Understanding Attitudes – A Prerequisite For Hiring Managers

I do a lot of conference and seminar speaking. One of the most common discussion points at question time is “employee attitude.” I often hear managers comment, “We need to hire people with the right attitude”. Or, “Jim’s not working out, he’s got a bad attitude”. Just what is attitude and can you identify it before you hire it?

Attitudes are predispositions to respond in a positive or negative way to someone or something in your environment. Attitudes are influenced by values, but they focus on specific people or objects, while values have a more general focus.  ‘Employees should be allowed to participate’ is a value; your positive or negative feeling about your job because of that participation is an attitude.  As an example, when you say you "like" or "dislike" someone or something, you are expressing an attitude. One important work-related attitude is job satisfaction.  This attitude expresses a person’s positive or negative feelings about various aspects of his or her job and/or working environment. 

It is important to remember that an attitude, like values, is a hypothetical construct; that is, no one ever sees, touches, or actually isolates an attitude.  Rather, attitudes are inferred from the things people say (informally or formally), or do (their behaviour). The table below illustrates the components of attitudes. 

	Antecedents
	Attitude
	Result

	Beliefs & values →Creates
	Feelings →Influences
	Intended behaviour

	“My job lacks responsibility” 
	“I do not like my job”
	“I am going to quit my job”


It is however essential to recognise that the link between attitudes and behaviour is tentative.  And attitude results in intended behaviour.  This intention may or may not be carried out in a given circumstance.  Take for instance a person with a favourable attitude to soft drug taking; this attitude would predict such intentions, as saying,  “smoking the occasional joint is okay.”  Practically speaking, however, other factors in a given situation may override this intention.  Hearing a good friend saying negative things about drug taking, for example, may lead to the suppression of the tendency to say something positive in the same conversation.  The person’s favourable attitude in this case has not changed, but the associated intention to behave was not carried out.

So when are attitudes most likely to be substantially related to behaviour? Firstly, the more specific attitudes and behaviours are the stronger the relationship. Secondly it's important that there is a good deal of freedom available to carry out the intent.  And finally, the attitude and behaviour linkage tends to be stronger when the person, in question, has had experience with the stated attitude.

Even though attitudes do not always predict behaviour, the link between attitudes and potential or intended behaviour is important for managers to understand. Think about your work experiences or conversations with other people about their work.  It is not uncommon to hear concerns expressed about someone's "bad attitude". These concerns typically reflect displeasure with the behavioural consequences with which the poor attitude is associated.

Let’s get back to the original question, “Can attitudes be identified in the job candidate before you hire?”  The answer is yes, with a relative degree of accuracy.  I use the word "relative" because attitude identification and psychometric tools are usually only accurate if the beliefs and values of a person, in relation to the attitude, are strong.

Richard I. Lanyon, Ph.D., is Professor of Psychology at Arizona State University and a consulting psychologist in Scottsdale, AZ. He is a world leader in attitude testing. Lanyon designed the Attitudes Inventory that is a major component of our JobCLUES assessments (the other areas are workplace personality and mental ability). This instrument measures six key attitudes relating to work.  They are: 


1. Hostility/Aggression in the workplace 

2. Dependability/Conscientiousness 

3. Integrity/Honesty 

4. Substance Abuse
5. Sexual Harassment 

6. Computer Misuse 


Trying to assess a potential employee’s attitude during the interview is impossible. Most managers think they can do this, but it is based on gut feel, emotion and stereotyping. For example, the candidate dresses well and has clean shoes so they must be good at planning and organising and an upstanding citizen. What you see at interview is not always what you get on the job! 

An ideal way to visualise the selection process is to think of a tree. The fruits of the tree represent the knowledge, experience and skill to do the job, this is the can they do it part of the job and is tested through the resume and interview. It’s the roots of the tree we can’t see - the candidate’s personality, attitudes, mental ability, values and motives – will they do the job. This can only be assessed through a valid psychometric test. These tests are now available for ALL job roles and range from around $40 to $400 depending on position, i.e. a warehouse position, or CEO of a major corporation.

Don’t use gut feel. It now affordable and critical to test the “roots” – Most managers hire on the “fruits”, but always terminate on the “roots”.  
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