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Psychological testing for selection purposes: a guide to evidence-based
practice for human resource professionals

Sally A. Carless*

Psychology Department, Monash University, Caulfield East, Australia

In order to be effective, HR practitioners need to be informed of best practice in a wide
array of activities (Pfeffer 1994; Griffeth and Hom 2001). A key activity that is crucial
to firm performance is recruitment and selection, yet many practitioners are poorly
informed of the latest findings. In this review, evidence on the use of psychological
testing for selection purposes was examined. Specifically, the focus of this paper is
evidence that can be applied to ensure that psychological tests (ability and personality
tests) are used in a way that ensures their effectiveness is maximized. A review of the
extant literature identified five broad issues that relate to the use of psychological tests
for selection purposes. These are: (1) how constructs for a particular job should be
identified for selection purposes; (2) how test scores should be reported to a manager;
(3) whether test information should be previewed prior to the interview;, (4) how
psychological test scores and interview data should be combined; and, (5) whether a
hiring recommendation should be given by the provider of candidate psychological test
scores. The evidence on each of these issues is summarized and recommendations are
made for effective HRM practices.

Keywords: evidence-based practice; psychological testing; selection

There is a growing awareness that attracting and retaining talented employees can provide

organizations with a sustained competitive advantage. The importance of attracting

superior employees, together with low unemployment rates has led to intense competition

for the best applicants in a wide variety of occupations (O’Leary, Lindholm, Whitford and

Freeman 2002). The managing director of McKinsey and Company, Rajat Gupta,

describes the search for outstanding people as the ‘war for talent’ (Singh 2001). Greater

competition for talented employees has made organizations more aware that recruitment

and selection are key functions of human resource management (HRM).

Studies in the domain of HRM have shown that organizations that have adopted

selection best practices have increased organizational profitability (Huselid 1995; Terpstra

and Rozell 1993). Psychological testing is generally regarded as an integral part of best

practices for selection (Terpstra and Rozell 1993; Harel and Tzafrir 2001; Guest, Michie,

Conway and Sheehan 2003). The use of psychological tests for selection purposes has

been increasing in recent years (Bartram 2001; Taylor, Keelty and McDonnell 2002;

Anderson 2005; Wolf and Jenkins 2006). There are several possible reasons that explain

the growing use of psychological tests. First, the widespread availability of psychological

testing over the internet has meant that the cost of testing has been reduced, the relative

ease of testing candidates has increased and the turnaround times for reporting results have
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improved substantially. Second, there is a growing awareness that testing is an integral

part of best practice for selection (Terpstra and Rozell 1993; Harel and Tzafrir 2001; Guest

et al. 2003); it is demonstrably relevant, objective and fair. Thus, it reduces the possibility

of legal challenges (Wolf and Jenkins 2006). Third, there is some evidence that there is

improved awareness of the predictive validity and reliability of specified tests (Harris,

Dworkin and Park 1990; Cascio and Aguinis 2005; Wolf and Jenkins 2006). Finally, it is

argued that the increased professionalism of human resource management (Legge 1995;

Caldwell 2001) and their greater involvement in strategic decision making (Budhwar

2000; Farndale 2005) has meant they have more influence in organizations and this is turn

may have increased test use (Wolf and Jenkins 2006). Use of psychological tests is greater

in organizations that have a human resource (HR) specialist compared with those that do

not (Hoque and Noon 2001; Wolf and Jenkins 2006).

Professional guidelines about the use of psychological tests for selection purposes

offer very clear recommendations about general assessment issues, for example reliability,

validity, norm groups, cut-scores and feedback to the applicant (American Educational

Research Association, American Psychological Association and National Council for

Measurement in Education 1999; US Department of Labor Employment and Training

Administration 2000; International Test Commission 2001; Society for Industrial and

Organizational Psychology (SIOP) 2003). There has been an abundance of articles about

the aforementioned issues (e.g., Cascio and Aguinis 2005; Cascio, Outtz, Zedeck and

Goldstein 1991). On the other hand, the guidelines offer very limited practical advice

about how psychological test data should be used to make selection decisions.

Discussion about the issue of psychological testing for selection purposes has been

sparse. Thus, the aim of this paper is to review empirical evidence on the use of

psychological testing and to describe how evidence can be applied to maximize the

predictive value of psychological testing. I have chosen to focus on aspects of

psychological testing for selection purposes that can contribute to the further development

of what can be considered ‘best practice’ in occupational testing. In the context of

occupational testing, I use the term ‘best practice’ here as methods that maximize the

predictive value of the occupational test. Hence, the guiding principle in this review was to

identify evidence about practical issues that the HR professional can implement to

maximize the value of psychological tests for selection rather than focus on the technical

aspects of selection, for example test validity (Muchinsky 2004). The majority of articles

on psychological testing and selection focus on technical aspects and tend to be written for

other psychologists (Terpstra and Rozell 1997).

Ability and personality tests are the most popular forms of psychological testing for

selection purposes (Keenan 1995; Ryan and Sackett 1987, 1992; Taylor et al. 2002;

Salgado and De Fruyt 2005; Carless 2007), yet HR practitioners are generally ill-informed

about the importance of ability and personality (Rynes, Colbert and Brown 2002; Rynes,

Giluk and Brown 2007). According to HR research experts, knowledge about the

predictive value of ability and personality are two of five fundamental findings that all

practicing managers should know (Rynes et al. 2007). Two other topics were also related

to selection and the fifth was knowledge about goal setting and feedback. Thus, this

discussion is limited to ability and personality tests.

Although extensive research has demonstrated the efficacy of valid selection

techniques (e.g., Schmidt and Hunter 1998), usage is still relatively low. Concerns have

been expressed about the growing schism between science and practice, especially in

personnel selection (Johns 1993; Kehoe 2000; Nowicki and Rosse 2002; Klehe 2004;

Muchinsky 2004; Ryan and Tippins 2004; Anderson 2005; Rynes et al. 2007). Some argue
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that the research–practice gap can be explained by a lack of knowledge about selection

practices (Terpstra and Rozell 1997; Ryan and Tippins 2004; Anderson 2005). Evidence

supports the knowledge hypothesis; a large discrepancy exists between research findings

and practitioners’ beliefs about selection practices (Rynes et al. 2002; Carless, Rasiah and

Irmer 2009).

Others have argued that the scientific literature is inaccessible (Terpstra and Rozell

1998); articles are too long and of little practical relevance (Gelade 2006). Knowledge

transfer from academics to practitioners is more likely if scientific research is presented in

an appropriate format for practitioners (e.g., worldwide web) and published in a more

accessible form. For example, academics could distil the relevant scientific literature into

short articles, with practical recommendations (Gelade 2006; Hodgkinson 2006).

Language is also perceived as contributing to the gap: ‘academics are perceived as having

mastered the language of obfuscation’ (Latham and Latham 2003, p. 249). Hence the

second aim of this study was to summarize succinctly the evidence on psychological

testing for selection purposes for HR professionals. HR professionals are an important

source of information about psychological testing (Hoque and Noon 2001; Wolf and

Jenkins 2006) and thus influence whether or not managers adopt best practices with regard

to psychological testing.

The approach taken in this review was to identify recent, empirical literature that

linked practical issues associated with the use of psychological testing for selection

purposes with a measure of job performance (e.g., supervisor ratings).1 By linking specific

selection practices with job performance it is possible to determine which practices are

more likely to lead to the selection of better job performers. Articles focusing on technical

aspects of psychological testing, for example cutoff scores, adverse impact and validity,

were not included in the review. The majority of the research was undertaken in the

United States, with some from the United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand and parts of

Europe.

The following themes were identified in the review, the title of each section is included

in parentheses: (1) how constructs for a particular job should be identified for selection

purposes (Construct selection), specifically the usefulness of job analysis and validity

generalization research is reported; (2) how test results should be reported to a manager

(Reporting psychological test results to the manger), the issue of ability and personality

test results are considered separately; (3) whether test information should be previewed

prior to the interview (previewing test information prior to interview); (4) how psycho-

logical test scores and interview data should be combined (combining psychological test

data with other selection methods), first the added value of psychological test data is

discussed, this is followed by a discussion about the value of scoring psychological test

data and interview data; and finally, (5) whether a hiring recommendation should be given

by the provider of candidate psychological test scores (Hiring recommendation).

Construct selection

With regard to the specific constructs that are assessed in the selection process (e.g.,

interpersonal skills, cognitive ability), there are two broad approaches to construct

selection: (a) job analysis; and (b) validity generalization research. The job component

approach or synthetic validity can also be used to identify constructs and selection

procedures (for a description and examples see Jeanneret 1992; Scherbaum 2005; Steel,

Huffcutt and Kammeyer-Mueller 2006). Briefly, this process involves identifying the

important job components or job elements via a job analysis and identifying appropriate
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selecting methods based on previous validation studies. The job component approach will

not be discussed due to limited evidence. Practitioners, however, working in small

organizations with a small sample size may find this technique useful.

Job analysis

The foundation of valid selection procedures is a job analysis (American Educational

Research Association et al. 1999; US Department of Labor Employment and Training

Administration 2000; International Test Commission 2001; SIOP 2003). A job analysis is

used to obtain information about job complexity, job environment, job context, job tasks,

behaviours and activities performed, or worker characteristics (SIOP). Of central

importance for the selection process, is information about the worker requirements, that is,

the knowledge, skills, abilities (KSA) and other personal characteristics. A useful feature of

a job analysis is that it specifies whether an employee is expected to have all the important

KSA before selection into the job or whether training will be provided after selection

(SIOP). Job analysis is also used to identify the general level of KSA needed.

There are many methods that can be used to obtain information about the task and

worker requirements for a job (see Brannick and Levine 2002 for an excellent guide; or

O*NET, http://online.onetcenter.org). Job analysis is fundamental to properly designed

selection procedures because it ensures that only those constructs that are job-related are

assessed. Tett, Jackson and Rothstein’s (1991) meta-analysis reported that predictive

validity of personality was significantly higher ( p¼ .325) when a job analysis was used

compared with no job analysis ( p ¼ .252). Similar findings have been reported by Wiesner

and Cronshaw (1988) with regard to the predictive validity of interviews. They reported that

the mean corrected validity for structured interviews based on a formal job analysis was .87,

whereas the validity for structured interviews based on an informal or ‘armchair’ job

analysis was .59. These findings were replicated by McDaniel, Morgeson, Finnegan,

Campion and Braverman (2001) with situational judgement tests. They found that situa-

tional judgement tests based on a job analysis ( p ¼ .38) were substantially more valid than

tests not based on a job analysis ( p ¼ .29). In summary, there is clear evidence that when job

analysis is used to determine the choice of selection technique the predictive value is higher

compared to no job analysis. Job analysis is the cornerstone of best practice in selection.

Validity generalization research

In contrast to meta-analyses, validity generalization research attempts to ‘draw inferences

about the population values of the statistics obtained via meta-analyses’ (Murphy 2000).

Meta-analyses statistically combine the research results from a large number of studies

and derive an overall estimate of the validity coefficient. For practitioners, they address the

problem of inconsistent research findings by ‘providing unequivocal answers to the

questions that traditionally have been marred by conflicting research outcomes’ (Le, Oh,

Shaffer and Schmidt 2007, p. 7). Thus, it is argued that by making selection research more

comprehensive and convincing to practitioners, meta-analyses help bridge the divide

between researchers and practitioners, (Le et al. 2007).

Validity generalization research uses statistical calculations to estimate the population

values for validity coefficients. For example, correcting for criterion unreliability, sample

size (i.e., sampling error), attenuation and range restriction (for a full discussion see

Murphy 2000). The results of validity generalization research can be used as the basis for

construct selection (Cascio and Aguinis 2005). For example, Schmidt and Hunter’s (1998)
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finding that the criterion-related validity of cognitive ability for job performance is .51 can

be used to justify using tests of cognitive ability for selection purposes. Cascio and Aguinis

(2005) cautioned against using validity generalization research indiscriminately. It is

important to ensure that the jobs and contexts are similar to those described in the validity

generalization research.

Until the 1990s, personality testing was generally regarded to have limited value for

selection purposes. The advent of the five-factor model of personality provided researchers

with a common framework for organizing personality traits (Hurtz and Donovan 2000).

There have been several validity generalization studies based on the five-factor model

(e.g., Barrick and Mount 1991; Tett et al. 1991; Hurtz and Donovan 2000). In general,

these studies have shown that conscientiousness is a good predictor of work performance

and, to a lesser degree, emotional stability. In jobs that require interpersonal facilitation

(i.e., contextual performance), agreeableness is also a predictor of work performance

(Hurtz and Donovan 2000).

Recently, the debate about the value of personality assessment for selection purpose

has been rejuvenated (Berry, Sackett and Landers 2007; Morgeson et al. 2007a; Morgeson

et al. 2007b; Ones, Dilchert, Viswesvaran and Judge 2007; Tett and Christiansen 2007).

On the one hand the value of personality testing for selection purposes has been questioned

and alternatives to self-report personality measures called for. The counterview is that the

criterion-related validities strongly support the continued use of personality testing.

The debate is complex and each opposing camp cited evidence in support of their

respective view; it is expected that there will be on-going discussion.

Several useful suggestions can be gleaned from these papers. One is that the criterion-

related validities of peer ratings of personality are higher than self-ratings (Mount, Barrick

and Strauss 1994; Judge, Higgins, Thoresen and Barrick 1999; Bratko, Chamorro-

Premuzic and Saks 2006; Morgeson et al. 2007a; Ones et al. 2007). Second, the use of

multiple personality tests to assess the same trait yields higher criterion-related validities

compared to single assessments (Connelly and Ones 2007; cited in Ones et al. 2007).

Finally, a study of reference checks showed that ratings of personality by referees had

sound criterion-related validity (corrected r ¼ .36; Taylor, Pajo, Cheung and Stringfield

2004). Together, these studies suggested that ratings of personality by others provided

useful additional data for selection purposes. It needs to be acknowledged, that, as yet,

there is not a large body of evidence on the predictive validity of ratings by others, hence

caution needs to be exercised when generalizing these findings. In conclusion, best

practice is to ensure that personality assessment is clearly job related and is accorded a

weighting based the job requirements (Morgeson et al. 2007a).

Reporting psychological test results to the manager

Managers make employment decisions. Most managers, however, have no training in

psychometrics, they may not understand the constructs being assessed, and they may hold

unwarranted views about tests (Guion 1998). Thus it is necessary to consider what

psychological test information should be reported to the manager.

Ability tests

Ability tests are typically used to assess verbal, numeric and spatial abilities. Ability test

scores are usually reported to client organizations in the form of percentile scores which

are based on published norms and/ or norms computed by the provider (Ryan and Sackett
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1987). It is important to ensure that the reference or comparison group is appropriate and

representative of the individuals being assessed. While some would assume that most line-

managers could easily comprehend the meaning of a single percentile score, Muchinsky

(2004) stated that in his personal experience managers do not know how to interpret test

scores. For example, ‘I have witnessed mangers that have a pronounced preference for a

raw score of 90 or the 90th percentile. This preference is manifested without knowing the

total number of questions on the test (they presume 100) or what norm group was used to

derive the percentile score’ (p. 196). Thus, Muchinsky and others (Roose and Doherty

1976) proposed that ability test scores should be dichotomized into pass or fail. Taking this

approach reduces the possibility of managers misinterpreting ability test scores. If test

scores are reported to the organization, it is important that managers are trained in test

interpretation and expert guidance (i.e., a psychologist) is available to assist managers

interpret test results. There is a need for research that examines whether managers can

correctly interpret test scores and the extent that training improves ability to interpret

psychological test data.

Personality tests

A key issue in the use of personality testing for selection purposes is whether the full

personality profile should be reported to the manager which may include job-irrelevant

characteristics or only those characteristics that are job relevant, in other words a partial

profile. The latter approach avoids reporting irrelevant personal characteristics that

selectors may have difficulty ignoring (Cooper and Robertson 1995).

Several reasons are put forward by personality experts to support the whole personality

approach. First, the practice of examining isolated, individual personality variables

ignores configural interpretation (Smith 1994; Hogan, Hogan and Roberts 1996; Murphy

and Davidshofer 1998). Configural interpretation recognizes that the way in which each

trait operates depends, in part, on the pattern of other traits. Hence, Hogan and his

colleagues stated that the practice of interpreting single personality traits is ‘risky’.

Personality traits interact with each other (Arthur, Woehr and Graziana 2001), for

example, Witt, Burke, Barrick and Mount (2002) showed that in jobs characterized by

cooperative behaviour with others, the interaction between conscientiousness and

agreeableness explains additional variance in job performance after the separate effects of

conscientiousness and agreeableness are taken into account. Nevertheless, there is little

evidence that configural interpretation of personality tests improves the predictive value

(Highhouse 2002). Waters and Sackett (2006) showed that the traditional linear approach

to scoring the big five personality outperformed configural scoring when predicting

organizational citizenship behaviour and counterproductive behaviour.

The argument against reporting a person’s whole profile is that irrelevant, non-job

related personality characteristics may be used as a basis for making a hiring decision.

There is some evidence for this. Using a policy capturing design, Hitt and Barr (1989)

found that managers used job-irrelevant variables more than job-relevant variables to

make selection decisions. Of concern, was the finding that job-irrelevant data were used

despite being directed toward specific job-relevant information with job descriptors. In a

study of interviewers’ perceptions of personality, Van Dam (2003) found that interviewers

used three personality dimensions as a basis for hiring recommendations; these were

emotional stability, conscientiousness and openness to experience. In general, openness to

experience is not related to job performance (Hurtz and Donovan 2000). Thus, Van Dam’s
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findings implied that managers use job irrelevant test results when making a selection

decision.

A limitation of the whole person approach to personality assessment is that it does not

translate easily into applied settings (Arthur et al. 2001). Due to the complexity of

personality, the whole person approach does not give a meaningful score that can be used

to rank order applicants. There is no ‘p’ in personality assessment to parallel ‘g’ in ability

testing (Hesketh and Robertson 1993). In summary, best practice is to ensure that only job

relevant personality data are reported to managers.

Previewing test information prior to interview

A key issue in using psychological tests is whether test information is previewed prior to

the interview. From a practical viewpoint, previewing test information has a number of

benefits (Dipboye, Fontenelle and Garner 1984). It may stimulate more productive

questioning by providing the interviewer with leads to pursue in the interview. It should

enable interviewers to gather unique information not readily available from other sources.

In summary, practitioners are likely to argue that previewing enables them to make valid

and useful judgements about an applicant’s ‘hireability’. In practice, evidence indicates

that interviewers do preview test scores (Ryan and Sackett 1987, 1992). However, if

personality test results are used as the basis for interview questions and probes, the level of

structure is diminished (Campion, Palmer and Campion 1997) and thus the predictive

value of the interview is reduced.

Evidence on the issue of whether to preview test information suggests a range of

unfavourable outcomes of previewing. McDaniel, Whetzel, Schmidt and Maurer’s (1994)

meta-analysis showed that selection interview validities for job performance were lower

when the interviewer previewed cognitive test results ( p ¼ .18) compared with no

preview ( p ¼ .32). This was shown to be true for both structured and unstructured

interviews. Dalessio and Silverhart (1994) examined the impact of previewing biodata test

results with a sample of life insurance sales applicants. The findings showed that the

effects of previewing varied according to the score of the applicant; two outcomes were

examined; decision to continue with the selection process and turnover over 12 months

later. The interview information predicted interviewer decision and later turnover best for

applicants with low passing scores on the biodata test and poorest for applicants with high

passing scores. This finding suggested that interviewers may not give much weight to

applicants’ interview performance when they have a high biodata score.

Finally, an experimental study of the impact of previewing an application compared

with no previewing on interview process and outcomes (Dipboye et al. 1984). Interviewers

who did not preview made more reliable evaluations of applicants’ fit to the job and

interview performance compared with those who did preview. Previewing the application

had no influence on the accuracy of personality perceptions nor did it give the interviewer

much advantage in processing and retrieving information after the interview.

In addition to the impact of previewing test scores on interview structure, much has

been written about how interviewers’ information processing strategies and capabilities

affect the interview outcomes (i.e., interviewer cognitive factors). Posthuma, Morgeson

and Campion (2002) identified two streams of interview research within a cognitive

framework. These are: (a) pre-interview impressions, which refer to applicant evaluations

that are formed from information prior to the interview; and (b) confirmatory biases, in

which interviewers seek out information that supports or confirms their hypotheses.

Posthuma et al. (2002) concluded that pre-interview impressions seem to have varying
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degrees of influence; without studies of actual applicants it is difficult to draw conclusions.

With regard to confirmatory biases a similar conclusion was drawn (see Posthuma et al.

(2002) for a more detailed account).

In summary, the evidence on previewing test information suggests it reduces the

predictive validity of the interview and leads to less accurate interview decisions. The

extent of information is very limited and therefore conclusions are tentative. There is a

need for studies that examine the impact of examining test information, in particular,

personality data, on interview processes and outcomes (Ryan and Sackett 1998). Campion

and his colleagues (1997) suggested that if test scores (and other ancillary information) are

previewed prior to the interview, the data should be standardized.

Combining psychological test data with other selection methods

Psychological testing is typically one of a number of selection techniques used to make a

selection decision. This raises the question: what is the added value of psychological

testing?

Added value of psychological test data

In almost all selection procedures an interview is used (Robertson and Makin 1986;

Keenan 1995; Di Milia and Smith 1997; Rioux and Bernthal 1999; Chartered Institute of

Personnel Development 2006; Carless 2007). Psychological tests are typically combined

with interviews for selection purposes. Roth and Campion (1992) showed that combining

interviews with cognitive ability explained an additional 10% of variance in job

performance.

However, when examining the utility of psychological testing, it is important to take

into account the degree of structure of the interview. Schmidt and Hunter (1998) reported

that when cognitive ability tests were combined with structured interviews, an additional

12% of variance in overall job performance was explained, but in combination with

unstructured interviews cognitive ability tests explained only an additional 4% of variance.

Following on from the work of Huffcutt and Arthur (1994) on interview structure,

Cortina, Goldstein, Payne, Davison and Gilliland (2000) examined the incremental

validity of three levels of structured interviews over cognitive ability tests and

conscientiousness tests. Unfortunately for the purposes of this review the authors did not

distinguish between the unique effects of cognitive ability tests and conscientiousness

tests. The categories of interviews were: no standardization of questions or scoring

(Level 1); slight to moderate constraints on questions and scoring (Level 2); and moderate

to full constraints on both questions and scoring (Level 3). The meta-analysis results

confirmed the findings of Schmidt and Hunter (1998). Interviews explained incremental

validity over and above that of cognitive ability and conscientiousness tests if they were

highly structured (12.3–22.2% of unique variance). Unstructured interviews explained

no unique variance over and above that of cognitive ability and conscientiousness tests

(0.9–2.2% of unique variance). Moderately structured interviews were marginally better

(1.8–6.2% of unique variance) than unstructured interviews, that is, they explained a small

proportion of unique variance after cognitive ability and conscientiousness test scores

were accounted for.

In summary, the combination of a structured interview with a cognitive ability test or a

structured interview with a cognitive ability and conscientiousness test accrues in better

prediction of work performance compared to just using an interview for selection purposes.
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Scoring psychological test and interview data

Multiple selection ratings can be combined either by a statistical or a judgemental method

(Born and Scholarios 2005). The statistical (or mechanical) method uses a formula based

on multiple regression analysis, for example to combine interview and test scores. Other

simple options include using rationally derived weights based on judgements of selection

method validity or the importance of the characteristic derived through job analysis

(Guion 1998; Highhouse 2002; Born and Scholarios 2005). The statistical method of

combining psychological test and interview scores is completely objective (Grove, Zald,

Lebow, Snitz and Nelson 2000). In the judgemental (or clinical) method, the decision

maker reviews interview and test scores and makes a global decision about the applicant’s

suitability. The interviewer puts the data together using informal, subjective methods. The

judgemental method is more common than the statistical method (Campbell, Dunnette,

Lawler and Weick 1970; Ryan and Sackett 1998; Born and Scholarios 2005).

A meta-analysis by Grove, and his colleagues (2000) compared the predictive validity

of statistical and judgemental methods across a range of business and non-business

studies. Their sample consisted of 136 studies, varying from business start-up success to

psychiatric diagnosis. They concluded that regardless of the criterion, the statistical

method was superior to the judgemental method. Their results confirmed earlier

conclusions (Dawes and Corrigan 1974; Sawyer 1966; Meehl 1986). Of interest was the

finding that in half of the studies the judgemental method was approximately as good as

the statistical method. The susceptibility of humans to errors is the general reason for the

weaker judgemental prediction. Errors include the use of faulty heuristics, failure to

understand regression to the mean, illusionary correlations (overestimating the

co-occurrence of rare behaviours or characteristics), confirmatory biases and ignoring

base rates (Born and Scholarios 2005; Posthuma et al. 2002).

Ganzach, Kluger and Klayman (2000) using a very large sample of army applicants

(N ¼ 26,197) and interviewers (N ¼ 116) confirmed the superiority of the statistical

method over the judgemental method. However, the researchers also showed that using a

combination of statistical and judgemental methods was associated with the highest

predictive accuracy. That is, combining a global judgement about an applicant’s

likelihood of success in the military with a statistically combined score was more accurate

than a statistically combined score. Caution needs to be used when generalizing these

findings as the criterion was military disciplinary transgressions (e.g., desertion or

imprisonment). There is a need for more workplace evidence.

The validity of multiple selection procedures is influenced by the way in which

different selection method scores are combined to predict work performance (Sackett and

Roth 1996; Murphy and Shiarella 1997; Schmitt, Rogers, Chan, Sheppard and Jennings

1997). When two or more selection methods are used in combination, and one method has

lower predictive validity than the other, the results of those methods must be combined

carefully to obtain the best prediction of how each candidate is likely to perform on the

job. For example, Murphy and Shiarella found that about 23% of the variance

in the correlations between predictor and criterion composites could be explained in terms

of the weights assigned to cognitive ability and personality measures. In general, they

found validities were highest when more emphasis was placed on cognitive abilities.

However, if too much emphasis was placed on either cognitive ability or personality

measures validity can decrease.

There are a number of circumstances in which the statistical method of combining

psychological test and interview data may not be appropriate. For example, unusual jobs,
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executive positions, or lower level jobs in small organizations when only one applicant

will be chosen (Guion 1998; Guion and Highhouse 2006). Executive level positions are

complex and it is unlikely that adequate norms or ‘psychologically detailed behavioural

job descriptions’ exist (Levinson 1998, p. 241). It is doubtful that an executive will fail

because of technical mistakes (RHR International 1991). Thus, executive selection should

differ from selection at other organization levels; a judgemental approach is more

appropriate (RHR International 1991; Guion 1998; Guion and Highhouse 2006). When the

judgement method is used, decision makers need to ensure that only relevant information

is used. Ruderman and Ohlott (1990 in Sessa 2001) noted that the use of salient but

irrelevant candidate characteristics and exclusion of summary data but inclusion of

concrete, vivid information are among the factors that have the greatest potential to

influence the choice of an executive. In summary, best practice is to use a statistical

method of combining psychological test scores with other selection data.

Hiring recommendation

A vexing issue for HR professionals is whether the manager should be given a hiring

recommendation based on test scores. Guion (1998) strongly argued that the people

responsible for the hiring decision should not abrogate the hiring decision to an ‘outsider’,

but should get independent information and form their own view. He acknowledged that in

his own professional work he refused to make recommendations. Taking this approach the

assessor’s role is to simply report and describe the candidate. De Wolff (1989) expressed a

similar view and stated that although the psychologist can give advice he/she ‘does well to

leave the final responsibility with the manager’ (p. 89). On the other hand, hiring managers

rely on psychologists to interpret psychological data, in particular, personality data. There

is some evidence that psychologists involved in the interview process make more

appropriate use of psychological test scores compared with non-psychologists (Vom Hofe

and Levy-Leboyer 1993).

Whether a hiring recommendation is given may depend on the number of applicants

assessed. In general, those who conduct individual assessments argue that a clear

indication about the applicant’s chances of success on the job should be given (Kwaske

2004; Meyer 1998; Prien, Schippmann and Prien 2003), for example, through the use of a

numeric rating of the overall suitability of the applicant (Prien et al. 2003). Ryan and

Sackett’s (1987) survey of industrial and organizational psychologists who conduct

individual assessments found that the majority of respondents gave a hiring

recommendation (68%) as well as describing the individual’s strengths and weaknesses

(68%). Ryan and Sackett’s (1992) later survey reported very similar findings (61% and

70% respectively).

Hiring managers are more likely to use information presented in a comprehensible

manner (Dutton and Ashford 1993; Carson, Becker and Henderson 1998). Thus, it is likely

that managers would prefer a hiring recommendation. If hiring recommendations are

given, it is recommended that managers do not consult the report until the interview is

completed and ratings made.

Conclusion

This review has identified a range of practices associated with the use of psychological

testing that if adopted can maximize the predictive value of testing. In summary these are:

(1) conducting a job analysis prior to selection or using validity generalization research to

determine the constructs assessed by psychological tests; (2) it is not advisable to report
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numeric ability test scores to managers nor should full personality profiles be reported; (3)

psychological test information should not be previewed prior to an interview;

(4) psychological test data should be numerically combined with interview data; and (5)

hiring managers should be encouraged to make their own decision about the suitability of

an applicant. For a variety of reasons managers do not readily adopt evidence based

selection practices (Johns 1993; Dipboye 1994; Terpstra and Rozell 1997; Subramony

2006). On the other hand, there is some evidence to indicate that line managers are keen to

improve their selection skills and are receptive to evidence (Wright, McMahan, Snell and

Gerhart 2001; Nowicki and Rosse 2002; Carless 2009). Line managers rely on HR

professionals for advice about recruitment and selection (Budhwar 2000; Farndale 2005).

The HR professional has an important role to play as a knowledge intermediary; they can

promote the application of effective testing practices and more generally, the adoption of

evidence-based practice with regard to selection.
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