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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The cost of a bad hire can be considerable.  Some
experts estimate that a bad hire can result is losses
of 1.5 to 3.5 times the incumbent's salary.1 Because
assessments have the potential of helping organiza-
tions do a better job of predicting which applicant
will be the most successful in any given job, they
have become a very popular tool in the employee
selection process.  In a recent survey of 180 busi-
nesses, 58 percent of the respondents indicated that
they were currently using assessments and another
17 percent were anticipating using assessments as
part of their employee search process.2 These usage
results were supported by a recent survey of partic-
ipants in a recent Human Capital Institute webi-
nar.3

Types of assessments that are commonly used range
from interviews to more complex simulation exer-
cises done in formal assessment centers.  The types
of assessments used should be selected carefully to
ensure that they create the best opportunity to
select the right employees.  In addition, the imple-
mentation of informal and formal assessments
should be planned in such a way that they support
the overall business objectives of the organization
or department and so that they are legally defensi-
ble.  

Selecting the appropriate assessment tool can be
confusing or complicated by the fact that there are
many types of tools available.  The decision to select
a specific assessment is also complicated by the fact
that many assessments are available in both a proc-
tored testing format and in an unproctored internet
testing (UIT) setting. The psychometric tools avail-
able to organizations help to determine both hard 

skills such as verbal and mathematical ability and
soft skills such as behavior and motivation.4 The
key to making the best assessment selection is bal-
ancing the relationship between the effectiveness of
the test with the efficiency of the test.5

Candidate assessments can make a dramatic impact
on the profitability of an organization by lowering
attrition and by increasing an employee's ability to
become proficient in their job more rapidly.
EMBARQ, a new telecom organization with 20,000
employees in 18 states has experienced savings in
the millions since its implementation of a focused
and targeted assessment program for customer
service representatives and other customer facing
positions within the organization.6 When assess-
ments are constructed and selected to ensure that
they accurately measure the knowledge, skills, and
abilities required for a position, other organizations
can experience similar results.

TYPES OF ASSESSMENTS

There are many assessment tools available to hiring
managers and organizations.  At the most elemen-
tal level is the biographical information that is typ-
ically made available from job application forms
and resumes.  "Biodata", as this information is
called, includes past experiences that help organi-
zations determine whether or not the candidate has
exhibited successful behaviors or skills in their pre-
vious jobs.  "Biodata" can also be obtained during
the interview process and background checks.
Almost all organizations utilize some form of "bio-
data" assessment.7

Gary Latham, Lise Saari, Elliot Pursell, and Michael
Campion developed an assessment called the situa-
tional interview.8 In this tool, critical incidents
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related to a specific job function are isolated and
questions that highlight the required behaviors or
competencies are created.  These questions help
organizations determine whether or not the candi-
date will respond as desired in specific and impor-
tant situations.  For example, if a business values
attendance, it may construct a questions such as:

Your spouse and teenage children are sick in bed
with colds.  There are no relatives or friends avail-
able to look in on them.  Your shift starts in three
hours.  What would you do in this situation?

a. I'd stay home - my family comes first.
b. I'd phone my supervisor and explain my sit-
uation.
c. Since they only have colds, I'd come to
work.9

The use of personality assessments has become
more popular since the advent of the internet.
Another reason that these tests are used more fre-
quently is that they have become more accurate and

adaptable to different industries and jobs.10 One
type of personality assessment, the multi-factor
dimensional model, has achieved global acceptance
over the last several years because its wide use and
availability.11

Cognitive tests or mental ability tests are those that
measure the intellectual capabilities of the appli-
cant.  The types of abilities that these test measure
include:  memory span; numerical fluency; verbal
comprehension; conceptual classification; general
reasoning skills; spatial orientation; intuitive rea-
soning; and logical evaluation.12 For almost all job
positions, mental ability tests have been shown to
be connected to job performance and as such these
types of tests are a common form of assessment.13

Skill tests are another common form of assessment
and include things such as typing tests or computer
program language skills. These types of assess-
ments measure skills that are linked to the types of
skills that will be required on the job and successful
measurements are based on the skills of the best
performing job incumbents. Skills tests and job

Table 1 14
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knowledge tests are both utilized to determine how
quickly the candidate, if selected, will be able to
perform up to standard.

Perhaps the most complex type of assessment is a
job simulation.  Like the situational questionnaire,
simulations are constructed to test a candidate's
performance in critical incidents.  For example, an
applicant in a call center, may be asked to partici-
pate in a mock simulation of a live call with a cus-
tomer.  Table 1 provides a list of the various types of
assessments and a brief description of the types of
knowledge, skills, or abilities that they are able to
assess.

ASSESSMENT PROGRAM BEST PRACTICES

So given the wide variety of assessment tools, which
tool should be used and when?  Dr. Ken Lahti,
Director of Client Solutions at PreVisor, Inc., sug-
gests that a good overall assessment program is
structured to address concrete business needs while
also incorporating formal decision rules. Lathi sug-

gests that the assessment program used by an
organization should be developed using a compre-
hensive approach to needs analysis and evaluation
(see Figure 1).  

A good assessment program will be structured to
address bona fide business needs,  to evaluate can-
didates on job-related characteristics, and to utilize
valid assessments that are implemented consistent-
ly (see Figure 1).  The steps that an organization
should take in developing their assessment pro-
gram includes:  diagnosis; design; implementation;
evaluation; and enhancement.  As the model indi-
cates, this process is cyclical and ongoing.  During
an initial launch, the organization will want to
determine their specific business needs.  However,
after the initial launch, the assessment structure
should undergo a constant process of evaluation
and change as the ability of the program to predict
candidate success is measured and as business
needs change. 

One major consideration in determining what
assessments that will be delivered is how they will

be delivered.  Organizations have the option of
utilizing an onsite testing format and an offsite
testing method.  Both of these approaches have
their benefits and limitations that must be con-
sidered when determining what approach is
most likely to maximize both effectiveness and
efficiency.  

Onsite testing is done either at the employer's
location or an assessment center and incorpo-
rates proctored testing and some degree of
supervision (e.g. ID checks and monitoring).
The key advantage to onsite testing is that it
allows the organization to determine that the

Figure 1 15
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results obtained are truly the work of the candidate
and not someone else.  The disadvantage of onsite
testing is that can be time intensive and requires
more resources (e.g. proctor) than offsite testing.
As a result, onsite testing can sometimes be more
effective but at the expense of efficiency. 

Offsite testing has also been termed unproctored
internet testing (UIT).  In this format, candidates
are able to access the test from virtually any loca-
tion that has internet access.  Because of its conven-
ience, UIT's are often used to reduce the candidate
pool early in the selection process.  These types of
tests are also particularly useful in high volume
selection programs and in situations where the can-
didates a geographically distributed.16 UIT's to
some extent sacrifice effectiveness for efficiency.
The effectiveness of UIT's can be enhanced by cre-
ating strong test security and using tests that have
demonstrated validity.   

SOLUTION DESIGN:  THE RIGHT MIX

Lahti believes that the right mix of assessments is
critical in establishing an assessment program that

produces results.  A right mix will also assess an
individuals potential versus their readiness.  Figure
2 illustrates the links between the knowledge, skills,
abilities, and other characteristics (KSAO's) and
workplace behaviors and how these impact busi-
ness outcomes.  As the figure shows, when the
selection process has correctly identified the most
important job characteristics and when the appro-
priate assessments are selected to gauge these com-
petencies, higher performers can make a more sig-
nificant contribution to the overall business per-
formance than lower performers.  And the differ-
ence to the bottom line based on the abilities of the
employee can be significant as can be seen in the
EMBARQ case study.

A CASE STUDY:  EMBARQ

EMBARQ is a relatively new organization in the
telecommunications industry.  With over fifty per-
cent of its workforce in customer facing positions,
the organization decided to implement a compre-
hensive assessment program to help facilitate its
selection process.  At this time, the organization has
rolled out their assessment program to front-line

Figure 2 17
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customer facing roles and to first line supervisory
positions in the Consumer Division.  The organiza-
tion expects to roll out the program to other divi-
sion in the fourth quarter of 2007.  

EMBARQ's assessment program utilizes a mix of
internet based testing in both proctored and
unproctored settings.  These are supplemented by
structured behavioral interviews.  The organization
has seen impressive bottom line results.  This new
hiring process has reduced turnover by 35% and
has resulted in a savings of $1.2 million in recruit-
ment, training, and overtime costs.  An additional
$1.25 million in revenue increase was created when
the improved skills and abilities of the new hires
resulted in a 25% increase in customer service sat-
isfaction scores (see Figure 3).  A high band (high-
performing) new hire will outsell a low band (low
performing) new hire by $50,000 annually.19

Not only has EMBARQ achieved significant cost
savings and revenue increases as a result of their
targeted assessment program, they have also found

a number of best practices that can be utilized in
any type of organization.  First, Michael Blair,
EMBARQ's Selection and Assessment Program
Manager, suggests that organizations maximize
their assessment capabilities by ensuring that all
processes are aligned with the organization's busi-
ness goals.  If there currently exists any individual
or process that potentially screens out good candi-
dates, these must be changed.  Blair states that the
moral of this lesson is that organizations are using
assessments and that it is in their best interests to
make sure that the assessments that are being used
are valid and legally defensible and linked to busi-
ness objectives.

Like Lahti, Blair believes that the key to an effective
assessment program lies in the ability to balance
effectiveness and efficiency.  Both are essential.
With a previous employer, Blair experienced a case
where an assessment was efficient but ineffective.
In this case, a personality test was administered
online.  While the test was easy to administer and
take, it could not be shown that the personality test

Figure 3 18
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was administered online.  While the test was easy to
administer and take, it could not be shown that the
personality test was a good predictor of perform-
ance.20

EMBARQ had an opposite experience when they
first launched their sales assessment.  In this case, a
very long and intensive (one to two hours) test was
administered.  Because of the length of the test and
the resources required to facilitate the test, hiring
managers opted to switch around the interview and
the test.  By doing this, the hiring managers
changed the overall assessment process in order to
increase the efficiency of an otherwise effective
test.21

In very general terms, EMBARQ found that a more
successful assessment plan incorporated tests that
measured all facets of an individual:  practical skills,
emotional skills, cognitive skills, and interpersonal
skills.  The implementation of the program was
made easier by considering the candidate as a
stakeholder.  Candidates want testing to be fair and
accurate and they want to be able to clearly see a
connection between the test content and the job
content.  A good assessment program also consid-
ers the needs of incumbents, supervisors, and man-
agers.  EMBARQ found that support at the mana-
gerial level was critical for the success of the pro-
gram.22

CONCLUSION

EMBARQ's success with their assessment program
implementation was not unique.  More and more
organizations are opting to use whatever resources
they have at their disposal to ensure that they make
the best hires possible.  The Village Tavern, an eight
unit restaurant chain based in North Carolina, used

pre-employment assessments to cut their turnover
rate to 20% in an industry that has a turnover stan-
dard of 200%.23 Martha LaCroix, Senior Vice
President of Human Resources at The Yankee
Candle Company, has elected to expand the use of
assessment tools into the performance manage-
ment arena.  The same tests that are used to select
employees can be effective tools in developing lead-
ership assessments and other development pro-
grams.24

The expansion into other business areas is becom-
ing more widespread.  Dennis LaRosee, Senior Vice
President at PI Worldwide, believes that this better
"integration of the recruitment process, selection
process, performance management process, succes-
sion planning process" allows the organization to
apply assessment tools throughout the employee
life cycle.25 While the use of assessments has
expanded into other human resource areas, the use
of assessments has also greatly increased interna-
tionally.

In large part, the popularity of global assessments
has been caused by the availability of reliable and
valid assessments online.  Roger Holdsworth of
Talent Q believes that these online assessments are
"great for cost-effectiveness and speed."26 It is cer-
tainly likely that the use of assessments both at a
local and international level will increase due to the
assessments abilities to accurately predict future
performance and to target professional develop-
ment opportunities.  

Regardless of the rationale for using assessments, it
is critically important that organizational goals and
objectives are considered when developing an
assessment program.  A comprehensive study of the
job requirements, the needs of the organization, the
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needs of the candidates, and the needs of the hiring
staff will only create a much more efficient and
effective approach to both internal and external
selection and performance management systems.
And, this in turn, will result in improved business
performance in terms of both tangible and intangi-
ble performance metrics.
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