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Would you like to find the right employer for your career? Then you have something in common with him.
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Human faculties are at the basis of any successful corporation. Bill Gates himself declared that without his 30 top notch colleagues, Microsoft would only be a mediocre company. The question is how do we find for a certain position, the required talents? Psychological tests can be a useful and pertinent tool if chosen appropriately and used correctly. In Switzerland, these tests are not used as frequently as in countries such as Germany and America, where such tests have a long tradition. It has been found that roughly 18% of Swiss corporations use personality tests during their recruitment phase. Multinationals are apparently more open to these methods, but there also is a geographical divide. It seems that the Swiss German are more favorable to these techniques than the Swiss Romands.
These reservations however, are progressively being reduced due to the fact that most directors of human resources have a degree or a minor in psychology and that the tools offered have been enhanced and have been adapted to the corporate world. Yet, certain preconceptions are resilient and would like that psychology remain only in the domain of health care, whilst courses in industrial psychology exist in the United States since 1930.
The context of the recruitment test.

When the need for additional personnel is felt in a corporation, and that the economic circumstances permit it, the Human Resources department may be called upon to recruit new staff.

A description of the position is created including the qualities and qualifications that are needed to fulfill this position. The qualifications can be both technical (languages, computer literacy etc…) or non-technical. The latter is less often mentioned in the job description that you may have read in the paper than the former. However, it may be just as important in the recruitment criteria. 
Psychological tests are precisely designed to shed light on the latter part. These tests can cover various elements such as logic, stress resistance, and organizational skills such as client orientation, communication skills or leadership skills.

The recruiter (in house or head hunter) will in general choose the candidate whose profile (inferred by an interview and eventually a recruitment test or other method) matches the most the criteria designed for that certain position.

Existing Psychological Tests
Social comparison is a normal human reaction. Therefore it is not surprising that such a plethora of psychological tests are available on the market, of which recruitment tests are a part of. Some tests inspire themselves from the psychoanalytic tradition (authors such as Freud, Jung, Klein, Lacan), and others from neurological theories, but the majority refer to theories of psychology of the personality (authors such as Cattell, Eysenck or Allport). Personality tests measure a certain number of personality dimensions (in general 5, known as the “big 5”).  Aspects such as if you are an extrovert, your conscious character, or your anxiety levels are [image: image2.png]


analyzed. The results create a personality profile that can be matched with the job opening or with the existing team, within which the job lies.  An introverted sales person would have a difficult time approaching his potential clients.
Cognitive tests explore different aptitudes such as numeric, spatial, verbal, logic or the memory. The common denominator of all these aptitudes is called the “g factor” (authors such as Spearman, Cattell); this is what the test try and measure.
We have all heard of IQ tests. The first IQ test was created by a Frenchman, Alfred Binet (1857-1911). Today, these tests have lost their cultural biases, (though some controversy subsists) and constitute good indicators of academic and professional success. 
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The last decades, having shown and proclaimed the importance of emotional competency (authors such as Mayer , Salovey and Goleman), numerous tests try to measure this with more or less success(this theme was previously covered in the 2003-2004 edition of Success & Career by Tanja Wranik-Odehnal and Didier Grandjean). Several studies indicate that emotional competency is a good indicator of future success or failure in the workplace. An irrational or unstable manager constitutes a potential problem for his colleagues. An air controller that would become overwhelmed by stress to the point of losing control in front of his monitor’s, represents a danger for the security of passengers in a critical situation. Other tests try and measure the enthusiasm of candidates, his professional or human values, his social skills or his potential leadership skills. Each domain (whether cognitive, emotional, values, leadership and so forth) bring certain pieces of information. There also exist a few evaluation tools that cover many domains and whose validity is higher than isolated test. But what exactly is meant by the validity of a test?
Validity

In Switzerland, the Federal Judge for the protection of information, with reference to the federal law on the protection of information of the 19 June 1992 (LFPD-1992), states “that one must be vigilant that the evaluation must render objective results, which are both trustworthy and valid”. The law only authorizes recruitment tests if they are “carried out and analyzed by professionals”. However, is this, the case in reality?
Whether psychological recruitment test are valid, is a complex question for amateurs. To simplify the matter, one must test the test. From a scientific point of view, this implies:

· The test must measure appropriately what it pretends it measures.

· The test must measure all aspects of what it pretends to measure.

· The test must give relatively consistent outputs at different time intervals with the same persons.

· The candidate must judge the test relevant to the attribution of the job.

· The test must (in a quantifiable way) predict the probability of success the candidate has for that particular job opening.

The last point is the most crucial. Regardless to whether the test is deemed serious or not, the importance is that the test predicts the success of the candidate. To employ the wrong person in a senior management position can cost a corporation up to 100,000 CHF (recruitment, head hunter, salary, bad performance, redundancy and outplacement), without mentioning the indirect effects (low morale, turn-over, loss of competitive edge etc…). A scientific approach consists simply of calculating the link (the correlation) between the results of the psychological test and the performance in the workplace further in time (months or years). Here are the predictive results of a series of methods, based on the results of several studies carried out in the Anglo-Saxon world.
Perfect prediction


1.00

Assessment Centers


0.68

Cognitive Aptitude Tests


0.54

Structured Interview


0.44

Personality Tests



0.38

Auto-Evaluation



0.15

References/Recommendations

0.13

Graphology



0.00

Astrology



0.00

Random Prediction


0.00

As you will notice, Assessment Centers have the highest validity. They use a multi-angle approach (cognitive, emotional, and personality tests) and several methods (such as questionnaires, interviews, situation analysis). Structured interviews are also a valid method of selection. However, the results show no validity for methods such as graphology (which is used by 93% of French corporations), astrology or numerology. Thus such tests would not be consistent with the law LFPD-1992.
Though the evaluation method is crucial, one must not neglect the importance of the qualifications and the experience of the evaluator. Ideally, this person should have theoretical knowledge of psychology as well as a professional experience in the workplace. The validity of the test does not guarantee that the test was carried out correctly.

Ethics

We can distinguish at least three points of analysis that relate to ethics in the realm of recruitment tests.

The first point is linked to the test itself. The LFPD-1992 law stipulates that the recruitment test “cannot invade the privacy of the candidate”. Thus, one can refuse to answer any questions that one deems too invasive. Having reviewed the validity, the objectivity and the reliability of the tests above, we must now consider the ethical implications of using recruitment tests. Can a moderator be ethical? According to several surveys this is the case in astrology.
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The second point has to do with the person or corporation that is conducting the test. The LFPD-1992 law stipulates that the test cannot be carried out without the expressed consent of the candidate or without informing them of the point of the test. Thus, each candidate has the right to research the test, or refuse it. Furthermore the law states that each candidate must have access to his or her results and insists on the professionalism of the moderator. You may therefore demand your test results, which may well be very informative. Nevertheless, the corporation reserves the right to select another candidate than you, regardless to whether you scored higher on the test. Moreover, all other results are confidential and you will only be allowed to access your results.

The third point concerns the candidate itself. The candidate may decide to give insincere answers or may ask for the help of a third party. However, most tests are hard to trick as they analyze the coherence of all the answers or ask questions apparently without connection with the dimensions that they measure.
Furthermore, it is not in the interest of the candidate to be given a job that does not correspond to its profile (dissatisfaction, loss of enthusiasm, depression etc…) or that will lead him to a professional failure (loss of confidence, negative references, redundancy etc…).

Conclusions for the job candidate

Psychological recruitment tests, if correctly designed and run by competent professionals, constitute an opportunity for the corporation and the candidate to know him better. A serious attitude must be demanded from both parties however. There is nonetheless, no point in worrying about such tests, as free mock tests are available on the Internet.
It must be clear that though these tests help choose the most adequate person for the job, they are never 100% error proof. Thus, do not hesitate to challenge the results if you believe they do not reflect your personality. This can even show a certain amount of self confidence that certain employers appreciate. However, be open-minded to the fact that though some results may diverge from your opinion of yourself, they may be actually be correct. To admit that you may need to improve some skills is a constructive attitude to adopt, and may enhance your potential career future.
Alastair Coull, Ph.D.

HR FOCUS consultant

