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SUMMARY

In this thesis the validity of an Assessment Centre (called
'"Extended Interview') operated on behalf of the British police is
investigated. This Assessment Centre (AC) is used to select from
amongst internal candidates (serving policemen and policewomen)
and external candidates (graduates) for places on an accelerated
promotion scheme. The 1literature is reviewed with respect to

history, content, structure, reliability, validity, efficiency
and usefulness of ACs, and to contextual issues surrounding AC

use. The history of, background to and content of police
Extended Interviews (EIs) is described, and research issues are
identified. Internal validation involved regression of overall
EI grades on measures from component tests, exercises, interviews
and peer nominations. Four samples numbering 126, 73, 86 and 109
were used in this part of the research. External validation
involved regression of three types of criteria - training grades,
rank attained, and supervisory ratings - on all EI measures.
Follow-up periods for job criteria ranged from 7 to 19 years.
Three samples, numbering 223, 157 and 86, were used in this part
of the research. In subsidiary investigations, supervisory
ratings were factor analysed and criteria intercorrelated. For
two of the samples involved in the external validition,
clinical/ judgemental prediction was compared with mechanical
(unit-weighted composite) prediction. Main conclusions are that:
(1) EI selection decisions were valid, but only for a job
performance criterion; relatively low validity overall was
interpreted principally in terms of the questionable Jjob
relatedness of the EI procedure; (2) EIs as a whole had more
validity than was reflected in final EI decisions; (3) assessors'
use of information was not optimum, tending to over-emphasize
subjectively derived information particularly from interviews;
and 4) mechanical prediction was superior to
clinical/ judgemental prediction for five major criteria.

KEY WORDS: Assessment Centres, United Kingdom, Police Personnel,
Predictive Validity, Management.
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Chapter 1 - ASSESSMENT CENTRES AND THEIR HISTORY

The term 'Assessment Centre' (AC) describes a family of
psychological assessment systems used for management selection,
promotion, training and career development. As a working
definition it can be said that an AC consists of the 'assessment
of a group of individuals by a team of judges using a
comprehensive and integrated series of techniques' (Fletcher,
1982; p.42). These techniques include psychometric tests, group
exercises, written exercises, in-baskets, individual role-plays,

interviews and peer assessments.

The AC was never really 'invented'. It is rather the cumulative
result of the work of a number of personnel practitioners over
time. This said, a recognizable historical starting point can be
found in multiple assessment procedures developed for officer
selection in pre-war Germany. This inspired the British War
Office Selection Board (WOSB) which was in turn the forerunner of
the Civil Service Selection Board and similar selection
procedures in the armed services and in Commorwealth countries.
The first application of ACs in the United States was also WOSB
derived. This was for the selection of wartime secret agents by
the Office of Strategic Studies (0SS). Later, in the '50s and
'60's, AC programmes at American Telephone and Telegraph set the
standard for widespread applications in both private and public

sector organizations. This US type of AC has inspired a number

12
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of applications in British industry in recent years.

In the following sections a closer look will be taken at each of

these main historical developments.

German Origins
Limitations on the size of the German army imposed after World

War I by the Versailles Treaty, combined with the desire of
German militarists to build a 'nucleus army of leaders' from
amongst an immense number of volunteers (Farago, 1972, p.45),
Provided the impetus for the development of a new technology of

bsychological assessment for use in officer selection. This

€xpanded 1in Germany in the 1920s and 1930s, in contrast to

English Speaking countries where it lapsed completely (Vernon and

13




Most of the developmental work was done in the 1920s. During the

10 years preceding World War II programmes underwent relatively
little change (Fitts, 1946). In 1939 Simonheit, director of
German army psychology, produced a statement of the principles
said to underlie officer selection. These have been translated

by Ansbacher (1941), and three are quoted here:

'The whole personality must be considered ... One must not be
led too hastily by the first impression ... [or] compile a
list of the proper attitudes for a soldier and expect someone
to have them all ... The question is rather whether the
candidate will be likely to live up to the best in his own
personality.

... The examination must keep close to everyday life ... The
method of intelligence tests has been abandoned; tasks of a
serious character which are in rapport with daily 1life are
given instead ...

.o The candidate's conduct should be observed throughout the
entire examination. The candidate's way of performing a task
is considered more prognostic than his achievement' (p.379)
It is the concept of assessment as holistic, continuous, and
focused on performance on a range of tasks chosen to represent
salient aspects of the real world that distinguishes the German
approach from what had gone before. However a concentration on
the assessment of somewhat elusive qualities of leadership, such
as 'will power, ... mental energy, sustaining power, and
readiness to act to the limit of mental capacity' (Farago, 1972,
p.51), led to extreme subjectivity. The style of the approach is
indicated by Ansbacher (1941):
'In tests where scores are obtained, these are almost
incidental. Judgment 1is subjective. From many samples of
behaviour symptoms are observed; from a number of symptoms
conclusions as to a personality trait are drawn; and judgment

14




of a trait is not made until it seems to fit with the |
of the total personality' (p.380)

Descriptions of the procedures used are given by Ans
(1941), Fitts (1946), Vernon and Parry (1949) and Farago (
The general pattern was that candidates were assessed o
lays, made up of two days of assessment and a 'rest d
>etween during which candidates continued to be closely obse
he board consisted of a colonel (who made the final decisic

edical officer and three psychologists/psychological exami

During the early vyears ... psychologists were sel

arefully and high professional standards were maintained

on, however, the demand for trained men to staff the expai

'sting program exceeded the supply and standards were lowe

dividuals whose Specialization had been in ... other fi

re given brief training courses and assigned as psychol og

amirers' (Fitts, 1946, p.152). Individual candidates

located to a psychological examiner who administered al]

lividual tests, interviewed the candidate, and made

:ommendation regarding Selection ang classification.

15



Character and temperament were assessed with projective and
situational tests. Examples of the latter are: a lengthy choice
reaction test designed to test such things as power of sustained
attention and emotional control; 'command series' tasks which
involved carrying out <complex orders requiring agility,
attention, powers of memory etc.; and 'leadership sample' tests
which consisted of instructing a group of soldiers in some
mechanical task, e.g. making a coat hanger out of a piece of

wire.

Expression analysis was a term used to encompass measures of

handwriting, literary style, style of speech, and facial
expression in reaction to distractions or painful stimuli, e.g.

electric shock, which were taken as personality indicators.

Life-history (recorded information plus interview) was studied
for motivational, self-evaluative and attitudinal

characteristics.

The assessment was rounded off with a group discussion of some
topic by all the candidates designed to shos up their

competitiveness and other social reactions.

These officer selection programmes were discontinued around
1941/1942 due to a number of political and practical difficulties
(Fitts, 1946). Their legacy is the originality of the approach
rather than any proven merit. Fitts (1946) was unable to find
any evidence of adequate follow up studies after extensive

inquiry, and attributes the lack of interest in validation to the
16




.ance on non-quantitative methods and lack of familiarity wi
istical method. However the use of interviews a
entional objective tests (albeit not objectively scored)
unction with group discussions, written problems of
tical nature, and naturalistic military tasks provided t}

iration for the first War Office Selection Boards in Britair

ffice Selectioh Boards

iptions and historical accounts of War Office Selectio
s (WOSBs) are provided by Garforth (1945), Harris (1949)
°rnon and Parry (1949). The development of WOSBs appears tc

»een motivated by widespread dissatisfaction with the systen

wrter- to half- hour interviews used to select temporary

rs 1in the first two years of war.

(1949) :

According to Vernon and

system worked fairly effectively so long as there was a

® Supply of good material, €.8. from the public schools.
vhen this source began to dry up, the boards, being faced
récruits whose social and educational backgrounds were
~ely unfamiliar, were unable to discrimina
.table candidate
ning] where large broportions faileq
ts on the mor
dates who might

S, often - according to their oWn accounts - on flimsy
ds such as Grammar School education or so ’
recruits Jlost confidence in the Ssystem, and there was 3
danger of insufficient officers

being forthcoming. Again,
was less opportunity than in 1914~

18 for Selection on the
of performance in battle!’ (pp.52-53) .
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In early 1941 there were experiments in multiple assessment
encouraged by an ex-military attache in Berlin who had observed
some of the German selection techniques. On the basis of this
experience the first WOSB had been set up by January 1942,
Twelve boards using similar methods were in operation in Britain
by October 1942, and later on boards were set up for the British
army overseas. By the end of the war some 140,000 candidates had

been assessed, of wham about 60,000 passed.

While there were many variations between boards, they seem mostly
to have conformed to a general outline. Boards consisted of a
President and Deputy President (Colonel/Lieutenant~Colonel),
Military Testing Officers (MIOs; Major/Captain rank) and a
Psychological Department consisting of a Psychiatrist (in
charge), a Psychological Officer (not necessarily a qualified
Psychologist), and Sergeant-testers. An MTO would take charge of
a group of 7 to 12 candidates for three days, mess with them,
observe their 'natural social behaviour', and put them through a
variety of practical/situational tests. These tests consisted of
such things as lecturettes, obstacle courses, ' command
situations' in which the candidate was placed in charge of a
group faced with some specified task, and leaderless group tests.
Leaderless group tests consisted of unstructured group
discussions and 'progressive group tasks' which involved
'management of men and materials ... [and] several sub-tasks or
obstacles of progressive difficulty and increasing frustration'

(Harris, 1949, p.28). During the three days candidates also

18



completed intelligence tests, projective tests, biographic
nedical questionnaires, and peer assessments. The
(nterviewed by the more senior army officers and sometimes
sychiatrist. At the end of the procedure there was

lonference in which each candidate was discussed b
resident, MIO and Psychiatrist before the President gave :
ecision. For most of the war the Psychologist's role appe

ave been a rather peripheral research/advisory one w

Wolvement in day-to-day selection.

le first WOSBs appear to have been somewhat hastily ass:

th many variations between Boards. Vernon and Parry |

ngle out the situational tests for particul ar criticism:

'None of the leaderless groups or other M.T.O. techniques
standardi sed tests; no me€asurements were taken, and only

Limited extent Wwere observations recorded under any sta
scheme' (pp.64-65)

‘erthel ess there was a process of gr:

‘inement/improvement/standardization of methods during

rse of the war. The leaderless group tests evolved in 194

team of bsychiatrists ang bsychologists represented g g

~ovement in Situationa]l testing. These tests also came
'ide a common meeting place for board members, who found

rmation gleaneg complementary to their intervieus, :
ings were Symptomatic of g general trend toward grez

aboration of assessors.

To begin with they studied

idates independently until fina] conference, resulting

ous disagreements at a time when it was too late ¢to mi

19



further imvestigation of doubtful candidates. The introduction
of collaboration and mutual consultation at all stages was found

to have considerable advantages (Vernon and Parry, 1949).

Morris (1949) and Vernon and Parry (1949) cite some evidence as
to the validity/utility of war-time WOSBs. In 1942 some
selection boards were using the new multiple assessment
procedures while others continued to use the old interview
methods. Candidates were then sent to training units where
instructors were unaware of the selection method applied in
individual cases. 37% of the 491 candidates selected by the old
methods were marked 'below average' and 22% ‘'above average',
compared with 25% and 35% respectively for the 721 selected using
the new methods. Later in the war assessments of over 500
officers from 16 WOSBs were found to correlate 0.165 (0.35 after
correction for range restriction) with assessments of field
performance. After the war Reeve (1971) conducted some further
validation studies for the years 1946-53. 1In a twelve month
follow-up of 3965 officer cadets selected in 1947, WOSB and
training grades were found to correlate 0.217 (p< 0.001). In two
similar six month follow-ups of cadets selected in 1950, WOSB and
training grades were found to correlate 0.280 (N=649, p<0.001)
and 0.153 (N=684, p<0.001). While the validity coefficients in
general are not large (uncorrected coefficients accounting for
between 2% and 8% of criterion variance), they are at least
positive, and the 1942 comparison provides a good demonstration

of the practical benefits that even a selection method with low

20




dity can bring.

ell as the validity evidence there is some evidence as f
reliability (Vernon and Parry, 1949). In an experiment i
early part of the war 116 candidates attended two boards
1ight apart. Board reliability, as represented by
2lation of Final Grades, was 0.67. In a more refined but i
wa8ys more limited experiment in 1945, two teams o
ienced assessors interviewed the same 125 candidates and :
Pility coefficient of 0.8 was found for their final

nents, These experiments are discussed in more detail ir

2r four.

iliity and validity coefficients, hovever, do not fully
t  the utility of WOSBs in the context of wartime manpower

ges. They won wide acceptance in the army and stimul ated

tment of candidates, The 'combination of slightly more

selection procdedures with greater attractiveness to

ites resulted in the sending of two-and-a-ha1r times as

‘Ove-average cadets to oo [training units] as the old

would have done, within five months after the

shment of new boards! (Vernon ang Parry, 1949, p.124),

was also a general boost to Morale as, despite

.ogical shortcomings, the 'Army was led to belieye that it

getting the best possible officers' (Vernon ang Parry,
66).

21



If one compares WOSBs with their German predecessors, three main
developments are apparent. Firstly there was a move away from
the extreme subjectivity which characterized the German approach
(though WOSB assessments remained subjective). Secondly the
importance of validating the procedures was recognized. And
thirdly there was a move towards assessors working as integrated
teams as opposed to individually until the end; this set the

pattern for later British ACs.

WOSBs continued in operation for applicants for national service
and short service commissions until 1961. After that assessment
of applicants was centralized at the Regular Commissions Board.
WOSBs were the direct forefrunner of the British Civil Service
Selection Board (CSSB), which will shortly be described, and ACs
in Commorwealth countries which are WOSB and CSSB derived. 1In
the next section, hawever, a look will be taken at the Office of
Strategic Studies programme which developed WOSB methods in a US

application.

The 0SS Programme

The development of the Office of Strategic Services assessment
programmes is described in a book by the 0SS Assessment Staff
(1948) and by Mackinnon (1977) who was Director of the original

programme.
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he 0SS was a US government agency set up in 1942 to deal
iuch things as secret intelligence, operations behind enemy
nd black propaganda. There were various methods of recrui

o 0SS but, according to MacKinnon (1977), all were:

'without benefit of any professional or uniform scres
process. Nobody knew who would make a good spy or an effe«
guerrilla fighter. Consequently, large numbers of misfits
recruited from the very beginning, and this might

continued had it not been for several disastrous operat
Such as one in Italy for which, on the assumption that it t
dirty men to do dirty works, some OSS men had been recri
directly from the ranks of Murder, Inc. and the Phil adel

Purple Gang. The need for professional assistance in selec
was obvious' (pp.14-15)

the suggestion of an 0SS official back from London in Oct

t3, the agency gave consideration to the adoption of WOSB sf

sessment procedures. By the beginning of 194y the fj

'gramme was in operation, While 0SS programmes were hig

ivative of WoSB to the extent that some situational tests W

roved complete, MacKinnon (1977) points to the influence

Murray in shaping their development ., His experiments

sonality assessment at the Harvarg Psychological Clinic in f
)s (Taft

» 1959; Thornton and Byham, 1982) had led him 1

committee assessments of Personal ity using su
niques as

‘nostic

1nterv1ews, questionnaires, objective g
ecti i

tive tests, group discussions and problem-solvi
cises.
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The first OSS programmme - Station S - lasted three and a half
days and was used to select personnel for overseas assignments.
Later, in Winter 1944, a one day programme - Station W - was
added, broadening the scope of selection to include appointments
to headquarters and rear bases overseas. During the period of
their operation the two stations assessed 5,391 recruits. The

Station S programme will be briefly described here.

Station S was surrounded in extreme secrecy. Candidates were
driven to it in a completely closed van, and while there had to
maintain a cover story concealing their true identity, fram
assessors as well as other candidates. The reason for these
measures was concern about possible infiltration by foreign
agents. However, the net effect was to turn the whole programme
into one large scale simulation, given that many candidates would

eventually be living abroad under cover (Mackinnon, 1977).

Specific traits/dimensions were rated on each candidate's final
report, and these also provided a rationale for the assessment
procedures used. The dimensions were: motivation, practical
intelligence, emotional stability, social relations, leadership,
physical ability, observation and reporting, propaganda skills,
and maintaining cover. The core of the programme was a detailed
life-history psychiatric interview which utilized information
from various questionnaires and from a projective test. There
were also pencil and paper ability and aptitude tests and a range

of situational tests.
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The situational tests are described in detail by
Assessment Staff (1948) and Mackinnon (1977). Example:
Map Memory Test where a candidate had to assume he hac
time to memorize a map at a secret rendezvous, and t
answer multiple-choice questions on it; the Constructic
which a candidate had to direct two stooge helpers (o
and sluggish, the other agressive, critical an
impractical suggestions) in an outdoor construction t:
Stress Interview which was a simulated interrogation :
candidate had supposedly been caught going through

night in a govermment office where he had no right to be

The organization of 0SS assessment is described in this

from MacKinnon (1977):

'For each assessment class, usually consisting of 18 a
the staff was divided into teams of two senior staf;
(professionals with PhD or MD degrees) and one Juniq
member (enlisted men who had had some training in PSSy«
Each team was assigned to a group of five to seven cal

During the various Situational tests,
participant were carefully noted
menbers of the responsible team

25



The predictive validity of 0SS programmes was assessed using four
appraisal measures based to differing degrees on field
performance data. Correlations with overall 0SS ratings, after
correction for restriction of range, varied from 0.08 (N=53) to
0.37 (N=88) for Station S and 0.15 (N=158) to 0.53 (N=83) for
Station W (0SS Assessment Staff, 1948). The highest correlations
for each station were obtained using the 'Overseas staff'
appraisal measure; this was considered to be the most valid
criterion as it was based on the ratings of several observers.
Using the correlations with this measure, Wiggins (1973)
reanalysed the data to assess the utility of the 0SS programmes.
He estimated that 63% of pass/fail decisions would have been
'correct' if Station S had used random selection, whereas 1in
reality 77% were 'correct'. Corresponding figures for Station W
were 66% and 84%. Since selection ratios were high (75%) and
candidates were carefully screened prior to assessment (both
factors 1likely to reduce utility), the figures appear to

demonstrate that 0SS programmes served a useful purpose.

In assessing the overall contribution of 0SS assessment to the
develomment of AC technology, the most significant innovation
seems to have been the introduction of systematic rating of
behaviour on specified dimensions. While both the German
programmes and early WOSBs had involved the tacit assumption that
certain types of characteristics were being assessed, this had
not been incorporated into procedures in any structured way.

From 1945 WOSBs also started to include ratings according to a
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standard personality profile (Harris, 1949). Today
dimensions are widely though not universally used
However, as will be discussed in chapter 2, the ratio

their use may be questioned.

The Civil Service Selection Board (CSSB).
According to the Davies Report (1969), when World War II

an end:

'the Civil Service Commission was faced with the
filling the vacancies which had accumul ated since 193
Adninistrative Class and the Senior Branch of the
Service. The traditional type of academic examina

Principle the methods of the War Office Selection Bos
nunber of differences, however, were immediately estat
CSSB, unlike WOSB, was not made solely responsibl
Selection: it was preceded by a written qualifying exan
and was succeeded by a Final Selection Board to which i
recommendations, There was much more emphasis at

intellectual capacity, and on paperwork to test it, and
of physical aptitude were eliminated.' (para, 3.3)

he report goes on to describe hoy CSSB's design was 'base

etailed analysis of the work of the Adninistrative C1

3sistant Secretary level carrieqd out in 1945 by Dr. E.

'th help from Sir Cyril Burt, Information was gathered

ities of 505 Assistant Secretaries and their Departments

ked to assess the relative importance for the work of e
urteen different Job headings'

stey (1977):

Accordi;



'The new "extended interview" procedure, as it was called, was
regarded as experimental during the "Reconstruction" period
from 1945-48. At the end of this period the Home Civil Service
de01Qed . to re-introduce the traditional full written
examination plus Board interview, to be called Method I, in
parallel with the new extended interview procedure, to be
callgd Method 1II. The Foreign Office were sufficiently
conv?nced of the merits of the new procedure for this to
continue as the sole method of entry to senior posts in the
Foreign Service' (pp.150-151).
Method I continued in operation for some time, but numbers of
candidates opting to be assessed in this way progressively
declined until it was dropped in 1969. CSSB, however, has
continued up to the present day. Its original function, i.e.
assessment of candidates for administrative and Foreign Office
appointments, is still its principal function though it has
widened its brief considerably to include, for example,

assessment for the Tax Inspectorate and Hong Kong Civil Service.

The CSSB methods of the Reconstruction period are described by
Vernon (1950) and Wilson (1948). Briefly, candidates were
assessed in groups of seven at a residential centre over a period
of 48 hours by two administrative civil servants (in the roles of
'Chairman' and 'Observer') and a psychologist. Assessment
consisted of a battery of cognitive tests, questionnaires on
interests and leisure pursuits, projective tests, peer
nominations, interviews of each candidate by each assessor, and
'practical exercises' about which Vernon (1950) writes:

'All1 three members listened to the first session - a Group

Discussion =~ and gave a preliminary grading on a five-point

scale ... Subsequent exercises were designed to resemble the

work of a higher Civil Servant. They included sitting on a
Committee, writing an Appreciation of a dossier, and the
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exposition and handling of a Problem in Commit

i e a Short Talk on a subject of
gﬁggég?teaiésotgixe was a Second Group Discussic
sessions were attended by the Chaimman and Observer,
of them by the Psychologist, who gave new gradings a
Although the staff attempted to assess each
separately, their gradings were inevitably infl
earlier observations; i.e. they tended to bgcome sum
the general suitability of the candidates in the 1i
the available evidence' (p.76)

Finally, following consultation, each assessor awarded
based on judgement of all the evidence. The overall
was normally an average of these three grades (Vernor
CSSB  had discretion to fail the weaker candidates (Anst

but for most the CSSB mark and a report went 'as a con
recommendation to the Final Selection Board!' (Wils

pp.209-10).

The interviews and practical exercises which formed the }
the early CSSB procedure remain substantially the sar
giving CSSB a distinctive character. The description in
6 of the assessment procedures used by the Home Office, w

CSSB derived and very close to current CSSB method

demonstrate the high degree of continuity,

The first major study of CSSB validity was reported by

{1950). He found that CSSB overall grade corre] ats

‘N=106) with a rating of potential after a two week

‘ourse. In later follow-ups using factor analysis

eneral performance ratings as criteria, he found that (ss

orrelated 0.254 (0.509 after correction for restric

ange; N=147) witn performance of administrators after one
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at 0.215 (0.499 after correction; N=123) with performance of
Foreign Office staff after one year, and at 0.164 (0.505 after
correction; N=202) with performance of administrators after two
years. There was considerable overlap in the samples fram which
these  coefficients were derived, so the findings are not
independent. Vernon also calculated validity coefficients for
the Final Selection Board (FSB) grades (informed by CSSB's
findings) which were in most cases higher than the corresponding
CSSB coefficients. For example the correlation of FSB grade and
performance of administrators after two years was 0.287 (0.563

after correction; N=202).

Anstey (1966,1977) continued Vernon's (1950) follow-up of those
who had entered the Civil Service by way of CSSB during the
Reconstruction pericd. There were important methodological
differences however. Anstey used rank attained as the criterion
whereas Vernon used a specially designed performance appraisal
form. (Differences in rank would not have emerged by that time.)
Also Anstey calculated the predictive validity of the FSB mark,
not the CSSB mark, which makes it impossible to judge the extent
of CSSB's contribution. Anstey (1966) found a correlation of FSB
mark and rank attained of 0.305 (0.596 after correction for range
restriction; N=350) for administrators with 16-18 years' service.
Anstey (1977) continued this follow-up to 30 years' service, when
the administrators 'were nearing the end of their careers; it
could reasonably be assumed that their rank reached constituted a

fair criterion of the progress made by the individual' (p. 152).
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He found a correlation of 0.354 (0.660 after correction; N=301)

between FSB mark and rank attained.

In addition to these studies Anstey gave evidence to the the
Fulton inquiry into the Civil Service (Fulton, 1968; pp.106-153)

concerning the utility of the CSSB procedures in comparison with

the 'Method I' system of selection. He demonstrated that the

berformance and potential of administrators who had entered by
CSSB  between 1948 and 1963 was on average superior to that of
those who had entered via Method I. However, as Anstey pointed
out, CSSB competitions were held earlier in the year than Method
I competitions and many failed CSSB candidates went on to sit
Method 1. Thus the findings might be explained in terms of
differences in the quality of the candidate groups, Another
Fulton study, by Dr. J.F, Pickering, which followed up failed
CSSB and Method I candidates in terms of later salary and career
Success  outside the Civil Service, adds weight to this
interpretation in indicating that the CSSB candidates were the

more successful group (Fulton, 1968; pp. 37-98).

Despite some shortcomings in research methodology, in making an

overall assessment of CSSB's contribution to the historical

igned on the basis of a

Systematic jop analysis, Nog nearly 40 yeaps 0ld, it muyst still

rank as one of the most thorough and Professio
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systems operated anywhere.

Assessment at AT&T

In Britain today virtually all branches of central govermment
make use of some form of WOSB derived assessment in selecting
those destined for middle and senior managerial levels, examples
being CSSB, the Army's Regular Commissions Board, and the
Admiralty Interview Board. However, where ACs are used in
industry and commerce they generally derive from applications in
the USA. Dulewicz, Fletcher and Wood (1983) point out that many
British users of ACs are UK subsidiaries of US multinationals
such as IBM and Rank Xerox, and this may in part explain the
trend. The AC programme designed and evaluated by Douglas Bray
and others as part of American Telephone and Telegraph's (AT&T)
'Management Progress Study' was the forerunner of ACs as

practised in the USA today.

The Management Progress Study began in 1956 as 'a longitudinal
study of the development of young men in a business management
envirorment' (Bray and Grant, 1966; p.1). Assessment per se was
only one of several research methods used. An important feature
of the programme was the lack of:
'contamination by the assessment results of the subsequent
criterion data. Along with all other information collected on
the 422 subjects of the Study, the assessment data are being
held in strict confidence. Thus the Jjudgments of the

assessment staff have had no influence on the careers of the
men being studied' (Bray and Grant, 1966; p.1).
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)n the basis of a literature review and the judgemen
:xperienced personnel staff within the company, a list
‘haracteristics was derived which formed the basis for the

f assessment techniques, and was used for rating candi.

erformance.

andidates spent 3.5 days at the AC. Assessment methods wer
NO hour interview focusing on personal development, attit
alues, interests, interpersonal  relationships etc.;
In-Basket' giving the candidate 3 hours to deal with a s
iterials a telephone manager might find in his in-tray fol

an interview about his performance; a 'Manufacturing Pro
ich was a group simulation of a small-business enterpris
roup discussion' in which candidates were assigned role:

d to argue out a pramotion decision; and a variety of obje«

sts, projective tests and questionnaires.

oups of 12 subjects were assessed by teams of about 9

"ay and Grant,

<
-~

1966) who were mostly psychologists (Thor

1 Byham, 1982). Interviews were on a one-to-one basis, and

Up exercises subjects were assessed in teams of 6 by 2 s

ibers. Written reports were brepared for each

assess
hod, and at the end of the 3.5 days all the staff assem!

reviewed the results, Follming bresentation of the repoi;

h staff member independently rated each subject on the

racteristics. Each characteristic was then reviewed
H

Zements about managerial potentia] were made,
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Evidence as to the predictive validity of the AT&T procedures
comes from two follow-ups of an all-male sample of young managers
assessed between 1956 and 1960 (Bray and Grant, 1966; Bray,
Campbell and Grant, 1974). Approximately two thirds were college
graduates assessed soon after employment; the remaining third had
been employed initially in non-managerial positions and had
advanced into management relatively early in their careers. By
1965 42% of the 103 predicted to 'make middle management' had
done so compared with 7% of the 166 not predicted to do so. For
T sub-samples, median correlation of AC overall rating with
salary in 1965 was 0.43. Bray, Campbell and Grant (1974)
continued the follow-up for the college graduates only, using the
criterion of management level at re-assessment which was eight
years after the initial assessment in each case. Of those
remaining with AT&T, 39(64%) of the 61 predicted to reach middle
management had done so compared with 20(32%) of those not

predicted to do so.

One of the most important aspects of the AT&T study was that the
AC was for research purposes only. The study provided a clear
demonstration of the potential utility of a sophisticated
extended assessment procedure for the identification of at least
middle management potential. It is worth noting also that the
college graduates had already been fairly intensively screened
using traditional selection methods. To take the example of
Michigan Bell (one of the AT&T companies) Bray, Campbell and

Grant (1974) report that in 1956 offers were made to 79 out of
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608 job applicants as a result of the college re
programme. The recruitment procedures used were b:
application forms and interviews sometimes supplemented
and opinions provided by colleges. Also the rec
Judgement was exercised against a background of cons
in-house research which had identified academic performsa
'achievement' in wider campus activities as valid predi
later success in the company . In a sense, then, t
résearch can be seen as providing evidence of the diff
validity of ACs over more traditional assessment method:

Aere not very different from those used by many employers

Another important feature of the AT&T AC was its

iSsessment rather than selection. The Management Progres

in reality a set of interlinking studies with different

'as about the development of mahagers both as empl oyees

ndividuals. Within an interactive framework, career pi

as seen as a function both of ind:

bilities/characteristics and of organizational factors.

>ened the door to a broader view of the role of AC

-therto; the Possibilities of ACs for areas such as traini

ireer development came more into focus, It should be p

it, however, that Bray, Campbell and Grant (1974) reached

Ssimistic conclusions about the development

ills, e.g.:
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'At least as far as the average recruit is concerned, eight
yea(s. of management experience had not improved his
administrative skills' (p. 133)
'The assessors [at reassessment] obviously saw the average
recruit as performing less effectively interpersonally than he
had done eight years previously' (p.134)
This may explain why Bray, Campbell and Grant (1974) focused
exclusively on management selection in their conclusions as to
the organizational implications of ACs, while pointing out that
Selection should go hand in hand with manpower planning and

careful job placement to avoid the deleterious effects of

recruits becoming de-motivated.

As already indicated, the AT&T research had considerable impact
on the subsequent shape of ACs in the US. The process by which
this occurred is described by Crooks (1977):
'After AT&T published favorable research results, visitors from
other companies flocked to AT&T to observe their assessment
centers and to ask for copies of their exercises, rating forms,
manuals, and whatever else was available. Even today, in

observing programs from company to company, the basic AT&T
format ... is readily discernible' (p.71).

In particular it is situational tests that give ACs their
individual characters (i.e. these are what people seem to
remember), and those developed by AT&T have been widely adopted

since.
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This description of AT&T procedures brings the history of ACs
more or less up to date. In the next chapter AC content will be
considered in more detail, though it is fair to say that most

present day ACs are primarily extensions of the WOSB, CSSB, and

particularly AT&T models.

Defining 'Assessment Centre!

At this point it seems appropriate to ask haw ACs differ from
other sorts of assessment systems. This is a difficult question
to answer, and in the final analysis it is unlikely that any
single definition would satisfy all those involved in the field.
One attempt at an agreed definition has been made by
Practitioners in the United States (Task Force on Assessment

Center Standards, 1980). According to this definition:

'The following are the essential elements which are necessary
for a process to be considered an assessment center.

Multiple assessment techniques must be used. At least one of
these. techniques must be a simulation. A simulation is an
éxercise or technique designed to elicit behaviors related to
dimensions of performance on the job requiring the participants
to respond behaviorally to situational stimulij. The stimuli

bresent in a simulation parallel or resembl : R
work situation .., e stimuli in the

Multiple assgs;ors mgst be used. These assessors must recejve
thorough training prior to participation in a center,

Judgments resulting in an outcome (i.e., recomendation for

promgtiop, Specific training or development) must be based on
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Simulation exergises are used. These exercises are developed
to tap a variety of predetermined behaviors and have been
pre?ested prior to use to ensure that the techniques provide
rellaple,.obJective and relevant behavioral information for the
organization in question. The simulations must be job-related.
Thg inensions, attributes, characteristics, qualities, skills,
ablllt}es or knowledge evaluated by the assessment center are
determined by an analysis of relevant job behaviors.
The @echpiques used in the assessment center are designed to
prov;de information which is used in evaluating the dimensions,
attributes or qualities previously determined' (pp.35-36)
A problem with this definition is that it does not distinguish
between essential and desirable attributes of ACs. The essential
descriptive features referred to in the above definition would
appear to be: use of multiple assessment techniques; use of
simulations; use of multiple assessors; and pooling of
information from assessors and techniques. Also the requirement
that overall evaluation of behaviour should be separate from
observation seems important in distinguishing ACs from sequential
selection systems. However, training of assessors, pre-testing

of simulations and the use of job analysis, while highly

desirable, would not appear to be defining characteristics.

Taking stock of the ‘'essential' parts of the Task Force
definition one might define an AC as an aséessment procedure
involving multiple assessors, multiple techniques including at
least one simulation, and suspension 6f overall judgement until
the end of the procedure when a pooling of information takes
place. This replaces the working definition given at the
beginning of the chapter. The word 'simulation' is used here and
throughout the rest of the thesis in the broad sense of the Task
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Force definition.

The writer does not suggest that this definition sh
universally adopted; its point is merely to help est
frame of reference for the thesis. In reality, th
definition probably does not matter very much. It is ir
to recognise that ACs have no intrinsic validity and that
is nothing unique about them. Each AC is only as goot
relevance and validity of its constituent techniques

specific organizational context, and the quality of its ¢

naking processes .

‘ther terms for 'Assessment Centre!
n conclusion it is worth looking briefly at different
hich are sometimes used instead of 'Assessment Centre'. N

nd Stewart (1981) argue that the use of this term, which

S origin, is inappropriate:

'in the earliest Programmes in the States, the proc
happened in a separate building, which was known
assessment centre; by a transfer of epithets, the name

gttached to the actual programme of events, so
irrespective of whether it took place in a Specially ded
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While this is a reasonable argument, the proposed alternative
'assessment programme' might be used to describe any multiple
assessment procedure, e.g. a test battery plus interview, and
does not hint at the distinguishing AC characteristics of
multiple assessors and simulations. In any case the term
'Assessment  Centre' has won broad acceptance and, however

illogical, seems likely to remain in use.

Another term used to describe some British ACs, particularly CSSB
and its derivatives, is 'Extended Interview'. The AC which is
the subject of this thesis is referred to by this term. To some
extent the term may reflect the large part interviews play in ACs

so labelled.
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Chapter 2

ASSESS