successfully identifying appropriate 
candidates. “We’ve clearly shown that candidates who score highest perform better and 
stay for longer,” Fritsche says. “There’s a lot to be said for simply having the right person 
in the right seat.”  

 

The brain game  
 
 

With a tight economy ahead, assessment is under pressure to prove its 
worth. What developments can we expect in the coming years? Laura 
Chubb reports  
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With the financial crisis, housing crash and job losses fighting for space in our collective 
consciousness, you could be forgiven for thinking that assessment would have slipped 
down the list of most firms’ priorities.  
 
Not so, according to industry insiders. In fact, some of the biggest names in the business 
say it is more important than ever in a downturn for companies to explore their 
assessment needs and ensure they make informed talent management decisions. Far from 
abandoning assessment, firms are becoming more discerning in seeking out quality and 
value. So how are providers rising to this challenge?  
 
Bespoke solutions are one growth area. “Bespoke testing is even more relevant now, 
considering the economic climate,” says Mark Hopkins, head of assessment, development 
and talent at Reed Consulting. “Recruitment is an expense, so you need to be investing in 
the right recruitment – getting the people who are the best fit for the job and are likely 
to stay in it for longer.”  
 
Hopkins argues that demand for bespoke assessments has increased, in line with the 
market’s growing sophistication. These days, he says, employers have a greater 
understanding of the value of assessment and wish to maximise that value by aligning it 
with specific business needs.  
 
But doesn’t the time and cost it takes to create bespoke solutions put off the cost-
conscious customer? Hopkins doesn’t think so. “The benefits save money in the long 
term,” he points out. “It doesn’t have to take long, provided the organisation has 
everything in place before starting the process.”  
 
Hopkins isn’t alone in championing more widespread use of bespoke assessments. James 
Meachin, principal psychologist at Pearn Kandola, says that bespoke testing is the best 
way to achieve buy-in from senior management. “With off-the-shelf tests, you can show a 
manager the results and they will say: ‘So why does that mean this person will do better 
in the job?’  
 
“The traditional tests are often seen as a bit academic, so managers aren’t convinced 
they’ll get the person they want. But with something bespoke, they can really understand 
why a particular candidate would do better in the job,” he says.  
 
The benefits of collecting data specific to your organisation don’t stop when somebody is 
recruited. One point on which industry experts agree is that information gathered during 
testing is not being used to its full potential. All too often, tests are carried out, a 
decision is made on the basis of the information, and that is the end of the process. But 
if organisations were to retain that data and use it more strategically, the business 
benefits could be considerable – even more so if the data was tailored to a specific 
context. Just consider the possibilities for areas such as succession planning, talent 
management and personal development.  
 
“Assessing an individual and bringing them into the organisation is only one part of the 
story,” Hopkins agrees. “Businesses spend a lot of money on assessment and collecting a 
wealth of data but then don’t do anything with it. I’d always recommend feeding that 
data into personal development plans and conversations with line managers.”  
 
The logical starting point for unlocking these benefits, according to Paul Levett, UK 
commercial director at SHL Group, is testing for a candidate’s potential rather than 
experience. “Historically, employers have looked at people’s CVs to assess their 
experience,” Levett says. “Now as the labour market tightens, it’s all about potential.”  
 
Levett argues this is good for business because “it forces people to think about what 
they’re looking for in the long term”. The more that tests seek out behaviours and 
potential, the more the information can be used to plan an individual’s career path and 
the organisation’s strategic path.  
 
Assessing for potential is more achievable nowadays thanks to technological advances. 
Wendy Lord, chief psychologist at Hogrefe, says technology has enabled employers to 



shift emphasis from the output of assessment to the process of producing that output. 
“Measuring exactly how a person responds to complex information reveals a lot about 
strategic thinking, which in turn reveals a lot about a person’s potential,” she notes.  
 
The ability of computers to track responses to simulations, and the advent of computer 
adaptive testing – where the computer adapts itself to the abilities of the test taker – 
have all contributed to the flow of relevant and revealing information. Lord says such 
innovative use of technology, as opposed to simply transferring pen and paper tests on to 
a screen, is helping employers to “get better at identifying top-level potential so they 
can invest in the right people”. 
 
However, the new wave of assessments are not just about the talented “cream of the 
crop” and elite senior positions. Richard Ogden, senior consultant at Quest Partnership, 
says assessment at junior levels can have as much – if not more – impact on an 
organisation’s bottom line.  
 
“One thing I’ve noticed over the past 18 months is a lot of work around more front-line 
roles,” Ogden says. “Clients are beginning to see that it’s the people who touch their 
customers who can give the most competitive advantage. There’s a lot of interest at the 
moment in tools for assessing shopfloor and operative roles.”  
 
But while this makes good business sense, Levett at SHL warns that employers should be 
realistic when choosing assessments for junior staff. “You can’t expect people in low-
level roles to go through long assessments,” he says. He has a point – it’s unlikely 
somebody applying to work on a till would welcome a full day of rigorous ability, aptitude 
and psychometric testing.  
 
So, if tests are becoming more bespoke, more focused on measuring potential and more 
inclusive of junior staff, where can the benefits of these developments be felt, and 
measured?  
 
In a word – retention. Keeping hold of staff once they have been recruited has long been 
a headache, and one that’s getting worse. The CIPD’s Recruitment, Retention and 
Turnover 2008 survey showed that 80 per cent of the 800 employers questioned 
experienced retention difficulties this year, up from 69 per cent in 2006.  
 
But if recruitment can be fine-tuned through assessment, then so too can retention. 
Gabrielle Parry, managing director of Saville Consulting, says the economic downturn has 
meant that “people are competing to fine-tune their recruitment and there is even more 
pressure on retention”.  
 
The CIPD survey also found that 41 per cent of organisations had seen staff resign 
because of a lack of career development opportunities. By using assessment to measure 
potential, organisations are fighting back and sending a message that personal 
development is important.  
 
More and more firms are turning to their assessment provider to help them deliver 
demonstrable return on investment. Simon Brittain, managing partner at Kiddy & 
Partners, says that far from the traditional model of a purely transactional relationship 
between provider and client, now clients “expect providers to do a lot more thinking 
outside of assessment, and providers are missing a trick if they can’t do that”.  
 
Brittain explains that providers must understand organisations’ business strategies and 
principles regarding talent management so that assessment methods can be adapted to 
the particular context. This means providers are beginning to resemble business 
consultants and fewer clients are willing to accept a one-size-fits-all approach. Levett 
concurs: “The industry is really starting to respond to client needs, which were not in 
such sharp focus before,” he says.  
 
As assessment is moulded to fit the particular needs of clients better, the output of 
testing is becoming more accessible. Because employers are seeking answers to 
customised questions, they want to understand those answers better.  
 



SHL has just launched online assessment tools that allow line managers and recruitment 
consultancies to administer psychometric testing after a minimal amount of training. 
Levett explains: “Psychometric testing is becoming more accessible, but we should be 
careful not to create the impression that there has been a ‘dumbing down’. It’s simply 
that the outputs are more usable. Line managers are being presented with simpler 
reports that clearly show why somebody would be good at a certain type of job, which 
means you get a better quality of decision.”  
 
The devolution of responsibility for recruitment to the line is a trend widespread enough 
to have compelled a response from the assessment industry, and in most cases that 
response has been to develop more accessible tools.  
 
Ogden says that because providers more often than not find themselves dealing with line 
managers as end-clients, they have tried to make assessment more user-friendly. 
“Before, you’d take it for granted that HR professionals knew what you were talking 
about and had that technical knowledge,” he says. “Now, we’ve got a bit of a challenge 
in communicating the benefits of assessment to line managers – we’ve had to learn to 
describe value in their language. We’re having to change the emphasis and educate and 
support clients more.”  
 
The result is an increasingly savvy cast of clients, keeping providers on their toes in terms 
of competitiveness and offering the best deals. “People are shopping around and looking 
for better value these days,” Ogden agrees.  
 
However, there should be a distinction between value for money and cheapness, just as 
there should be a distinction between basic and expert knowledge of assessment 
methods. Liz McIntyre, director of assessment services at Hays, argues: “The perception 
seems to be that people don’t need psychologists or trained practitioners any more and 
that it’s enough simply to buy some tests. But these tools need to be in the hands of 
people who understand their limitations and strengths. On the one hand that might seem 
a bit protectionist but on the other it’s about protecting good practice.”  
 
Protecting good practice is probably one of the major challenges facing the industry in 
the coming years. As tests become more accessible, both in terms of administering and 
interpreting them, care should be taken that assessment is not over-simplified and loses 
its value.  
 
As ever, assessment’s migration to the web – although positive for many reasons, 
including cost-effectiveness, convenience and improved measurements – jeopardises the 
trust employers invest in it. The question of how to ensure a candidate is taking a test 
unaided when they are not in the same room as the test administrator is yet to be 
answered. And what use is a test if you cannot be sure it is the candidate that has 
answered it?  
 
This concept of trust is another big challenge for the industry. While it is important for 
organisations to test a candidate’s suitability, it is also true that the candidate’s 
experience will influence how they regard the organisation. And as McIntyre points out, 
mistrust of online testing does not send a positive message to those being tested. 
Eradicating that mistrust will take quite a balancing act.  
 
“Are we going to have a situation where in five years’ time anybody can access anything 
and the tests are no longer worthwhile?” McIntyre asks. “Or will it be the other extreme 
and everything is policed? You have to consider what it feels like in terms of the 
candidate journey.”  
 
McIntyre’s concern is that where candidates are tested more than once by the same 
organisation to minimise potential for cheating, they are repeatedly being asked to prove 
their worth. She advises that organisations always ask: “Does the test justify the 
candidate journey?”  
 
Recognising this journey as a priority ties in with the trend towards bespoke solutions, as 
organisations are also now testing for culture fit, reflecting their brand and values in the 
process. Parry says Saville Consulting is “seeing more questions about the culture and 



environment an individual thrives in, and more links between the data accrued from 
assessment procedures and how organisational culture is defined”. She adds: “It’s an 
integrated assessment model that works both individually and organisationally, and an 
individual’s fit with an organisation has a direct impact on retention.” 
 
And so we return to retention, which is perhaps more important than ever against today’s 
economic backdrop. And it’s why many providers predict a move towards internal 
developmental assessment over external recruitment.  
 
Increased internal assessment is no bad thing (see “Don’t let talent go down the tube”), 
but according to Brittain at Kiddy & Partners, organisations should resist the temptation 
to stop recruiting and should certainly keep assessing.  
 
“When times are tight people don’t tend to recruit externally, but then you become too 
insular. You need that new blood,” Brittain says. “And there are big issues with not using 
structured assessment at recruitment and relying heavily on interviews. That’s when you 
get favouritism creeping in and poor decisions being made.”  
 
So, in these cost-conscious times, what final piece of advice could he give for 
organisations looking to get more out of their assessment practices? “What you need is 
more focused assessment,” Brittain says. “It’s about identifying the key roles and levels 
that makes a difference to the business and applying the tools there.”  
 
 
Technology: the predictions  
“New technology allows dynamic assessments that test a different type of thinking, such 
as initiative and adaptability. I can see tests where candidates go online with laptops 
wirelessly networked to an administrator, who interacts with them using instant 
messaging and email. The administrator would be sending new information all the time, 
reacting to candidates’ responses and adding questions.  
 
“This also gives the candidate a realistic job preview. When a candidate fully 
understands the role they’ve applied for they’re more likely to stay in the job and enjoy 
it. It’s also a chance for an organisation to differentiate itself by creating compelling 
scenarios.”  
James Meachin, principal psychologist at Pearn Kandola 
 
 
“The working environment is so complex now that it is especially important for 
individuals to respond flexibly to changing situations. We’re moving towards more tests 
where computers generate questions based on how a person has answered the previous 
one.”  
Wendy Lord, chief psychologist at Hogrefe  
 
 
“Online testing revolutionised the candidate experience overnight, but for a test to be 
useful you’ve got to know that it’s being taken by the person you want to test. There’ll 
be more use of webcams and videoconferencing so you can see the candidate and know 
who you’re communicating with.”  
Liz McIntyre, director of assessment services at Hays  
 
 
Measuring for a more realistic performance  
For as long as the assessment industry has existed, tests have been designed to measure a 
candidate’s maximum performance. But according to James Meachin, principal 
psychologist at Pearn Kandola, this could be about to change. Measuring typical 
performance instead, he reasons, gives “a more realistic view of how people perform day 
in, day out”.  
 
Typical performance is measured by motivational testing, which assesses what drives 
individuals on a daily basis. It forces candidates to rank responses in order of what 
motivates them most. Each response is positive, however, so there does not appear to be 
a right or wrong answer (for example: “I am motivated by networking with new and 



interesting people”).  
 
Meachin says the results will give a better indication of how consistently a candidate is 
likely to perform in a role, and could contribute to personal development plans.  

 

Young, gifted and hired  
 
 

The latest wave of young recruits are expected to be more demanding 
than their predecessors. Andy Allen looks at how assessment can help 
select the best of Generation Y  
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Talk to seasoned recruitment professionals about Generation Y and it is sometimes 
possible to discern the vague sound of teeth grinding in irritation as they contemplate the 
latest demographic group to hit the workforce.  
 
The characteristics that employers typically associate with them are, it has to be said, 
not what their dreams are made of. Studies have shown that members of Generation Y – 
born after 1980 – are less interested in traditional career paths than their predecessors 
and that work-life balance and a stimulating working environment take precedence. As 
Carl Gilleard, chief executive of the Association of Graduate Recruiters, has said: 
“Generation Y may not be that career focused when it comes to knowing what specific 
career they want to follow, but they are certainly more demanding of what they want 
from an employer.”  
 
Many question the stereotype of Generation Y or even whether it is justified to lump 
together an entire generation. Yet, generally, even those who fear the worst about 
Generation Y recognise that they must compete to recruit from its talent pool.  
 
Just how assessment processes should change to reflect the growing importance of 
recruiting this generation – or whether they should change at all – is the subject of 
debate in the industry. According to Martin Goodwill, managing director of Profiles 
International, Generation Y’s expectations will lead to a radical shift in the way business 
is conducted, but this has not yet appeared on the radar of most employers.  
 
“It’s one of the most predictable trends because you know how many people have been 
born and you know when they’re going to hit the workforce.” He adds: “This is a far more 
radical shift than anything we’ve seen in my lifetime.”  
 
As a provider of benchmarking tests, where a candidate is analysed against a job and 
benchmarked on how they measure up to the role, Profiles International does not expect 
to have to alter its tests. For example, whereas the criteria an employer has used to 
recruit someone might change, the test does not. More important, Goodwill says, is 
getting clients to recognise that roles will need to change in response to a generation 
that will demand more flexibility and greater work-life balance.  
 
Meanwhile, companies that provide simulation and assessment centres are considering if 
and how they should change for Generation Y. One emerging trend is a growing focus on 
strength-based psychology. Claire Parkin, head of assessment services at TMP Worldwide, 
explains: “Rather than recruiting on competencies, which is something that has been 
done for many years, we’re asking ourselves how we can build an assessment model that 
actually focuses on their strengths.”  
 



According to Parkin, strength-based recruitment focuses on the areas where candidates 
excel on the basis that these may have more of a long-term impact on an employer’s 
bottom line. “We are asking ourselves what we can do that allows candidates the 
freedom to talk about what they are really good at, rather than their development 
areas,” she says. “It gives the candidates the feeling they are driving some of the 
recruitment process themselves.”  
 
She stresses this is not about indulging Generation Y and that a strength-based approach 
doesn’t have to mean reinventing the assessment process. It could involve introducing a 
single interview into an assessment centre, for example.  
 
TMP Worldwide is not the only company giving strength-based models serious 
consideration. At Assessment & Development Consultants, Will Mitchell, director of 
consulting, says his company is also considering the model.  
 
“Strength-based psychology is trying to say that if you are always trying to fix the areas 
that are weak and not trying to develop the areas that are strong, you may miss 
opportunities in the long term,” he says.  
 
In Mitchell’s view, all too often graduate assessment programmes require all candidates 
to be “grey people” with uniform abilities, meeting minimum all-round competencies. “If 
you’re trying to be more dynamic and inject more diversity into different teams, it’s 
worth looking at people’s strengths as well as their weaknesses,” he says.  
 
For Mitchell, contemporary graduate assessment centres often focus on identifying 
competencies that will mainly be required for the first year or two of the role at the 
expense of looking for someone who will be a good long-term fit.  
 
“I’ve heard comments from graduates who have gone through these things saying they 
found them very draining, and they didn’t find out much about whether they would really 
want to work for the company.”  
 
Mitchell added that there is a growing interest among clients in adopting a more creative 
approach to assessment, although he stresses it is still early days.  
 
Creativity is certainly a core concern at Kenexa, which has been developing off-the-shelf 
simulations with animated characters. But Ben Hawkes, head of simulations, stresses that 
being creative should not solely be a policy to target Generation Y.  
 
He sees many of Kenexa’s clients using podcasts, social networking sites and, 
occasionally, interactive games to attract candidates from all generations. “These are 
tools that may well appeal to one generation more than others but because they are open 
to everybody they’re not specifically discriminatory,” he says. And most organisations are 
sophisticated enough to avoid any potential discrimination, he adds.  
 
“There haven’t been any test cases in this area yet, so clients are taking the safe route 
rather than risk being accused of even indirect age discrimination,” Hawkes says.  
 
Parkin says that employers would be ill-advised from a business point of view to focus too 
strongly on Generation Y at the expense of the rest of the workforce.  
 
In any case, she points out that what appeals to Generation Y may benefit all 
generations. For example, using computer technology – which would appear to cater for 
this particular group – can actually make the process more appealing for everybody.  
 
Situational judgment tests, for example, can be made more convincing and therefore 
more valid with video and animation, says Hawkes. He describes the test designed for use 
by call centres to assess how a candidate might deal with angry customers. In the past, 
the customer may have been portrayed in text. Kenexa’s latest off-the-shelf simulations 
portray the customer via an animated figure or video character, making the exercise 
more realistic and, Hawkes claims, potentially more valid as an assessment tool.  
 
In another case, Kenexa made a simulation for a merchant bank in which candidates had 



to make decisions based on rapidly changing financial data. However, instead of giving 
them written updates, the information came via a Bloomberg TV-style video channel 
featuring scrolling data such as currency changes and share prices.  
 
Making simulations realistic is not only desirable from a purely assessment point of view 
but also in terms of recruitment and retention, according to Will Mitchell. Simulations 
that give the candidate a flavour of what it’s like to work somewhere can help to manage 
expectations and could cut the huge volume of applications – an issue of great concern to 
graduate recruiters.  
 
But any potential benefits in this area can be lost if employers try too hard to polish their 
employer brand during the assessment process. This might mean focusing too much in 
simulations on the glamorous side of roles at the expense of the kind of everyday tasks 
the candidate would confront, warns Mitchell. “Many graduates get a reality check when 
they start doing the job and that’s when they leave. The assessment centre has to give 
people an idea of what they’ll be doing in the short term as well as the more exciting 
long-term opportunities,” he says. 
 
And as recession beckons, perhaps Generation Y will not be as free as it expects to move 
jobs. Martin Reed, chairman of Thomas International, says current graduates are scoring 
lower in his company’s reasoning tests than 15 years ago. “If we look back to 1994 and 
compare graduate norms to those of 2008, today’s are not as bright. But then 10 years 
ago only 20 per cent of the population were going into longer-term education, whereas 
now it’s 50 or 55 per cent,” he says.  
 
Reed is sceptical that Generation Y will provoke wide-ranging changes to assessment. 
“Expectations may have changed but the majority of people are still going to have to go 
into normal businesses and work through the ranks,” he says. 
 
 
An employer’s view: PwC  
As one of the UK’s biggest employers of graduates, PricewaterhouseCoopers might be 
expected to be going all-out to target the supposedly hard-to-impress Generation Y. Yet 
the professional services firm is a long way from making far-reaching compromises to lure 
graduates.  
 
This is partly a matter of avoiding age discrimination, but it also makes good business 
sense to welcome applications from all ages, says Sonja Stockton, head of student 
recruitment.  
 
PwC’s assessment process features a web-based job preview simulation to give graduates 
a taste of life at the firm. Once on the graduate scheme, candidates will take verbal and 
numerical reasoning tests and – starting soon – situational judgment tests.  
 
According to Stockton, the company is not interested in loading its assessment process 
with “fun” or “quirky” activities.  
 
“That’s fine as long as it matches the employer brand and the reality of the work, but if 
you go all out to create an utterly quirky assessment process and the candidate comes in 
and finds the work is not like that, you have a real mismatch,” she says.  
 
“Above all, you want an accurate process and one that isn’t over-expensive. Cost per hire 
continues to be one of the key strategic drivers of anything we do.”  
 
Instead, there is a growing focus on face-to-face contact with candidates. Feedback 
continually indicates that students appreciate such contact, says Stockton.  
 
PwC refuses to indulge current graduates. Stockton has seen at first hand that Generation 
Y can sometimes be as demanding as stereotypes suggest. She recalls giving a speech at 
Durham University last year when a student stood up and asked her loudly: “Tell us why 
we should come and work for you.”  
 
Stockton’s view is that Generation Y applicants will have to make more compromises than 



they expect.  
 
“They have to start thinking of what they can bring to the organisation in addition to 
their degree,” she says. “We need to be realistic in what we say to students.  
 
“The fact is they are going to have to work hard. This is a client-facing organisation and 
clients can be very demanding, but equally we’re very understanding about people 
needing time to enjoy their own lives.”  

 
 

Accredit where it’s due  
 
 

A growing number of organisations believe that in-house HR 
professionals are better placed than outside psychologists to 
administer psychometric tests. And that means getting yourself trained 
and accredited  
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As demand for psychometric testing grows, so too does the demand for people to run 
those tests. It’s not surprising, then, that assessment suppliers are reporting that more 
and more HR practitioners are getting trained in psychometric testing.  
 
“HR people are keen to train in psychometrics from a professional and personal 
perspective,” says Nicki Hickson, HR director at Ernst & Young UK and Ireland. 
“Psychometrics gives them a new lens through which to view the world.”  
 
Such training has become a desirable qualification for both an individual and business to 
have in-house, according to test suppliers, who point out that HR professionals are well 
placed to train as testers because anything that they can do as an intermediary for line 
managers, and to demonstrate due diligence, is valuable.  
 
Lucy McGee, head of marketing at business psychology consultancy OPP, says the point of 
psychometric tests is to bring objectivity to resourcing decisions. “It is part of the 
process of educating line managers in being more rigorous and thoughtful in their 
recruitment, selection and promotion decisions. HR is the custodian of quality in these 
decisions and has a good aerial perspective of the organisation’s culture, business and 
manpower needs.”  
 
The benefit for business, she argues, is that it sends a strong message to the world about 
how seriously you take your employer brand.  
 
It looks good to prospective candidates if an organisation is keen to explore motivation, 
skills and personality fit. Having rigorous requirements shows that the employer cares 
about safeguarding its culture.  
 
So how does the system of accreditation work? Julie Mrowicki, psychological testing 
centre manager at the British Psychological Society (BPS), which offers tests at levels A 
and B, points out that most people who hold a BPS certificate of competence to 
administer tests are HR professionals rather than psychologists – a positive thing, in her 
opinion. “Psychometrics are used in an occupational setting, of which HR has an intimate 
knowledge, so this training enables HR to make the best use of its skills. It seems logical 
that HR practitioners are better placed than psychologists to use psychometrics in the 



workplace,” she says.  
 
Psychometric training providers offer a variety of methods demanded by time-poor 
managers, mostly focusing on pre-work, classroom, telephone support and blended 
learning. The latter tends to dominate, with a classroom component backed up by 
learning online.  
 
Training to administer tests looks good on a CV, too. “It is a portable skill set that 
increases an HR professional’s personal marketability, especially as training offers a 
substantial commitment of time and money,” McGee says.  
 
Training providers say they try to avoid making their courses overly abstract and 
theoretical – rather, the aim is to bring psychometric tests to life. As McGee says, 
participants get to see what personality measures “look like in action”.  
Now that technology has allowed many tests to go online, completing an in-depth test 
can take just half an hour.  
 
Keith McCook, market manager for Europe at Assess Systems, explains that in his 
company’s model the computer does the thinking, interpreting test results against an 
organisation’s own competency models.  
 
McCook says the advantages of tests being administered by internal HR staff is that they 
know the organisation, its culture and operating methods intimately.  
“Internal staff are better positioned to be consultants. Disadvantages kick in for 360-
degree appraisal and constructive criticism; here, a neutral third party can work better, 
especially if there are concerns about confidentiality,” he says.  
 
Another advantage of having in-house expertise is that with a greying workforce and 
senior managers due to retire in droves in the next decade, succession planning and 
spotting early potential are becoming more critical. HR professionals have the 
occupational insights to know what skills and aptitudes really matter in a job, test 
suppliers believe.  
 
Psychometric testing is most commonly associated with recruitment. But forward-
thinking organisations are increasingly applying it to succession planning and leadership. 
Well-targeted personality and cognitive ability tests are increasingly used to evaluate 
employees’ potential for success in roles where they may not have had the opportunity to 
demonstrate actual performance.  
 
Ernst & Young’s Hickson trains in-house HR in the use of tools such as MBTI (Myers Briggs 
Type Indicator) and SHL’s OPQ 32i, because they increase self-awareness among leaders. 
The MBTI is used with the company’s top 200 people across the UK and Ireland, and on its 
Accelerated Leadership Programme, for employees who are expected to reach future 
partner level.  
 
Training consists of five days, followed by an exam. Participants are trained in statistical 
analysis and, according to Hickson, are keen to sign up as it adds to their skill set. 
Hickson says it is an area where HR can add value to the business, especially in leadership 
development and team-building.  
John Timperley is responsible for management development in the HR department of 
insurance giant Royal London Group. BPS’s levels A and B predominate for recruitment 
purposes, with level B used for internal hires and developmental interviews. The 
company uses tools for management development – the MBTI, 16PF and Firo-B – to look at 
individual management performance and new managers joining existing teams.  
 
For a staff of 2,500 it has a small HR function, but 14 out of an HR department of 70 staff 
are trained in psychometrics. Timperley believes psychometric tools need to be promoted 
for development rather than just for recruitment. He also sees a trend towards online 
applications that are much easier to use than their paper predecessors. He says about 
psychometrics: “Some run a mile from what is loosely termed ‘business psychology’, 
seeing it as psychiatrist’s couch mumbo-jumbo. Likewise, academic jargon doesn’t cut 
the mustard with the business. But publishers are wise to commercial drivers and use 
business, rather than academic, language.”  



 
Kamaljit Birdi, psychologist and director of the MSc course in occupational psychology at 
the University of Sheffield, believes that the British Psychological Society qualifications 
have become more stringent and competency-based. Asked about the sceptics within the 
profession, he thinks only a tiny minority of psychologists see any problem with HR 
becoming accredited if qualifications are credible. The only danger is if tests are passed 
on within the organisation and used by people who are not qualified to administer them.  
 
Psychologists are likely to have a greater depth of knowledge about statistical validity of 
tests, and so be better placed to develop new tests. But test administration does not 
require this degree of specialism, says Birdi.  
 
He adds: “Research from assessment centres shows that validity is higher if psychologists 
– rather than managers – run them. This is probably because they recognise the 
constructs and personality traits better. However, the same data is not available for 
psychometric tests.”  
 
But Birdi emphasises that if you don’t use it, you lose it. HR professionals must 
administer tests soon after training or those newly learnt skills will atrophy.  
 

 

Arctic roles  
 
 

Whether it be helping a polar expedition team to co-operate or 
improving retention among bus drivers, tests can deliver impressive 
results  
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No company would dispute the importance of finding the right person for the right job. 
But many expend far more time, money and effort on forcing square pegs into round 
holes than they do on ensuring the right fit between candidate, role, team and culture at 
the outset.  
 
This costs them dear. Poor selection and management of their people costs UK companies 
on average £1,000 per employee, a study from business psychologists SHL and The Future 
Foundation estimates. That adds up to around £20 million a year for a FTSE company 
employing 20,000 people, and costs the UK as a whole an annual £12 billion.  
 
To better gauge candidates’ suitability for a given role, a growing number of 
organisations are now turning to assessment tools such as psychometric tests, which, 
according to research from the British Psychological Society, can help companies reduce 
their recruitment costs by 70 per cent.  
 
We talked to four different companies about the role that assessment plays in their 
recruitment, assessment and development processes.  
 
TMSDI tool optimises teamwork for polar quest  
Sean Chapple knows a lot about teamwork. A captain in the Royal Marines, he has been 
leading expeditions for the past 20 years. His exploits include an ascent of Mount Kenya, 
the Grand Canyon Iron Man Challenge and a circumnavigation of the principal East African 
states – not to mention polar expeditions.  



 
But his biggest challenge came last year when he led two different teams to the North 
and the South Poles. In March he took an eight-man team to the Magnetic North Pole, 
skiing 300 miles in 30 days, and in November he took a six-man team to and from the 
geographic South Pole – a 1,400-mile, 72-day trek.  
 
As if that weren’t enough, Chapple chose teams with little or no experience of cold 
weather. He began his recruitment drive for the Polar Quest expeditions among the 
armed forces in November 2005, and whittled down more than 400 applicants to 21 who 
would go through training. “I had to allow for some fall-out before we actually set off,” 
he recalls.  
 
Because leadership and teamwork would be as important as physical fitness and 
endurance, everyone completed an intensive team development programme using a tool 
called Team Management Profile (TMP) from TMS Development International (TMSDI).  
 
“Individuals completed a questionnaire that resulted in a 4,000-word profile detailing 
their preferred approach to decision-making, tasks, communication and relationships,” 
says Chapple. “From that they were classified broadly as organisers, advisers, explorers 
or controllers, and within that as one of eight different personality types, all of which 
was represented on a coloured wheel.”  
 
The insight the tool provided was invaluable to teambuilding before the expeditions, and 
to sustaining teamwork while on the ice, says Chapple. “When I was recruiting I was 
looking for people who would be on the right-hand side of the wheel – the explorers and 
organisers who, when they were in Arctic temperatures of minus 40 degrees, with an 
ever-evolving plan, would be flexible and able to change. But in planning the exercise I 
needed people who were on the left-hand side of the wheel – the advisers and organisers 
who would look at the detail and identify potential problems,” he explains.  
 
“When everyone had done their TMPs, we realised that we had gaps on the left side of 
the wheel. But we were able to compensate for them by consciously reviewing all our 
decisions through the left-hand lens.”  
 
Once on the ice, the teams always ensured that decisions they made were balanced by 
seeking opinions from different sides of the wheel. Chapple recalls: “I’m an 
assessor/developer, so I would assess our progress, whether we had enough fuel and 
rations, and every evening I would formulate a plan for the next day. I would then hand it 
to another member of the team who was a concluder/producer, and he would look at it 
in detail and tweak it where necessary, before passing it on to two thruster/organisers 
who looked at it from a practical perspective. For example, I realised at one point that 
we would have to reduce our breakfast ration to 100g to make the food last longer; the 
concluder/producer asked how we could best measure it out; and the thruster/organiser 
worked out a solution.”  
Just as important was sharing leadership. Thanks to their in-depth understanding of each 
other, leadership shifted around different members of the team during the expeditions. 
This took the pressure off Chapple and played to individuals’ strengths at particular 
times.  
 
TMSDI initially approached Chapple after the press launch of the Polar Quest. He tested 
out its claims for TMP with the Royal Navy Fleet headquarters, which was already using it 
as part of its induction. “And when I did a TMP myself, my wife said it had me down to a 
tee. I was sold,” he says.  
 
The success of both expeditions is testament to the TMP’s effectiveness. Chapple and his 
party were the first military team to make a return overland journey to the South Pole – 
something that only 11 other people had ever achieved. “And despite the intense 
pressure, we did it with no arguments, because we had developed such respect for our 
individual differences,” he says.  
 
 
A&DC helps Parker Hannifin dig deeper for leadership potential  
Seven years ago, Parker Hannifin, a US manufacturer of hydraulic and pneumatic systems 



and components, had been growing so rapidly in Europe that it had exhausted its supply 
of individuals to promote. “We needed to look deeper into the organisation to find talent 
among staff in more junior positions, who hadn’t yet had the chance to demonstrate 
their potential,” says Malcolm Lewis, vice-president HR for Europe.  
The company had been using psychometric tools for years. But it now decided to apply 
them in a new general management development centre (GMDC) that it set up in 2001. 
This aimed to assess development potential deeper in the organisation, and prepare such 
people for a step into general management or above.  
 
The first stage was to establish an internal competency framework against which to 
measure aptitude in four main areas: drive and attitude; thinking; doing; and leadership. 
The company then worked with occupational psychology company Assessment and 
Development Consultants (A&DC) to design exercises to measure these competencies. In 
February 2001, Parker Hannifin organised the first GMDC for eight people, initially run by 
A&DC managing director Nigel Povah.  
 
The GMDC includes two group exercises, both of them replicating the kind of real-life 
situations Parker Hannifin faces. One focuses on integrating a complicated acquisition; 
the other on balancing the competing interests of the group, different divisions and a 
major customer seeking to buy a multi-division product. It also features two individual 
exercises, using actors as role players. One concerns a difficult employee issue, and the 
other the need to reconcile the interests of a customer wanting a price reduction and the 
company wanting a price increase. Delegates also have to complete a financial analysis.  
 
They then spend a day completing a series of tests designed to identify their learning, 
influencing, communication and leadership styles, a 360-degree assessment and some 
personal psychometrics, all aimed at developing their own personal understanding. On 
the final day they receive feedback and compile a development plan.  
 
“The delegates found the intense focus on them both useful, in the sense that it gave 
them new insights about themselves, and highly motivational, in that they saw it as 
demonstrable commitment by the company to the importance of talent management,” 
says Lewis. “We have successfully promoted into general and senior management 
positions more than 60 per cent of the people who went through the GMDC, and have lost 
only two to other companies. So we fulfilled our initial objectives and are now using the 
scheme to develop specialists in areas such as finance and marketing.”  
 
The programme is not cheap, however, and the company now uses HR and line managers 
as observers, rather than A&DC staff – a shift that also has developmental benefits. “But 
compared with the cost of around $100,000 to recruit someone from the outside, the 
programme is repaying our investment,” says Lewis.  
 
 
SHL tests allow HBOs to benchmark graduates  
With around 30 applications for every one of the 150-odd places HBOS offers every year 
to new graduates, the financial services company needs all the help it can get to reduce 
the time it spends interviewing while ensuring it hires the best people.  
 
HBOS is run on a federal model – policy is set in the corporate centre but is interpreted 
and implemented by the different divisions in ways that are most appropriate for them. 
Graduate recruitment reflects this: budgets and campaigns are managed centrally, but 
the divisions are involved in hiring decisions and are responsible for developing graduates 
once they join the company.  
 
However, recruitment and development occurs within an overall framework, says 
Caroline Mitchell, recruitment campaigns consultant in the central executive and 
organisational development team at HBOS. “We do all our recruitment and development 
against one single behavioural framework called ‘The Leadership Commitment’, which is 
designed to establish whether candidates have the right attitudes, behaviour and 
leadership potential. The framework serves as a benchmark for graduate recruitment, 
and we set the benchmark quite high to ensure that everyone we recruit has the 
potential to develop.”  
 



When graduates first apply online to HBOS, their applications are screened against The 
Leadership Commitment criteria. Those who pass this first stage then do online ability 
assessment tests from business psychologist SHL. First is numerical reasoning and those 
who pass then take the verbal reasoning test, designed to assess command of language 
and how effectively they communicate. Successful candidates then have a telephone 
interview, which is also designed to assess their fit with the behavioural framework. The 
final stage of the process is assessment centres.  
 
“One of the tests they do in the assessment centre is a shorter version of the online 
numerical and verbal reasoning tests,” says Mitchell. “Although the online tests have 
built-in mechanisms designed to monitor the consistency of the answers and detect 
cheating, you have to trust graduates to complete the tests themselves. Re-testing in the 
assessment centre provides additional reassurance.”  
 
The assessment centres also involve group exercises, such as a business scenario game 
designed to identify different types of team and leadership skills; individual exercises, 
such as in-tray exercises; and competency-based interviews linked to the behavioural 
model.  
 
Each assessment centre is run for around 12 candidates and they tend to focus on the 
particular business the candidates are being recruited for. HBOS runs around 18 different 
graduate schemes, including general management, HR, finance, IT, actuarial, corporate 
banking, financial markets and investments.  
 
Mitchell admits that HBOS uses the tests predominantly as a recruitment filter, but their 
ability to assess people’s aptitudes for a given role leads to better job fit, greater 
motivation and lower absenteeism and turnover. What’s more, the recruiter has a good 
idea from the outset where they might need additional support, rather than having to 
wait to discover their strengths and weaknesses. This means that targeted training can 
kick in from day one, leading to early productivity.  
 
“The online ability tests allow us to benchmark the calibre of students applying to us, 
and enable us to raise the bar every year,” says Mitchell.  
 
 
Hogrefe halts bus driver attrition for Nottingham, City transport  
When Mike Lee, training and development manager at Nottingham City Transport, took 
over responsibility for driver recruitment at the bus company in July 2005, the drop-out 
rate of drivers during training was one in three. “At a cost of £3,000 to train every driver, 
that was a waste of both money and time, and it boiled down to the fact that we weren’t 
selecting the right people,” he says.  
 
Nottingham City Transport runs a fleet of 386 buses, with over 800 drivers, supported by 
160 technical and engineering staff. “Keeping such a large fleet ready for the road is hard 
enough, but making sure we’ve enough qualified drivers is an even bigger headache,” 
says Lee.  
 
He decided that the way forward was to spend more time assessing candidates before 
training and convened a working group to map out a one-day assessment programme. 
This would include a driving test, an interview with an operations manager, literacy and 
numeracy tests to ensure candidates could read a timetable and handle change, plus 
some psychometrics. “Driving buses is about customer service, and it is easier to teach 
someone with a customer service disposition how to drive a bus than it is to instil a 
customer service demeanour in a bus driver,” says Lee. 
 
With psychometric specialist Hogrefe, Lee trialled four tests to work out which worked 
best. “Our aim was to identify individuals who were conscientious and reliable, took a 
positive and constructive view of people and dealt well with them,” he says. From this 
two tests were selected – the d2, which tests thoroughness, and the NEO PI-R, a 
personality test – for the programme.  
 
“The d2 helped us to make sure that the candidates had the basic attention needed to 
drive a bus through our busy streets, while the NEO gave a real insight into areas such as 



how they would respond to dealing with the public in possibly stressful situations,” says 
Lee.  
 
The programme started in January 2006, and within six months the drop-out rate in 
training had fallen from one in three to one in 10, and has since fallen to one in 12, 
resulting in savings of £154,350. Once in service, the number of drivers leaving within the 
critical first six months fell from 28 per cent to 9 per cent, yielding further savings.  
 
But the benefits go beyond the financial. Lee explains: “Our operations team is much 
more satisfied as it is no longer short of drivers, and operations are running more 
smoothly. They hold HR in higher esteem as a result. And relations with customers have 
improved too – assaults on drivers are now rare and we have fewer complaints.”  
 

 

Even better than the real thing?  
 
 

Lights, camera, action! Simulations are becoming more sophisticated 
and tailored to firms’ specific needs  
 
 
Andy Allen  
Date:  04 October 2007  
Source: Guide to assessment  
Page: 17  
 
 
 
Not so long ago a business simulation – or its closest equivalent – might have involved 
taking a few managers, a piece of rope and a bit of canvas, and asking them to cross a 
river any which way while observers watched to see if a leader emerged.  
 
These days simulations can take months to create, involve the painstaking recreation of 
the finer points of the workplace and organisational culture, and measure competencies 
ranging from “organisational ability” to more exotic newcomers such as “stakeholder 
engagement”.  
 
Glen Fox, a psychologist at Occupational Psychology Services, says that while candidates 
will occasionally come across the old-style leadership and team-building exercises, on the 
whole the market has left them behind. “Clients are much more sophisticated these 
days. There are much higher expectations,” she says.  
 
Much more typical of a modern simulation is the kind that Reed Consulting designed for a 
UK county constabulary. As part of a new assessment board for superintendents, Reed’s 
simulation was based on a strategic job analysis, to find out what a good superintendent 
would look like. Halfway through the in-tray exercise that began the simulation, 
candidates were interrupted by news of a death in custody within the police station, and 
told they had 20 minutes to prepare for a press conference, after they faced a 
community meeting.  
 
The growing popularity of such simulations can be seen in the fact that most of the UK’s 
major assessment providers and several medium-sized consultancies now offer them, and 
almost all are reporting steadily rising demand.  
 
Despite this, many organisations remain resistant. Trudy Searle, senior consultant at 
Sterling Selection, says: “If people haven’t used simulations before, there is a sense of 
‘What are we going to get from this?’ But in our experience, once the client has 
overcome those initial barriers, there’s a real recognition that simulation can distinguish 
between different candidates.”  
 
So what is the business case for using simulations? Peter Rhodes, director of psychology at 



OTL, says they can simply give an organisation better evidence of how a candidate would 
stand up to the rigours of the job. “You’re presenting the candidate with an actual task 
rather than a hypothetical construct, and they’re demonstrating the ability to cope with 
that task – or not.”  
 
Key to the appeal of simulations is what psychologists call “face validity” – the perceived 
fairness of a tool. Rhodes says simulations are generally preferred over psychometric 
tests by candidates because of their perception that simulations measure skills rather 
than personality. “Simulations reduce cynicism massively; the buy-in among candidates is 
much higher,” he says.  
 
Simon Mitchell, director at DDI, thinks that a simulation – particularly a demanding “high-
pressure” tool – allows the assessor to probe for weaknesses that may not be uncovered 
by other instruments or in the normal course of working life.  
 
“The reason we put people under so much pressure is because you have to get someone 
out of their comfort zone. Otherwise you are assessing what they are good at already, 
and you can do that much better by looking at them on the job or by 360-degree 
appraisals. We tend to revert to type under stress.”  
 
One kind of simulation that is rapidly growing in popularity is the “day in the life” 
approach, which can reveal how candidates cope with a simulated environment and 
whether they find it attractive. A classic example of its use was demonstrated by Cubiks 
Consulting in its groundbreaking simulation for the Cabinet Office’s Fast Stream graduate 
recruitment programme.  
 
Such tools require substantial investment from the consultancy and client. At OPS, Glen 
Fox says psychologists can spend months designing bespoke simulations. “There is a lot of 
work and partnership involved in creating a really credible development centre for senior 
leaders,” she says. “You’re going into an organisation and finding out about the types of 
crisis moments that are likely to happen – getting up to speed with culture, language, 
expectations and acronyms. By the time you finish this, you ought to be producing 
something that looks like it’s been created internally.”  
 
However, potential clients can take another approach altogether: they can choose to buy 
one of the many off-the-shelf simulations available. There are mixed views on the merits 
of such products. Rhodes believes off-the-shelf simulations are almost a contradiction in 
terms.  
 
“In buying an off-the-shelf product you’re almost missing out on the value of the 
simulation, which is that you can reflect the organisation in the surface content of the 
materials,” he says.  
 
Simon Mitchell doesn’t agree that culture always needs to be paramount. Several of DDI’s 
products can fit various types of jobs – nursing or manufacturing, for example. DDI 
recently designed, for an automotive plant in Russia, an online simulation that sifts 
thousands of applicants by testing their ability to follow simple instructions. “It would be 
great if this car plant, which is hiring 10,000 people, could afford to look at the cultural 
fit of every candidate before they hire, but the cost is prohibitive,” he says.  
 
Trudy Searle identifies benefits and drawbacks with both approaches. On the one hand, 
bespoke simulations can measure a competency specific to a job, such as community 
awareness, which is unlikely to exist in an off-the-shelf tool.  
 
Yet bespoke simulations require experienced designers to ensure that candidates’ 
behaviour can actually be measured against the required competencies: in other words 
that they “stick to the script” and don’t choose unforeseen responses.  
 
And the question arises about whether after a certain point simulations can simply have 
too much detail. One psychologist reports seeing the scuppering of a full-scale recreation 
of an oil tanker’s bridge used as part of a simulation to train captains, because nobody 
could agree what colour to paint the bridge. This example flags up the absurdity of 
striving for the ultimate in realism. But, as David Lawton, UK country manager at Cubiks, 



says, there may be sound business reasons for going the extra mile.  
 
“From the point of view of gathering competency-based evidence, you don’t need a high 
level of detail in simulations,” he says. “But it’s the slightly less tangible reasons that are 
nonetheless important. A lot of clients are keen to differentiate themselves from their 
competitors, and many feel that by making that slightly greater level of investment in a 
simulation, they will do that.”  
 
The next question is where technology will take software-based simulations. Although 
these are still a long way in terms of realism from the kind of games sold for use with 
consoles such as PlayStation or Xbox, they are moving in that direction.  
 
Glen Fox believes the next big thing could be computer adaptive developmental exercises 
– in which, for people addressing a crisis situation, the next set of possible options varies 
according to how they have addressed an initial problem.“If you want to use it to rate 
and compare people it’s not the right tool, but developmentally it’s valuable. I think the 
future is going to revolve around this, but we haven’t got there yet,” she says.  
 
 
Rolls-Royce managers change up a gear  
When engineering giant Rolls-Royce wanted to assess its top 40 managers as part of a 
succession planning initiative looking at suitability for promotion or sideways movement 
within the business, it turned to Kiddy & Partners to design a simulation.  
Avery Duff, head of international human resources at Rolls-Royce, says: “We’re not a big 
user of psychometric tests. What we wanted was an objective measure of people’s 
capabilities, to be orchestrated by someone outside the organisation with no 
preconceptions of the perceived power of candidates.”  
 
At the same time, Duff says, it was important the instrument possessed high “face 
validity” (perceived fairness) in order to gain buy-in from senior managers who were 
investing a substantial amount of time (two days) in the process, and that it was relevant 
to the managers’ day-to-day lives but not directly product-related.  
 
Simon Brittain, managing partner at Kiddy & Partners, believes constructing a scenario 
from outside the client’s own industry is often the best approach – a rare view among 
simulations providers. “We want to test each candidate’s business acumen, so you want 
them to focus on business issues rather than on the detail of the company, which can 
easily happen if you set it in their own industry.”  
 
In this case, candidates were tested with an adaption of an existing Kiddy simulation – 
where they took the role of regional head of an IT business, dealing with city analysts’ 
reports, financial data and media, and were forced to confront a series of dilemmas 
concerning retail and management problems and opportunities.  
 
“It’s been an interesting discriminator of those individuals for whom much more or rapid 
progression is going to be inappropriate, which has happened in a couple of instances,” 
says Duff. “Not all of the assessments were good assessments – in my view, that has 
added to the credibility of the exercise.” He adds: “On the whole, the face validity of 
the process was very high.” One factor he found important was that the consultants in 
role plays were credible – and so were taken seriously by candidates. If that were not the 
case, Duff says, it would have been much harder to gain internal buy-in to the process.  
 
 
Cubiks homes in on Cabinet-worthy candidates  
Within the Cabinet Office’s well-known Fast Stream graduate recruitment programme, 
the challenge has always been how to narrow down the 17,000 or so applicants for about 
500 graduate positions in government.  
 
When Cubiks Consulting was brought in to design part of an updated assessment process, 
the firm came up with what was then a groundbreaking product.  
An important part was the job preview tool, Fast Stream Situations, which presented a 
range of on-screen scenarios that Fast Stream graduates could encounter in their working 
lives.  



 
Candidates identified how they would respond to a situation from a range of options. 
They then receive a score and feedback on their responses – not a pass or fail mark, but 
an opportunity either to select themselves out of the process or to enthuse them further. 
About half of the candidates deselected themselves from the recruitment process after 
this, thereby saving time for both parties.  
 
Another element of the process was an “e-tray assessment exercise” to identify the most 
suitable 1,000 candidates to proceed to a final assessment stage. Cubiks developed, from 
scratch, a three stage in-box simulation, featuring an email response exercise that tested 
candidates on how they would respond to scenarios they were likely to encounter within 
the Cabinet Office. As candidates answered the emails, new emails arrived in “decision 
chains” during the course of the exercise. Each new email was released to the candidate 
once the previous one had been responded to. This gave a lifelike, “real time” 
impression.  
 
Mark Powell, chief psychologist at the Cabinet Office, says surveys after the process have 
shown there are “strong levels of perceived fairness from candidates, with 86 per cent of 
our candidates agreeing that the simulations we use are relevant to assessing suitability 
for the Fast Stream”.  
 
Powell adds: “I think they give the candidates a realistic job preview, and give us a 
realistic indication of how they are going to perform when they’re at work, because they 
reflect the kind of task they are going to have to do once they’re into the role.”  
At the same time, the process has proved to be fairer to minority candidates, he says.  
 
 
How to... set up an assessment centre  
 
Potential is just as important as current skills when scouting for new 
employees  
 
Liz Hall  
Date:  04 October 2007  
Source: Guide to assessment  
Page: 29  
 
Say you wanted to recruit a brilliant pilot, says assessment centre expert Mike van 
Oudtshoorn. Would you (a) see how candidates look in the uniform, (b) see if they can 
drive a BMW, (c) let them have a go at flying a plane, or (d) give them a flight simulation? 
The answer is clearly (d). But Van Oudtshoorn, who has 35 years’ experience in the field, 
says that when it comes to assessing, far too few organisations apply logic. Many fail to 
identify what they actually want from candidates. They run tests that do not reflect the 
actual job requirements, and which test for current skills rather than potential.  
 
So what are the key steps for running a successful assessment centre?  
 
1 Be clear about objectives  
“So often, organisations have problems getting clarity about what they want from 
assessment centres, over-emphasising tasks and technical skills but not considering the 
environment people will be working in. They need clarity about the job, what they are 
trying to predict, about the environment and what they are measuring,” says van 
Oudtshoorn, who set up Development Dimensions Europe with DDI founder Bill Byham and 
founded the i-coach academy, a coach training body.  
 
2 Look for competencies, not JUST “nice to haves”  
According to Charlie Atkinson, managing director at consultancy Human Factors 
International, HR professionals and line managers should use proper job analysis and 
profiling techniques to identify key competencies – ones that actually predict 
performance in the job – rather than “nice-to-haves”. And Van Oudtshoorn says M&S, 
which he has worked with for many years, learnt the hard way about the importance of 



identifying competencies correctly when it sent managers to places such as Hong Kong 
and Canada. “They didn’t realise when they were selecting managers that they would 
need different competencies – such as adaptability and interpersonal awareness – for 
different environments,” he says.  
 
Ceri Roderick, partner and head of assessment at Pearn Kandola, agrees. “If you get it 
wrong in terms of core skills and competencies, you are on a hiding to nothing. Designers 
often forget that you are also trying to simulate the context in which successful 
candidates will perform.”  
 
3 Ensure the assessment reflects the working environment  
Simulations should reflect the real working environment as closely as possible.  
“If an executive will have to make difficult decisions by email or phone, then test that. 
It’s important to understand the context in which people will operate. Not doing this is a 
common mistake,” Roderick says.  
 
He urges employers to avoid “lazy design” when compiling in-tray exercises. “How many 
times do people actually sit down and work through their in-tray for two hours? Do it on a 
laptop and via email, with interruptions by telephone to recreate the work context.”  
 
4 Limit the competencies that you measure  
Roderick believes that between five and nine competencies ought to be enough to 
predict performance in any job role. “We get people coming up with 15 or 20 for a single 
job role, which makes it very difficult to analyse. There is a lot of overlap,” he says.  
 
Each exercise should focus on only two or three competencies, not all of them. And each 
competency should be measured at least twice, he says, “to allow for observers to miss 
something and to give candidates a chance to muck up, then shine later.”  
Jeremy Pemberton-Pigott, director of business psychology consultancy and psychometric 
test publisher ASE, says that to clearly measure a competency, it is important to make 
sure there is no crossover in terms of behaviours measured.  
“This is a classic problem. If you then try to match behaviours with competencies, it’s 
impossible. It makes a joke of the statistics.”  
 
Many employers tend to automatically throw in at least one group exercise, but these are 
only necessary if the job actually requires people to work in groups, Van Oudtshoorn 
points out.  
 
5 Have a good variety of exercises to let candidates shine  
It is a good idea to run a range of exercises so people can demonstrate their particular 
abilities. Roderick says it’s easy to overdo the group exercises, presentations and role 
plays that over-assess social confidence and verbal fluency.  
 
Where possible, candidates should complete exercises using online case studies, in-box 
exercises and psychometrics before the residential centre, allowing the residential part 
to be focused on interactive group work.  
 
To allow it to host assessment centres for different levels, ASE has developed in-tray 
exercises, for example, with seven or eight documents that can be pulled out depending 
on the level of difficulty required, the level of seniority, and the time being allowed.  
 
Pemberton-Pigott says it is important to make sure everyone is challenged, not just 
external candidates. Avoiding the use of jargon will help to ensure all candidates are on 
an equal footing.  
 
6 Don’t overlook the details when staffing  
Roderick advises using actors rather than employees to do role plays, to ensure a 
consistent performance. “We give actors a clear brief on how they should respond. It’s 
difficult to get organisational role players to be consistent.”  
 
Yet it is also important to make conditions as real as possible. “So if it’s a case of looking 
at giving feedback on coaching skills, get someone to watch for real and give real 
feedback,” he says.  



 
Atkinson recommends piloting the centre with existing staff in a range of performance 
levels to ensure “predictive validity”. This can act as a “life-saver” if someone challenges 
the process later on.  
 
Check out the location and facilities well before the day, too. “You need to make sure 
there are enough rooms and that the facilities support everything – that there are enough 
holding areas for candidates. Quite often people do lots of preparation but things fall 
down at the end,” says Pemberton-Pigott.  
 
The rule of thumb with assessment is ORCE: Observe, Record, Clarify and Evaluate. And 
the experts agree that getting it right with the observation stage is vital. “The observers 
are a really important part of the assessment process. Employers shouldn’t skimp on 
training assessors, and I’d recommend at least one independent assessor to moderate – 
such as someone from corporate HR or an external consultant,” says Atkinson.  
 
But Van Oudtshoorn adds that although psychologists are clearly better at evaluating, 
they don’t know the job, so some of the assessors should be drawn from the target group 
of people who would be doing the appraisals.  
 
7 Don’t cut corners on training observers  
Roderick says another common pitfall is insufficient training for assessors.  
 
“There is pressure to cut corners, which is a mistake because the single biggest source of 
noise is the lack of reliability among assessors. It takes time for people to practise and 
learn what they need to look for.”  
 
Refreshing assessors’ skills from time to time is important. “Lots of organisations don’t 
keep their evaluators’ skills up to date. Even if they have the best assessment centre, if 
these skills are not refreshed, that won’t matter,” says Pemberton-Pigott, who was 
involved in developing the British Psychological Society’s best-practice guidelines for 
setting up assessment centres, published in 2003. Both Pemberton-Pigott and Atkinson 
recommend a ratio of at least one observer to every two candidates.  
 
Atkinson recommends the use of tick boxes so that observers spend less time writing and 
more time watching. Observers should score on behaviours that relate directly to the 
appropriate competencies and are objectively observable – things that can be seen, such 
as taking notes or asking for clarity, not subjective elements such as being “positive” or 
“getting confused”.  
 
8 Give feedback to everyone – not only the successful candidates  
It is best to provide all participants with feedback, no matter what the outcome for 
them. As Atkinson says, rejected candidates can be the most effective proponents of the 
employer brand. And there’s no reason not to make the process fun:  
 
“If the participant is enjoying the experience, it gives them a chance to show their 
personality and style, and they come away with a good experience – and that is good for 
the employer brand,” says Atkinson.  
 
Niche work if you can get it  
 
 

As the big companies swoop in, will the smaller first-comers maintain 
their toehold or will they be swept away?  
 
 
Andy Allen  
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Source: Guide to assessment  
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 Ever since demand for psychometric tests soared in the late 1970s, assessment has 
provided a marketplace where a small supplier – often an individual psychologist with a 
single well-researched product to their name – can carve out a niche for themselves.  
 
These days, demand is higher than ever. But as it grows, new competition is starting to 
muscle in and challenges such as globalisation and the shift towards online assessment 
are arriving on the scene. These issues raise the question of whether a cottage industry 
of small-scale test publishers can continue to thrive alongside a handful of major players.  
 
To a certain extent, large suppliers foreseeing bad times for their smaller competitors 
smacks of wish-fulfilment on the big players’ part. Be that as it may, their arguments are 
worth examining.  
 
Richard Alberg, senior vice-president at Kenexa, is one of the people who believes that 
the small operators will struggle. “Fifteen years ago you could build a good instrument 
and find a niche. A lot of people in this business, including myself, got started that way – 
but these days having one good product is no longer enough,” he says.  
 
One factor he believes will put the squeeze on smaller firms is the increasing tendency 
for clients to turn to a single supplier for all of their assessment needs.  
 
“At present we have at least half a dozen tenders for the whole assessment contract for 
an entire organisation,” he says. “If we win, nothing will be left for the smaller suppliers, 
who would have sold tests to individual parts of those organisations.”  
 
The use of a single supplier is not the only market force that could affect the balance 
between big and small. Julie Lowe, head of assessment services at Reed Consulting, 
points to the increasing saturation of the market, especially since suppliers that 
previously specialised in other parts of the recruitment process have started to move into 
delivering assessment.  
 
That contrasts strongly with the early days, when many of the assessment field’s pioneers 
earned their spurs and the market was wide open for new products.  
 
Lowe also highlights the increasing popularity of pan-European graduate recruitment 
programmes, both those in which graduates for the UK workplace are sought across 
Europe, and those where graduate recruitment for all Europe is handled centrally.  
 
“There’s a strong desire to keep things consistent across different countries,” says Lowe. 
“I think it will become more difficult for the smaller suppliers to compete.”  
 
At Assessment & Development Consultants, a global retail client recently asked for the 
consultancy to create a single global recruitment process in 13 countries. “One of the key 
things they needed was a network of credible, well-established consultancies or 
consultants in each,” says Shane McGarrigle, product development director at A&DC. In 
his opinion, a supplier that could not create this kind of network would be unlikely to win 
such tenders. The same goes for another increasingly common demand – translating 
products into numerous languages, and providing customer support in those languages. 
McGarrigle’s view is that small providers will be pushed to make the initial investment to 
develop such products.  
 
McGarrigle also sees recruitment agencies increasingly moving into assessment – but they 
are not the only interlopers on the assessment patch. “There are software companies out 
there producing 360-degree feedback questionnaires. They might engage a psychologist 
to create a questionnaire, and then own and distribute the product. To an extent, they 
are stealing our market space,” he says.  
 
These are changes that will affect the smaller player most, he believes. However, neither 
he nor Alberg think that conditions will become severe enough to spell the end for the 
small supplier – just enough to make life significantly harder for them.  



 
Another factor that may add to the storm clouds gathering for smaller suppliers is the rise 
of online testing. A furious and often bitter debate – which we look at in greater depth on 
pages 21-24 – has grown up around the subject.  
 
Those in favour tend to argue that online testing, as well as being more cost effective, 
offers recruiters more face-to-face time with candidates at later stages in the process.  
 
Those against say that online tests are often poorly adapted, and offer a licence for 
candidates to practise their skills online and thus gain an advantage. The latter 
phenomenon has been dubbed the “Harry Potter” effect by Professor Victor Dulewicz at 
Henley Management College, because candidates were repeatedly logging on to online 
tests to hone their performance under the name of the film character.  
 
Technically, the debate might not have been won either way. But the marketplace seems 
to be voting with its feet. At Reed Consulting, for example, Julie Lowe reports that all 
clients using graduate assessment services are now using online tests.  
 
Martin Reed at Thomas International, which has tested about a million people in the past 
year, says it is partly online technology that helps the company to reach these kinds of 
figures.  
 
While the rapidly falling cost of software development is expected to put online testing 
within easy financial reach of even those suppliers with small pockets, the very fact of 
adapting a psychometric test for online use raises new – and potentially expensive – 
questions.  
 
Perhaps the optimum solution to the problem of candidates encountering the same tests 
and questions and becoming over-familiar with the material is randomisation – building 
random banks of questions. But this requires substantial investment, says Alberg.  
 
“This is a sophisticated area of testing, both psychometrically and technologically. It’s 
something we will see more and more of. But it’s a space where the smaller test 
publisher just cannot go because it’s beyond their pocket.”  
 
But it is important to keep online assessment in perspective. Penny Moyle, head of 
innovation and publishing at OPP, has identified a polarisation of the market.  
 
“On the one hand you have technology enabling a lot of commoditised, low-end remote 
assessment, particularly for selection. But we need to recognise that mass technology-
enabled assessment tends to be for lower-level, lower-paid jobs.  
 
“You’re also seeing big growth in assessment at the top end of the marketplace, where 
you’re assessing for executive hire. Executives are becoming more assessment-literate, 
and therefore the quality or robustness of the assessment at that level needs to be 
something special to add value to the word of a headhunter.”  
 
Along with many other suppliers, Lorna Chudleigh, regional manager at SHL, notes the 
growth in the popularity of simulations in test situations such as day-in-the-life and group 
exercises: “Group exercises have always been around. But we have started tailoring them 
to make them much more business-specific and ‘face valid’ [fair in the eyes of a 
candidate].”  
 
Chudleigh recalls the years when assessment centres and simulation exercises were 
standardised to “the point where people would turn up at assessment centres for three 
different companies and see the same exercises”.  
 
“Now, so much of what we do is bespoke and specific to what an individual might do 
when they first walk into that organisation,” she says.  
 
And how might this change the face of the marketplace? This, too, might be bad for the 
small supplier, says Alberg.  
 



“By volume, simulations are still a relatively small amount of business for companies such 
as ours, but this will inevitably change,” he says, saying it is one more area where might 
find it hard to invest enough to compete.  
 
Yet Liz McIntyre, director of assessment at Hays Assessment & Development, is not 
convinced by arguments that smaller suppliers’ days are numbered.  
 
“Companies do seem to like using interlinking products from one supplier – all loaded on 
to a common generic framework,” she says. “However, some of the larger suppliers’ tools 
are actually quite repetitive and formulaic, and they don’t provide the real range and 
choice that the sheer numbers of exercises and tests may seem to imply.”  
 
In McIntyre’s view, a well-validated, robust and discriminating tool backed by recent 
norms will find a place in the market, even if it is a consultancy’s only offering.  
 
At the same time, she queries whether simulations really need to strive for heady levels 
of realism or to use the latest in technology to push them more in the direction of a kind 
of computer game with avatars (virtual characters), and virtual offices and colleagues – 
another increasingly prevalent trend.  
 
“There’s a balancing act between realism and cost. A lot of simulations are still pen and 
paper-based. Moving them onto software platforms is something that as an industry we 
need to be thinking about. But on the other hand there’s the need to control costs,” she 
says. “If you want to assess for an organised manager, for example, surely how they 
respond to a file of paperwork will teach you as much about their organising skills as how 
they organise a folder of emails. Surely a meeting will say as much as a 
videoconference.”  
 
Ironically, at the same time as many major players are arguing that now is the worst 
possible moment for the launch of a new consultancy basing itself on a limited product 
range, over the past two years two of the assessment field’s best-known psychologists are 
doing more or less that.  
 
First Peter Saville, the “S” behind SHL, returned to the market with Saville Consulting’s 
“Wave”, a new test backed by millions of pounds of investment. And Roger Holdsworth, 
the “H”, returned to the market with a company called Talent Q. He is offering two 
tests: “Elements”, an ability test, and “Dimensions”, a personality test. So what does 
Holdsworth think of the argument that small test publishers have had their day?  
 
“I’m not saying that small is beautiful, but small things can grow to bigger things,” he 
says, pointing to the experience and contacts derived from more than 30 years’ 
experience in the field. “Obviously, you need partners and you need to be global, which 
you didn’t need to be 30 years ago. But I would be a fool if I hadn’t factored that into 
what I want to do, and I think we will have that global reach within two or three years. 
We are already getting a lot of interest from prospective partners.”  
 
Holdsworth believes that in many cases today’s tests are “over-engineered”, and that the 
“complacency of major players” has led to an opening in the market.  
 
“I think their materials and technology are ageing. They’re using content that wasn’t 
originally designed to be used with the technology that they are using now,” he points 
out.  
 
Equally, Peter Saville’s explanation for his new product steers clear of trying to recreate 
old glories: “It’s been designed around the computer rather than plonked on the 
computer.”  
 
In Saville’s opinion, the international nature of today’s assessment market offers an 
opportunity for the right kind of product. He argues that the demand for tests in 
numerous languages is best met by an experienced design team, who know the pitfalls of 
cross-cultural tests.  
 
“We did work for assessing air traffic controllers worldwide, and we found that 



competencies were very similar in London, Hong Kong and New York. It takes experience, 
but you can eliminate the more culturally sensitive questions,” he says.  
 
Saville is scathing about many of the tests on the market. His ire is mainly directed at 
older – and often very popular – tests and at some of the less reputable newer offerings.  
 
“There’s been a massive explosion of internet-delivered tests, which are often knocked 
out overnight. And some of the most widely used personality tests have never been 
subjected to proper peer-review validation,” he says.  
 
In some cases what is going on isn’t just poor psychology – it is dangerous, he argues, 
pointing to tests that use Freudian or psychiatric terms such as “narcissistic”, rather than 
the language of occupational psychology, to describe candidates.  
 
“It is outside our remit as industrial psychologists to be using words about an individual 
that a psychiatrist would only use after extensive consultancy with that person,” he says. 
In addition, it could lead to lawsuits, Saville argues.  
 
It is not only Saville who is concerned about low-end psychometric tests. Penny Moyle 
says: “I think there’s a great danger of market invasion by the cheap and cheerful, poorly 
validated tests, which aren’t worth the paper they’re written on.”  
 
For Moyle, part of the challenge lies in the way the assessment industry communicates 
with its client base to show them, in the parlance of the assessment industry, “what good 
looks like” and what assessment can do for them.  
 
“There has been a massive force to popularise psychology in programmes such as Big 
Brother or Trinny and Susannah. And yet there is still the sense that psychology and 
business aren’t particularly good bedfellows,” she says.  
 
The challenge facing assessment suppliers is to get better at explaining what it is 
psychologists do, she believes. “There’s definitely work to be done in this area,” she 
says, particularly in working on line managers’ perceptions of assessment.  
 
“We need to make it clear there is no sinister agenda here. It’s not like we’re trying to 
look into your soul. What we need to stress is: wouldn’t you rather have people take 
decisions about you and your suitability for jobs based on an objective development of 
data rather than on one line manager’s view, or on the view of a disgruntled colleague in 
an interview?” Chudleigh agrees, and says that SHL is increasingly marketing to line 
managers as well as to HR departments.  
 
So what issues does Chudleigh think might change how the assessment community 
operates over the coming years? One area where she sees growth is demand from small or 
medium-sized organisations.  
 
On the one hand, she says, they are increasingly recognising that getting recruitment 
wrong can have even greater cost implications for small businesses. On the other, she 
sees HR professionals who have moved on from corporate environments and found 
themselves bringing some of the best practices they have learnt to smaller organisations.  
 
And intriguingly, Chudleigh wonders if the arrival in the job market of the “Y” generation 
won’t pose a special challenge for assessors.  
 
In many ways Generation Y seems to be an employer’s worst nightmare. Energetic and 
creative, they are also portrayed as impatient and demanding, arriving on the scene with 
a sense of entitlement, and poor at spelling, punctuation and timekeeping.  
 
That poses the question of whether tests that assess competencies such as literacy won’t 
be biased in favour of older workers, who will tend to score higher in these areas.  
 
Only time will tell if there is a genuine case for recalibrating tests to give Generation Y a 
fairer crack of the whip. What seems certain, if the idea begins to gain credence, is that 
it is sure to provoke as loud and furious a debate as any that assessment has already 



seen.  
 
Get the tools to assess yourself and your environment and to revitalise your strategy, 
structure and processes with the Postgraduate Certificate in the Psychology of 
Organisational Development and Change. To find out more visit 
www.cipd.co.uk/training/podc or call 020 8612 6202  
 
For the latest trends in recruitment and selection, see the CIPD’s survey Recruitment, 
Retention and Turnover 2007 at www.cipd.co.uk/surveys 
 
What will the next five years bring?  
What are the major changes the assessment market will face over the next five years? We 
asked Thomas International, one of the UK’s largest large test providers, and a smaller 
supplier, the Northern Ireland-based personality specialist Sycadex, which launched in 
2006, for their opinions.  
 
The large company: Martin Reed, chairman of Thomas International  
There’s good reason to be optimistic about where assessment is heading – providing you 
are a major player, that is. I’m expecting revenues within our industry to double or even 
triple over the next five years.  
 
What I think will continue to happen is that with online job boards, the whole sifting 
process will become much more streamlined. At the same time there will be an 
increasing demand for testing to be integrated with a client’s processes, and that is 
something that requires a lot of time and investment. I don’t see small suppliers being 
able to keep up, and I think the testing industry will go from being a bit of a cottage 
industry to being a fairly large corporate market that is dominated by a handful of key 
players.  
 
We have approximately 650 tests in the UK marketplace, from one-man-band type shops 
to the big ones. There will be probably be a consolidation process, with several smaller 
players being bought by larger suppliers.  
 
Having said that, it might be that a non-testing company makes an acquisition and 
emerges as a major player – this could be a newspaper, for instance.  
What I hope is that our industry matures a little. I think there is a lot of backbiting 
between suppliers. If you went to a BMW showroom, they wouldn’t tell you that Mercedes 
were bad cars, they would tell you “here’s how we’re different”. All that this sniping 
does is cause confusion.  
 
 
The small company: Allen Erskine, MD, Sycadex  
I can’t see a rationalisation taking place. Barriers to entry are not what they were 
because of online developments. And that does two things: it increases choice and 
variety for the customer; but it also increases the entry of rather dubious tests into the 
market. There is an awful lot of rubbish out there in terms of the sorts of tests that are 
available online.  
 
That is both a market opportunity – if it is handled in the right way – and a threat in the 
sense that it could drag everybody down with it. I think we need to be doing everything 
we can to try to expose tests that are not up to scratch. It is important that everybody 
can say that they can comply with all the various standards of good practice.  
 
What we are focused on here at Sycadex is psychological testing rather than ability 
testing. We’re quite different from the majority in that our products are not based on 
psychometrics. Our approach is based on the psychological concept of “identity structure 
analysis”. This uses a range of psychological approaches to look at the individual – using 
their view of the outside world and other people, for instance – rather than comparing 
them with a sample group as psychometrics does. We are a start-up company, and that 
gives us something new to talk about in the market.  
That market is getting to be pretty crowded in the years to come. The major players do 
have strong brands, which I think is something they deserve congratulations for, and a 
strong role in the market. There are a range of tests that they have that are brands in 



their own right.  
 
So, for a start-up company, these are formidable hurdles to overcome. That’s why we 
think the route forward is innovation and new thinking.  
 
 

Safety net  
 
 

Secure online psychometric testing aims to keep the wrong people out 
of the recruitment process. But are you letting the right ones in?  
 
 
Vivienne Riddoch  
Date:  04 October 2007  
Source: Guide to assessment  
Page: 21  
 
 
 
Recruitment and the internet go hand in hand – and never more so than now. The CIPD’s 
Recruitment, Retention and Turnover Survey 2006 found that, during 2005, almost two-
thirds of respondents used technology in the recruitment process, while, in the 2007 
survey, corporate websites for the first time equalled local newspapers as the main 
recruitment method (75 per cent). Beyond the application stage, internet use is growing, 
too. The 2007 survey found that 30 per cent of organisations surveyed use online tests in 
some way – up from 25 per cent in 2006.  
 
Yet while almost half (47 per cent) of respondents to 2006’s survey strongly agreed that 
e-recruitment would eventually replace paper-based applications, the same number felt 
that the trend was resulting in an increase in unsuitable candidates. While there has been 
a massive upswing in the number of organisations using online testing, this has been 
tempered by a degree of doubt about certain aspects of it.  
 
Many HR practitioners cite security and cheating as major worries – especially where 
ability testing is concerned. Not a problem, argue the suppliers of online psychometric 
tests: security has never been better as ever-more sophisticated measures are 
introduced.  
 
 
Time saver  
One benefit that online assessment can offer is time saved. “It’s a great way of getting 
extra information up front so that you have more quality time with the candidate,” says 
Sarah Speers, senior consultant and training and products manager at occupational 
psychology firm JCA. Max MacGillivray, MD of recruiter Redfox, agrees, adding: “It gives 
the client the ability to get 50-60 per cent through the process at significantly less cost.” 
This can be especially useful at the sifting stage.  
 
Online psychological testing can also be an important support for the interview stage, 
says MacGillivray. “The reporting structure is easy to understand. It gives the strengths 
and weaknesses of the individual, and gives you questions to ask at the interview to bring 
out any negativity.”  
 
Paul Bishop is group HR manager at the Brett Group – a construction and building 
materials group – and also runs an HR consultancy, Advance People Services. He uses 
online psychological assessments in both companies. “They have huge value in pointing 
towards candidate-specific interview questions,” he explains. “For example, the profile 
indicates the individual’s preference for analysing. Do they prefer to analyse hard data 
and then make a decision, or do they go on instinct? If an individual shows a marked 
preference, it allows you to question hard in that area to decide if it’s a problem.”  
 
Online personality profiling also supports the overall recruitment process. “It gives a 



potential employer a huge sense of reassurance that the person they saw at the interview 
is the person they’re taking on, rather than just going on a gut feeling based on a 40-
minute interview,” says MacGillivray. “It’s a fantastic safety net.”  
 
 
All’s fair in recruitment?  
Both MacGillivray and Bishop use online personality tests created by test company eras. 
The company does not, however, provide online ability tests. George Sik, eras’s 
consultant psychologist, says the reason is simple – unsupervised ability testing invites 
cheating, while with personality testing “there are no right or wrong answers”.  
 
Sik goes as far as to suggest that ability-test cheating is becoming “endemic”. “If you talk 
to graduates they see nothing wrong with it; they see it as a step to getting their foot in 
the door,” he says. The British Psychological Society (BPS) recommends making 
candidates aware at the outset of the possibility of reassessment, believing that “this will 
lessen the utility to the candidate of gaining a good score by deception”. Retesting is, 
however, time-consuming and expensive. As Sik points out: “The advantage is lost if you 
have to bring people in again to test.”  
 
Yet there is a wealth of opinion to the contrary. Eric Shepherd, CEO of Questionmark, 
one of the principal providers of online ability testing, points to the rapid advances in 
online security. “Technology has helped us make tests more secure and more reliable 
with improved validity,” he says. “Randomised questions and choices prevent any two 
participants from taking the ‘same’ test; secure browsers can ‘lock down’ a participant’s 
PC; and invigilators can be required for high-stakes tests.” Tamper-detection tools and 
even iris recognition are other advances – although the latter is still somewhat far off as a 
practical solution.  
 
Nicky Schlatter of MHS is also confident about the security of online ability testing, citing 
some of the measures that her company has adopted. “Each client has their own ID and 
password; they then set up an ID and password for their client. The client is in control.”  
 
She adds: “Some questions are reversed to catch people out. If someone’s giving too 
much of a positive or negative impression this will come up, and then it’s up to us to go 
back to the respondent.”  
 
 
Assessment for everyone  
All well and good. But perhaps the real issue with online ability testing is not so much 
about keeping the wrong people out with clever security strategies as about ensuring that 
the right people – the genuine candidates – are included. For a start, not everyone has 
access to the internet, thus automatically putting some at a disadvantage. “Older people 
might struggle more and, out of panic, might perform less well,” notes Sik, adding that 
this could be detrimental to the recruiter: “Older people are more likely to have many of 
the skills required – for example, they are likely to be slightly more numerate and 
literate.”  
 
And that is not the only issue. With the introduction of the Employment Equality (Age) 
Regulations 2006, recruiters might find themselves being accused of discrimination if 
they are not seen to be inclusive. Discrimination can work in the other direction, too, as 
Ian Florance –founder of Only Connect and secretary of the European Test Publishers 
Group – notes. “What seems to be happening is that younger people, who are much less 
used to using a writing instrument, are being discriminated against in pencil-and-paper 
testing,” he says.  
 
The Disability Discrimination Act (1995) also outlaws the exclusion of candidates. The BPS 
points out that, while remote testing could actually be helpful to those with mobility 
problems, others could be put at a disadvantage. The CIPD’s recently updated guidelines 
on psychological testing emphasise the need to address such issues, suggesting that tests 
should be modified according to the disability – for example, allowing extra time for a 
candidate with dyslexia or changing the way instructions are given to someone with a 
hearing disability.  
 



Also consider whether testing is appropriate for the post. There is a danger of going 
above and beyond what is actually required, says Geoff Trickey, MD of Psychological 
Consultancy. “The most important area is in senior jobs, where people have the most to 
manage and where you need someone with an impressive amount of intellect,” he 
argues. There, testing helps to identify “personalities who may not deliver; mavericks 
who are not good at leadership.”  
 
The BPS suggests that online testing may on occasion fall short because assessment 
experts have not been involved in the implementation; rather, systems often tend to be 
developed by people with IT and marketing skills. “While a test may look good on screen, 
generate attractive output and even have some face validity, it may not be a technically 
sound instrument.” The W3C Web Accessibility Initiative gives advice on how to ensure 
that tests are as accessible as possible. The BPS also runs a test registration scheme that 
ensures minimum levels of psychometric adequacy.  
 
 
The human touch  
Just as important as fully including the candidate in the online process is ensuring that 
they feel connected with those testing them. Indeed, the BPS suggests that, where 
candidates are fully briefed at the outset, they are more likely to feel secure about the 
process and less likely to cheat. Online assessment inevitably presents briefing 
difficulties. “There is a fear and scepticism about psychometric testing, so if it’s face to 
face you can relax the candidate,” says Speers. “You can email a candidate and say 
‘please get in touch if you have any questions’ but people tend not to.” Without full 
briefing candidates are more likely to undertake the test in unsuitable conditions – 
something that MHS tries to prevent: “When somebody’s about to take the test we do 
brief them,” says Schlatter. “We tell them to make time to do the test, not to rush it.” 
And communication is just as important afterwards: “We have to ensure that everyone 
giving feedback is suitably qualified,” she says.  
 
 
No turning back  
Ultimately, while some such as Sik believe that online ability testing has had its day – “A 
lot of people who’ve bought systems will wait a couple of years, then go back to pencil 
and paper,” he says – many others remain convinced that the future is online.  
They consider, in Shepherd’s words, that it “ensures that we have an all-inclusive 
society”. Speers, meanwhile, follows something of a middle ground: “People expect 
things to be online now,” she points out. “There are always going to be technical 
problems, but testing allows more one-to-one time. That’s where the benefit really lies.”  
 
 
Further information  
Recruitment, Retention and Turnover: Annual Survey Report 2007 www.cipd.co.uk/guides 
 
Recruitment, retention and Turnover: Annual Survey Report 2006 www.cipd.co.uk/guides  
 
Psychological Testing (April 2007)  
www.cipd.co.uk/factsheets  
 
Using Online Assessment Tools for Recruitment (The British Psychological Society).  
www.psychtesting.org.uk  
 
International Guidelines on Computer-Based and Internet Delivered Testing W3C Web 
Accessibility Initiative  
www.w3.org/WAI/  
 
 
Getting the best from your test  
• Create consistency  
Computers are many and varied – and changing all the time. The candidate’s computer 
may behave differently depending on hardware, speed and browser. Develop one test 
version that is suitable for most types of software and hardware and that is backward 
compliant. Alternatively, access the individual computer to download a suitable version. 



Technical problems are easier to solve with a text-based test; are complex graphics 
really necessary?  
Get worldly wise  
 
 

Technology is making assessment for global roles faster, cheaper and 
easier – but companies should be wary of cultural differences  
 
 
Julie Griffiths  
Date:  28 September 2006  
Source: Guide to assessment  
Page: 12  
 
 
 
Microsoft boss Bill Gates once said: “The internet is becoming the town square for the 
global village of tomorrow.” And there are few areas where this is more true than in 
international assessment. In an increasingly global marketplace, companies need to find a 
way of selecting the right individuals from all over the world. This applies both to 
recruiting new staff and selecting existing employees for management development. For 
many, assessment via the internet is the way to do this.  
 
Peter Rhodes, director of psychology at West Sussex company Occupational Testing, 
worked with a manufacturing company in Texas that wanted to develop its senior 
managers. He did not have to leave the UK to make his recommendations. Candidates in 
Texas completed online assessments, and Occupational Testing analysed these in the UK 
before sending a report back to the US with recommendations on the people most 
suitable for management development.  
 
Similarly, it carried out assessments to recruit a director-general for the British National 
Space Programme and a head of strategy for the European Space Programme. The latter 
job involved co-ordinating the assessment of candidates undergoing strategy simulations – 
in which applicants have to deal with strategic issues they may face in the job – in real 
time, all across Europe.  
 
All of this is possible with the internet, says Rhodes. “It’s become the norm for us. It 
means never having to go to these places, but delivering everything in a candidate’s 
mother tongue. We usually never meet the candidates and we’re never likely to,” he 
says.  
 
Roger Holdsworth, chairman of assessment firm Talent Q, agrees. He sums up why online 
assessment is so popular with global companies: “It’s great for cost-effectiveness and 
speed. It means you can get information so much quicker and you don’t have to fly 
candidates from A to B.”  
 
Companies choose varied types of assessment when selecting their international 
workforce. Popular choices are psychometric testing and simulation exercises. The cost 
differs wildly, too. Ian Florance, secretary of the European Test Publishers Group, says a 
straightforward 20-question personality test might cost £5, whereas companies could pay 
£100 for a 180-item personality test.  
 
At the other end of the scale are assessments that simulate workplace situations. Some 
of these are similar to computer games, designed to test very specific skills, and can cost 
from as much as £25,000. It shows that there’s no such thing as a typical test, says 
Florance. “It all depends on what you want a test to do,” he says.  
 
International assessment is most commonly used for recruitment. Martin Reed, chief 
executive of assessment giant Thomas International, estimates that recruitment accounts 
for 80 to 90 per cent of international assessment. Yet he believes companies would 
benefit greatly from using assessment for management development purposes too.  
 



“If you’re not going to use it for development, why use it for recruitment?” he asks. The 
reason is likely to be the cost and difficulties associated with selecting the wrong 
candidate when recruiting.  
 
But, despite eagerness to use methods such as personality testing as a safety net in 
recruitment, many companies do not give it proper consideration, according to Reed. “My 
biggest challenge is getting organisations to think about what they’re recruiting for,” he 
says. “It’s not thought through often enough.”  
 
This can be further complicated by the international nature of recruitment. Reed says 
problems can arise because of a mismatch between the expectations of a chief executive 
and those of an HR function. Or it could be that HR in different countries works in a 
variety of ways. “We try to make sure it’s not only about testing, but about the whole 
selection process,” says Reed. “We try to identify some of the problems. We can 
benchmark existing people who are doing that role and see if there are any common 
indicators.”  
 
Online assessment can be a cost-effective and convenient way for global companies to 
test people around the world, but it is not without its drawbacks. Some assessments 
translate well into other languages and cultures – such as numerical tests – but others are 
trickier. Seemingly straightforward tests, where applicants select the adjective that best 
describes them from a list, can become problematic when cultural differences come into 
play. For example, a characteristic such as “warmth” may be perceived differently in 
Latin America than in Norway.  
 
Also, says Reed, some words or characteristics carry more kudos than others within a 
culture. “Certain words are attractive to certain cultures, so it’s about trying to establish 
something unbiased,” he says.  
 
It can even be difficult for companies to pin down what is needed for particular roles. For 
example, the definition of good leadership skills may vary from continent to continent, 
and even country to country. Ian Matheson, director of HR consultancy People Work Best, 
says tests cannot simply be translated into a different language if they are to be 
effective.  
 
“The best global psychology questionnaires have been re-standardised for local cultures. 
It’s about completely rethinking the drivers in each country. Then you’ve got to bring it 
back to your global standards,” he says. Companies that ignore cultural differences by 
imposing rigid global standards, will not get the best from their assessments, he adds.  
 
“A global standard will actually fit no one,” says Matheson. “Organisations have to 
understand that there needs to be flexibility to allow for cultural differences. It’s a 
difficult balance to manage because you’re looking at comparisons of global standards, 
while accommodating local differences.”  
 
Talent Q’s Holdsworth confirms this: “People are different from one country to another, 
but they are much more different within a country. Everyone is individual. One should be 
very careful about making generalisations.”  
 
Online assessments can also throw up uncertainty about the authenticity of those taking 
the tests, and cheating. But, as international assessment becomes more popular, an 
increasing amount of work is being done to prevent these problems.  
 
The shortcomings of tests in international assessment are being addressed, and Ian 
Florance believes it is an area worth pursuing. “The nature of testing is that it quantifies 
what is going on, so it is very upfront about its limitations,” he says. “And don’t forget 
that companies that only use interviews for assessment still have to contend with 
unreliable data because of cultural differences and interviewer subjectivity.”  
 
 
• Is the test user friendly?  
Be aware of legislation – in particular the Disability Discrimination Acts and the 
Employment Equality (Age) Regulations 2006. Has the candidate understood the 



instructions? Include questions that must be answered correctly in order to progress, or 
interactive instructions;  
on-screen help should also be available.  
 
• Brief candidates  
Ensure that the candidate understands what the test involves, perhaps with practice and 
sample materials. Explain that the test should be taken in a quiet environment with no 
interruptions – with mobile phones turned off!  
 
• Provide easily accessible support  
A helpdesk – available via phone or email – with clearly defined ‘opening’ times acts as a 
reassurance to the candidate; it also creates a good image of the organisation.  
 
• Ensure equivalence  
Is the test equivalent to a paper-and-pencil version? Could different computer speeds 
affect outcomes? Can you be sure that random question selection is truly equivalent? 
Bear in mind that copyright issues may need to be considered when transferring 
traditional tests to the internet.  
 
• Can your system cope?  
The candidate may be up to the job, but is your server? It must be able cope with high 
demand levels at times – especially near the closing date. Duplicate servers in case one 
goes down, and ensure you have enough technical support to cope. Keep candidates 
informed if a delay or problem occurs and make sure that they can reconnect easily.  
 
• Keep data safe  
Under the Data Protection Act (1998) information on the candidate must be kept secure – 
whether it is in paper or electronic form. For the internet, that means secure servers, 
limiting the number of people who have access, password protection and possibly 
encryption. Delete data when it’s no longer required or anonymise it if you’re keeping it 
for research.  
 
• Feedback  
The CIPD recommends that, under normal circumstances, feedback should always be 
given. Prior to the test the candidates should be advised about the feedback process.  
 
Good call  
 
 

Making its assessment centres more fun is all part of the strategy that 
telecoms giant Vodafone uses to ensure it picks the right recruits for 
its call centres  
 
 
Steve Smethurst  
Date:  28 September 2006  
Source: CIPD Annual Conference newspaper from People Management  
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In certain parts of the country, VE Day is still being celebrated. Vodafone recruited 
around 1,400 people for its call centres last year, and all of them participated in a 
Vodafone Experience or “VE” day – an assessment centre that the telecoms giant is 
particularly proud of.  
 
On VE Days, candidates go through role-plays, interviews and other tools, depending on 
their role, but one word you won’t hear is “assessment”. “People don’t like the word,” 
says Andy Hill, head of resourcing; “they get a little scared. We want to relax them and 
put a bit of fun into it, so we’ve taken the word out.”  
 



The thinking behind the assessment model is that from the moment people see the job 
advertisement to the moment they join the company, they are learning more and more 
about Vodafone. The idea is to make the transition in the first few weeks of a new job a 
lot easier.  
 
Hill explains: “When candidates meet us face-to-face there are tours around the facility, 
there are be presentations by line managers, or there can be videos. It’s interactive, so 
they get a realistic job preview. And the more engaged they become, the better the 
customer service they give – they become an advocate of the brand.”  
 
Vodafone develops its assessment programmes in conjunction with Reed Consulting. Julie 
Lowe, Reed’s head of assessment services, explains that the work involves both design 
and delivery for Vodafone’s contact centres and telesales roles.  
 
“It’s a case of designing materials that predict future performance accurately,” she says. 
There are two main stages. The first is pre-screening, which involves telephone 
interviews and online personality measures, and the second is VE days.  
 
The latest innovation in pre-screening is a workstyles-fit questionnaire that works as a 
self-selection tool. Typical questions concern the kind of culture candidates would like to 
work in and how they feel about hierarchy and taking ownership of issues. The results are 
then mapped against the culture of Vodafone and what it expects of people in their role.  
 
“It means we can give people an idea of whether they’re a strong fit or not. Candidates 
can still go forward – it’s simply to give them an indication of how much they might enjoy 
working at Vodafone,” says Lowe.  
 
Vodafone also lets unsuccessful candidates down gently. “We can’t recruit everyone,” 
says Hill. “But rather than simply reject people, we have a refer-and-redirect policy.  
 
VE days are competency-based and to do with performance drivers and what we require, 
so we can give candidates quite constructive feedback – such as on their behaviour and 
their style of communication. It should help them in their career search. They’re all 
customers, so it’s important that we look after them,” says Hill.  
 
Vodafone takes an unusual tack with successful candidates, too. Rather than an Alan 
Sugar-style “you’re hired!” response, Vodafone feeds back information on how people 
performed into their development plans – as no one is ever a 100 per cent fit. The 
assessment process is constantly re-evaluated, with employees being assessed regularly 
on their background and personality. It also tracks new hires on attrition, sickness 
absence, performance in training and performance in the job.  
 
The process clearly works. As Hill says: “We recruit fewer people than before because 
our assessment process has had such a positive effect on both attrition and performance. 
There’s a key attrition measure in call centres at 13 weeks into the job. It’s the first 
pinch-point. We’ve improved ours dramatically by selecting the right people at the 
outset.”  
 

 

How to choose the right assessment tools  
 
 

With so many different assessment tools to choose from, picking the 
right one can be a daunting prospect. Follow these tips to make the 
process less painful  
 
 
Helen Bradley and Nigel Povah  
Date:  28 September 2006  
Source: CIPD Annual Conference newspaper from People Management  



Page: 16   
 
 
The assessment market can be bewildering. There are so many tools to choose from, they 
vary in effectiveness and they are shrouded in an array of confusing terminology.  
 
In simple terms, an assessment tool is a structured technique that provides some form of 
measure about a person, which can assist you in a selection, promotion or development 
context. Tools range from application forms and interviews through to questionnaires, 
psychometric tests and work-simulation exercises. By using them in combination, you can 
make informed decisions about an individual’s performance or potential.  
 
1 Have a clear purpose  
The starting point in any assessment situation is to clarify what you want to achieve. Only 
then can you make informed decisions about the most suitable tools.  
 
You might be assessing individuals for a specific vacancy, or you could be evaluating their 
potential for career development. If it’s for recruitment, then your tools must be as 
objective and accurate as possible and have high predictive validity, ideally above 0.3. If 
your purpose is development, then you can sacrifice some objectivity for a wider 
perspective that might include self- and peer assessments using tools such as 360-degree 
feedback, or leadership or learning-styles questionnaires.  
 
2 Identify your needs  
When assessing people, it is vital that you thoroughly understand the specific 
requirements of the target job or level (grade). This is best achieved by conducting 
interviews with current job-holders and their line managers. It also helps to talk to 
colleagues, customers and suppliers. By exploring what the person would be required to 
do in a typical day, week or month, and identifying the differences between outstanding 
and average performers, you should be able to identify the key six to eight competencies 
for the role, along with any specialist knowledge or requirements.  
 
3 Do your research  
The most popular assessment tools fall into four broad categories: interviews; application 
or nomination forms; questionnaires, such as psychometric, 360-degree or self-
perception; and assessment-centre exercises or simulations. Psychometric tests fall into 
two categories: ability tests that assess what an individual can do in a discrete area, 
typically numerical, verbal or abstract reasoning; and personality questionnaires focusing 
on an individual’s preferred style of behaving or motivation. Access to psychometric tests 
is generally limited to trained users, with British Psychological Society-recognised level A 
or B training.  
 
Assessment-centre exercises or simulations have high face validity as they are designed 
to replicate the kinds of tasks we complete in our daily work – such as meetings, report 
writing, presentations, dealing with emails, performance reviews, meetings with external 
clients, and so on. Again, these are standardised, and provide objective behavioural 
evidence of current capability, which serves as a good indication of future potential.  
 
4 Consider your resources  
The amount of time, resources and budget available will all influence your choice of 
tools. It is useful to work backwards through the stages of your process, with particular 
emphasis on the number of people to be assessed at each stage.  
 
To determine the level of filtering required at each stage, you will need to apply an 
appropriate selection ratio, which in a recruitment setting is often 3:1. The larger the 
initial applicant pool, the more elaborate your sifting process needs to be. It could 
include self-deselection questionnaires to discourage speculative applications.  
 
Another factor is the seniority of the person being assessed, as highly critical roles may 
warrant a high level of investment in an extensive assessment process because of the cost 
of getting it wrong.  
 



5 Understand the context  
Understanding the culture of the organisation and knowing the types of tools that would 
be acceptable are crucial. What’s appropriate for an organisation with a history of using 
sophisticated assessments and that is looking to update its toolkit will differ from what 
suits another organisation that has not used any type of structured assessment and is 
opposed to collecting quantitative information about its employees.  
 
Another factor would be how a company uses technology. For example, if people do not 
have internet access, online 360-degree assessments are likely to be problematic.  
 
6 Seek advice  
Most suppliers provide advice and support through a helpline or via email. Brief suppliers 
on your requirements and ask what they would recommend. But be aware that a company 
that publishes tests will probably be partial towards its own tools – so shop around. Ask 
suppliers for detailed information about their track record: who else uses the test, how 
current the data is, how it supports their claims, what can be adapted to meet your 
requirements, and at what cost. Organisations such as the CIPD, the Association of 
Graduate Recruiters and the British Psychological Society are useful sources of impartial 
advice.  
 
7 Try on for size  
Once you have selected your assessment tools, you should try them out. This will confirm 
whether they are pitched at the right level of difficulty for your specific purpose, and 
will enable you to create a benchmark. This step is often dispensed with as it is seen as 
time-consuming, and finding volunteers can be difficult. However, it is highly worthwhile.  
 
 
Jargon buster  
• Face validity – does the assessment tool look relevant to the role and organisation?  
• Predictive validity measures – the extent to which the tool predicts someone’s likely 
future success. Graphology typically rates at 0.02, while assessment centres come in at 
0.37. Work sample tests rate the highest, at 0.54. A combination of methods can increase 
predictive validity to 0.65.  
• Norm groups – comparison groups of similar individuals who have completed the 
assessment. This term is generally applied to psychometric tests.  
• Self-report questionnaires – those in which an individual has to report on their own 
performance or preferences. These tools can be prone to exaggeration.  
• Situational judgment tests – multiple-choice questionnaires that are gaining in 
popularity. They assess a person’s judgment when tackling problems in work-related 
situations. The results are scored against a predetermined scoring key.  
 
 
Helen Bradley is managing consultant and Nigel Povah managing director of Assessment 
& Development Consultants helen.bradley@ADCltd.co.uk nigel.povah@ADCltd.co.uk  

 

Remote control  
 
 

Still wary about testing candidates via the internet? Fear not – 
providers are putting in place safeguards to lessen the likelihood of 
people cheating  
 
 
Emma Clarke  
Date:  28 September 2006  
Source: CIPD Annual Conference newspaper from People Management  
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Online assessment tools have much to offer – they can save time and money in sifting and 
selecting candidates; they can offer a transparent and fair independent assessment; and 
they reach out to candidates across the globe. So why are HR managers still cautious?  
 
According to recent research undertaken by assessment provider SHL, of 137 HR 
directors, only 18 per cent said they used the internet for assessing candidates in the 
recruitment process. Proof, perhaps, that despite its apparent benefits, many  
are still wary.  
 
The major area for concern is the security of tests. More than half of the HR directors 
questioned felt that the remoteness of online assessment was a problem. After all, what 
is to stop candidates cheating by getting help or asking someone else to sit a test? What if 
there is a power failure or a candidate has a slow connection speed – could this hamper 
the time they take to complete the test? And could it be possible for third parties to hack 
into the system to find answers or personal data from personality tests?  
 
Many of the security and technical issues have now been overcome. Established providers 
of online assessment tools say that, to prevent timings of ability tests being affected by 
the connection to the internet, many psychometric test providers offer tests that are 
downloaded on to a user’s computer. Once finished, the results are sent back to the 
provider’s server.  
 
Other providers have built secure servers to offer security and confidentiality. Ian 
Florance, senior consultant to assessment provider Performance Assessment Network 
(Pan), says that in many ways internet testing is more secure than paper and pencil. 
“Whereas before, people could leave candidates’ answers lying around on their desks, 
now they are safe on secure servers,” he explains.  
 
More and more providers, including SHL and ASE, are using randomised item content or 
item banking. This allows each test to be different, yet equally valid, by using questions 
that are pulled randomly from a large bank of questions. ASE’s item bank can allow for 
more than a million possible combinations of an assessment.  
 
Some psychometric test publishers, such as eras, are so confident of security that they 
only provide personality tests online. George Sik, eras’s consultant psychologist, explains 
why: “There are no right or wrong answers in a personality test and, because there is a 
tradition of candidates coming in to talk about the results in an interview, cheating is 
less likely to occur. They are happy to talk about their personality and justify why they 
would be good for the job.” The company’s ability tests are offered through assessment 
centres, where candidates can be monitored.  
 
Questionmark, which provides software for assessing knowledge, skills and attitude, takes 
a similar approach. It uses a secure browser, called Questionmark Secure, that locks 
down participants’ PCs to prevent them from printing the screen, tampering with the 
programming behind the test, or surfing the internet for the answers. With this extra 
level of security, Questionmark’s assessments can be taken remotely online, although the 
company recommends that clients use certified test centres when carrying out higher 
stake assessments for senior or sensitive roles.  
 
Both SHL and ASE claim their tools for online ability tests make the most of the internet 
to test candidates remotely. First, candidates are asked to complete an ability 
assessment online that filters out the lower-ability candidates. When the remaining 
candidates come in for the next stage of the recruitment process, they complete a test 
that verifies their initial performance.  
 
In addition, in the first test, ASE asks candidates to fill out an “honesty contract”, where 
candidates are warned they may be asked to re-take an assessment in a secure 
environment. Although not everyone is re- tested, the threat is enough to put many 
candidates off cheating, says operations director Jeremy Pemberton-Pigott.  
 
ASE’s verification test can also offer an additional 27 pieces of data about the candidate. 
Pemberton-Pigott explains why: “If you are paying to bring candidates in, we don’t think 



it is enough simply to confirm they haven’t cheated. If you have the time, we think we 
should give more information about that person.”  
 
ASE’s test takes about 20 minutes and can look at how candidates deal with different 
levels of difficulty or the speed at which they answer questions. If somebody has a 
preference for speed over accuracy, this could highlight potential issues for future 
employment.  
 
As far as Kevin Kerrigan, managing director of SHL UK, is concerned, this secure online 
approach beats any alternative. “We could sift through CVs but, apart from this being an 
administrative burden, I know that a large number may be embellished. This also opens 
up the possibility that someone is biased against name types or sex. You then have to 
reach out to those candidates and bring them in.”  
 
Pemberton-Pigott agrees that this is the best solution available at the moment. “Until 
everybody’s home computer has retinal identification – and even then, someone has to be 
there watching them scanning their eye – or we have looked into techniques such as 
mouse signatures, the fairest approach is to do a re-test.”  
 
Brian McNamara, marketing manager at Questionmark, can see only an expanding role for 
online assessment. “There is a push to integrate online assessment with other types of 
enterprise systems – be it an HR system or a management system,” he says.  
 
Pan’s Florance agrees that bringing assessment online can bring additional benefits to HR 
departments. “One problem with HR work is that you have to go all over the place to get 
the different services you want. But, increasingly, the internet is being used to integrate 
systems, so test results don’t sit on their own but are integrated into a whole series of 
processes.”  
 
As an example, Pan uses a system called Vita that integrates hiring, selection and 
assessment processes, so HR professionals can go to one place for job posting, application 
forms, assessments, physical examination and background reviews.  
 
One benefit of integrating assessment into HR processes can be to use data for 
determining training and development needs for new recruits. “All the research suggests 
that people are most open to development in the first 60 days in the role. This is also the 
time when you know these people better than at any other stage in their career,” says 
Florance. “So, if anything, HR should be making more use of online assessment methods.”  

 

Testing, testing  
 
 

The savviest operators aren’t using assessment tools simply to test a 
person’s skills, but to see if they will fit the company culture  
 
 
Joy Persaud  
Date:  28 September 2006  
Source: CIPD Annual Conference newspaper from People Management  
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Finding out what makes potential employees tick before signing them up is the obvious 
aim for businesses using assessment tools. But what are organisations at the cutting 
edge looking for? Well, increasingly, they are expanding their horizons and looking 
beyond a simple check of numerical or verbal skills. Cultural fit and leadership 
potential are rising quickly up the agenda.  
 



In terms of cultural fit, organisations need to ensure that there is a match to encourage 
employees to stay with them for longer and to give the business unique appeal, says 
Janice Lane, managing director of psychological software designers Sycadex.  
 
“Until recently, leadership was the real buzzword,” she says. “But now there’s pressure 
to look at creating the right environment. It’s already clear that the dominant theme 
over the next 12 months or so is going to be culture.”  
 
Lane explains that if you look at a multinational company such as Coca-Cola, it has a 
culture that it maintains throughout all its depots and head-office branches, 
irrespective of the nuances of the country. She argues that to stay competitive, 
companies should define what constitutes their culture – management, leadership and 
individuals – and aim to measure it so they can choose employees who match.  
 
Catherine Hick, managing director of TMSDI, which publishes profiling tools and trains 
assessors to use them, told People Management: “We don’t publish tests that are pass 
or fail, or mark people out of 10. We focus on development. What we look at is helping 
people to explore who they are in the workplace, how they can fulfil their potential 
and how that can have an impact on the workplace.”  
 
She says there is now a greater awareness among the HR profession about profiling 
tools. “People saw it as a kind of black art, but now they recognise that tools do have a 
real basis in scientific research into the human personality, mind and behaviour.”  
 
Jo Gandolfo, senior associate at HR consultancy Caliper, also points out that 
organisations assess existing staff because they value the depth of analysis and the 
breadth of data that they can gain from assessment tools. She explains: “Assessment 
can help with development in an employee’s current role. People tend to find it a 
helpful intervention, rather than threatening or destructive, because it gives people a 
language to talk about those things that sometimes managers find difficult to handle.”  
 
Gandolfo also emphasises that many companies are now assessing for cultural fit. She 
believes organisations will increasingly demand greater customisation so that 
assessment tools relate specifically to that organisation: “We may be thinking about UK 
norms or US norms, but the organisation may be thinking in terms of ‘Microsoft norms’. 
They want something to reflect their micro-culture, as opposed to the macro-culture.”  
 
So who uses the various types of assessment – for example, interviews, application 
forms, questionnaires such as psychometric, 360-degree or self-perception, and role-
plays/simulations? Unsurprisingly, the consensus is that it’s mostly larger firms that use 
a full range of tools at an assessment centre, because of the costs involved. Trudy 
Searle, head of the assessment department at Sterling Selection, says the assessment 
process is usually designed around a range of competencies that are key to a particular 
role. And often, what governs the decision on whether to assess or not is cost.  
 
“Certainly, psychometrics, for example, can add value, but people think there’s a high 
cost,” says Searle. “But what’s the cost of a bad recruitment decision? It’s about 
making that risk decision and constantly reviewing what excellent performance looks 
like in the organisation – almost future-proofing your assessment process. It’s not only 
looking at what your excellent performer is doing today, but what they are expected to 
be doing in 12 or 18 months.”  
 
Even so, Laura Frith, managing director of Reed Consulting, says that although most 
FTSE-100 companies and bigger public-sector organisations do use a combination of 
tools to obtain a holistic view of a person’s capability, the dominant assessment 
method in the UK remains the face-to-face interview.  
 
“While a well-structured, well-designed interview can have some validity in predicting 
job performance and staff retention, invariably interviews tend to be more 
unstructured and informal, and, as the only assessment tool, they can have limited 
validity and reliability,” she says.  
 
SMEs in particular, which comprise the majority of businesses in the UK, still 



overwhelmingly rely on an interview, mostly for practical reasons such as cost-
efficiency and time. But Frith warns that the investment required for it to be robust – in 
terms of time spent in preparation and using a more structured approach – is often 
more than a line manager may be willing to make. “Quite often, we find that 
organisations desperately want to get people in the door and they will cut corners, and 
that often creates a vicious circle,” she says.  
 
TMSDI’s Hick warns that it’s vital to take time to choose tools, and says that any 
psychometric tests should have been tested rigorously, preferably by the British 
Psychological Society, which conducts independent reviews of various tests on the 
market. “It’s so easy to stumble down the tunnel of all the different things you can 
measure about people and then you have to stop and say: ‘Hang on a minute, is this 
piece of discussion or information relevant?’” she says.  
 
“We don’t allow people to use our tool unless they’ve been through a training 
programme. It’s extremely dangerous to use sophisticated tools without the opportunity 
for people to have feedback from someone who knows what they are talking about. It’s 
a scientific tool – not a quiz in the back of a magazine.”  
 
This is also the warning from Angela Baron, CIPD adviser, organisation and resourcing, 
who says that, when used appropriately, testing can enhance decision-making and 
enable managers to develop more informed and accurate perceptions about the ability 
and potential of individuals.  
 
“But to achieve these aims,” she says, “it is essential to integrate testing into a wider 
decision-making process. Tests should never be used as the sole basis of decision-
making and the results should always be considered in the light of information gathered 
from other sources. Even the best tests are only as good as the process of which they 
form a part, and flawed decisions can even be made on sound and verifiable data,” she 
says. 
 
 

Psychological testing 

Revised August 2008  

This factsheet gives introductory guidance. It:  

• explains and defines psychological tests  
• sets out the key factors to consider in using tests  
• aims to promote high standards of professionalism in using tests  
• includes the CIPD viewpoint. 

What are psychological tests? 

 
The term psychological testing is often interchanged with the terms occupational testing 
or psychometric testing. These terms are used to describe tools which are essentially 
sophisticated devices designed to measure individual difference in a number of areas 
such as intelligence and ability.  

Tests are used for a number of purposes in various circumstances including:  

• recruitment and selection   
• personal, team and leadership development   
• career coaching and management.  



Companies are increasingly using psychological testing to identify and develop leaders to 
glean information about predicted behaviour in different circumstances.  
 
However, the most common use of tests is in the process of selecting individuals at the 
point of entry into an organisation. Testing has been in use for more than 50 years, but 
there has been a significant rise in test use in the last decade. As the selection process 
has become more sophisticated and rigorous, testing has assumed a more prominent role 
for a number of organisations as a back-up to other selection techniques.  

More information about the extent to which organisations are making use of psychological 
testing in the recruitment process can be found in the CIPD’s annual Recruitment, 
retention and turnover survey for 2008. Findings from this survey show the following 
levels of usage for the various forms of testing: 

• general ability tests - 41%  
• personality/aptitude questionnaires - 35%  
• specific skills tests – 48%  

• See the full results of our 2008 survey 

With the increase in the use of technology in the workplace, online testing is also growing 
in popularity - particularly in the recruitment of graduates and where employers are faced 
with high volumes of applicants.  

Most tests are designed and developed by occupational psychologists and are 
accompanied by detailed manuals providing the data to establish the reliability of the test 
and the normative information against which test results may be compared - this is the 
information that allows employers to compare their test candidates against the scores of a 
normal population of similar people. Administering tests and analysing the results is a 
skilled task. Scoring of tests is often complex and how it is done will depend on what a 
test is trying to measure. With personality tests there are no right or wrong answers as 
they are designed to present a profile of an individual.  

This factsheet is not intended to replace any formal training necessary to equip 
individuals to carry out any aspects of testing. 

A definition of psychological tests 
 

For the purpose of this factsheet the following definition of psychological tests has been 
developed: 
 
Psychological tests are tests which can be systematically scored and administered. They 
are supported by a body of evidence and statistical data which demonstrates their validity, 
and are used in an occupational setting to measure individual differences (for example in 
ability, aptitude, attainment, intelligence or personality).   

Other forms of testing may be designed in-house and include:  

• in-tray exercises  
• job sampling  
• team-building exercises  
• structured discussions. 

However, they are outside the above definition and therefore not covered by the guidance 
contained in this factsheet.  

Training in test use 



 
The use of tests is generally categorised by the following activities:  

• commissioning the use of tests  
• applying tests and evaluating, interpreting and feeding back results  
• administering tests. 

The individuals carrying out all or one of these tasks will need the relevant competence to 
ensure the tests are effective and fulfil their purpose. As well as the skills to administer 
and interpret a particular test, individuals must be able to understand what and how they 
are measuring if they are to use the results of tests successfully.  

CIPD supports the British Psychological Society’s (BPS) Statement or Certificate of 
Competence in Occupational Testing, levels A and B. Training is vital before any kind of 
testing is undertaken and everyone involved in the application of tests including 
evaluation, interpretation and feedback should be trained to at least this level of 
competence. Additional information and the BPS’s Code of Practice can be found in 
Psychological testing:a user’s guide1. 

Tests delivered online  

 
The BPS website refers users to The International Test Commission’s (ITC) International 
guidelines on computer-based and Internet delivered testing2. This document identifies 
four main conditions under which testing takes place:  

• Open mode – Where there is no direct human supervision of the assessment 
session and hence there is no means of authenticating the identity of the test-
taker. Internet-based tests without any requirement for registration can be 
considered an example of this mode of administration.  

• Controlled mode – No direct human supervision of the assessment session is 
involved but the test is made available only to known test-takers. Internet tests 
will require test-takers to obtain a logon username and password. These often 
are designed to operate on a one-time-only basis.  

• Supervised (Proctored) mode – Where there is a level of direct human 
supervision over test-taking conditions. In this mode test-taker identity can be 
authenticated. For Internet testing this would require an administrator to log-in a 
candidate and confirm that the test had been properly administered and 
completed.  

• Managed mode – Where there is a high level of human supervision and control 
over the test-taking environment. In CBT testing this is normally achieved by the 
use of dedicated testing centres, where there is a high level of control over 
access, security, the qualification of test administration staff and the quality and 
technical specifications of the test equipment.  

These developments have raised a number of issues in relation to standards of 
administration, security of the tests and test data and control over the testing process.  

Establishing a policy on test use 
 
Before using a test, users should consider:  

• whether it is appropriate to use a test at all and whether it will provide any 
additional relevant information  

• whether there are sufficient resources in place to carry out testing effectively   
• when used for selection purposes, that tests are relevant to the job/person 

specification  
• who will choose, recommend and demonstrate the value of tests  



• at what stage tests should be incorporated into the decision-making process  
• equal opportunities issues  
• how the results will be used and what weight will be given to them for decision-

making purposes  
• what their policy will be on confidentiality  
• who will have access to the results  
• how test results will be stored  
• the laws regarding the copyright of tests  
• the policy and provisions for giving feedback. 

Test administrators should ensure that individuals receive:  

• advance notice that they will be required to take tests  
• notice of the duration of tests and whether this is significant in interpreting results  
• adequate time to allow them to make any practical arrangements to enable them 

to take the tests  
• access to an appropriate environment free from interference in which to take the 

tests  
• adequate information about the requirements of each test they will be asked to 

complete, and the opportunity to raiseany queries they have before taking the 
tests  

• information on the arrangements for feedback. 

Selecting psychological tests 
 

Before finally selecting a test to use, which appears to be appropriate for their needs, 
users should ensure they receive satisfactory answers from the test suppliers to the 
following questions:  

• How reliable is the test and how consistent is it as a measure?  
• How valid is the test and does it really identify the attributes or skills which the 

supplier claims?  
• What evidence can suppliers provide that their tests do not unfairly disadvantage 

certain groups?  
• Will the test seem appropriate to those taking it and what have previous reactions 

been to this test?  
• Has the test been used effectively in similar circumstances?  
• Are the norms provided by the supplier for comparative purposes up to date and 

appropriate for the user's requirements? Do the norm results apply to a 
sufficiently representative mix of occupations, gender or ethnic groups to allow 
fair comparison with the user's group?  

• Is the method of test evaluation and scoring appropriate to the purpose for which 
the test will be used? 

If the answers to these questions are not available or are unsatisfactory then the test 
should not be selected. 

What should be considered when using tests? 
 

Once the above criteria and the decision to use tests has been taken, there are a number 
of issues which are important to consider if the best value for money is to be achieved 
from the use of testing.  

These issues include:  



• Openness - candidates should always be aware that tests will be conducted and 
the procedure should be explained in advance.  

• Norms - only tests for which appropriate norm tables are available should be 
used.  

• Confidentiality - access to test results should be restricted to those with a 
genuine need to know. Candidates should be informed as to who will have 
access to their test results.  

• Screening - a single test should never be used for screening purposes although 
a battery of tests may be appropriate in, for example, shortlisting of applicants for 
employment. Personality tests should never be used for screening purposes.  

• Feedback - should always be given unless there are good reasons why this 
should not be the case. Before a test is carried out, candidates should always be 
informed about the arrangements for giving feedback.  

Monitoring 
 

Test use should be monitored continuously to ensure it does not discriminate, that it 
remains appropriate to the purpose and that norms are up to date and relevant. Users 
should be aware that testing requirements may differ over time and therefore particular 
tests may become less appropriate. Test users should also be aware that the 
effectiveness of particular tests may differ according to the situation to which they are 
applied.  

Psychological testing and disability  
 

Employers need to ensure that any psychological testing they use - either in the selection 
process or during employment - does not discriminate individuals with a disability. Many 
test providers are able to provide advice on modifications and adjustments that can be 
made to the testing process. This might, for example, include extending the time available 
to take the test for an individual with dyslexia or making changes to the way test 
instructions are delivered for someone with hearing disabilities. 

• Go to our Disability and employment factsheet 

Legal points 
 

Test materials are covered by the copyright laws which prohibit their reproduction without 
the express permission of the supplier. The transfer of pencil and paper tests to computer 
shell systems also constitutes an infringement of copyright and in addition users risk 
obtaining flawed results by transferring materials which have not been expressly designed 
for computer use.  

CIPD viewpoint 
 

CIPD broadly supports the use of psychological testing and believes that, used 
appropriately, testing can enhance decision-making, thus enabling managers to develop 
more informed and accurate perceptions about the ability and potential of individuals. To 
achieve this it is essential to integrate testing into the decision-making process. 

As well as selecting the right test, it is crucial to implement it properly. The best tests on 
the market are only as good as the process of which they form a part, and flawed 
decisions can be made based on sound and verifiable data. A well designed policy on 
testing is therefore essential to ensure good practice and that the maximum benefits 
accrue from its use. 



Particular care should also be taken to ensure that tests themselves do not indirectly 
discriminate unfairly between certain groups. Test use alone is no guarantee of objectivity 
despite their scientific background. 

CIPD does not make recommendations on the validity or quality of particular tests and is 
concerned solely with the process of testing. 

Useful contacts 
 

• British Psychological Society’s Psychological Testing Centre   
• International Test Commission  
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