 A Right of Reply – Psychometric Testing
You may have read this week’s article in the New Zealand Herald, “Testing Times In Hiring Process”. Whilst this article had many truisms, I take issue with some of the comments made by the consulting psychologist from a local testing company.
The first issue – The claim that personality is not set in stone, or fixed. 

The literature is very clear on this issue. Leading personality theorists, McCrae and Costa, among hundreds of other personality psychologists, have been able to show considerable consistencies in behaviour (that is personality). There is overwhelming evidence that, after the age of 30 (many say 20), personality is very stable: indeed, McCrae and Costa likened to something "set in plaster" (1990).  

There is longitudinal evidence, particularly from the Baltimore aging study that the 30 year old correlations for the Big 5 dimensions of personality theory are as follows:

Emotional Stability = .83

Extroversion = .82

Openness = .83

Agreeableness = .63

Conscientiousness = .79

In general, personality is quite consistent over long periods.  Under the age of 30 there is evidence that between the ages of 18 and 21 personality changes by about 4% per year but some of these changes are in the opposite direction and cancel each other out (Smith and Smith 2005).     
It is fair to say people can adapt their behaviour to specific situations; however they will always go back to “home base” – the state verses trait theory. So if a person does not have the right personality “fit” for a job and they have to keep adapting their behaviour, sooner, or later, they will not be intrinsically motivated to continue, performance will drop, or the person will leave realising they are in the wrong occupation – wrong fit for the job. Psychometric assessments like Prevue do a great, inexpensive job of matching personality and mental ability to the job through the job analysis survey and testing current high and low performers. 
Second issue – The claim that verbal and numerical testing “is not going to tell you anything about the applicant”. 
Was the above quote taken out of context by the overall author? Surely any person who has studied organisational psychology would understand that predictability of performance is strongly aligned to cognitive ability. Verbal and numerical testing is classed as mental ability or cognitive tests and as such, has the highest correlation with employee performance, averaging .54 (refer to the work of Hunter and Hunter). Of course this is “job dependent”. 
The world’s largest and most expensive validity study was conducted by the American military in the 1980s. Mental ability was the best predictor of “core performance” in the army at .69. Where as the predictability of the Programmers Aptitude Test (PAT) for hiring computer programmers achieved .73 for job proficiency and a whopping .91 for training grades (Cook 1998).     
We usually recommend ability’ testing for most job roles. In essence, ability is ‘success in doing things’, where as motivations, values, interests are concerned with what we choose to do and personality, how we do it. So abilities testing by itself is valid at explaining the candidate’s learning abilities, but will not give you the total picture – a person may be bright, but have a volcanic personality!  
Final issue – The inference that Selector is a better psychometric tool than those developed in the UK or USA because it was developed in NZ and “speaks” to Kiwis.

English is English – full stop! No test developer would use slang or colloquialisms in their question construction. The construction of psychometric test items (questions) is a science in itself and as such, any test publisher worth its salt is always cognisant of using plain and simple English that can be understood by Western candidates that have basic reading and writing skills. If the candidate can’t understand test items, then perhaps they are self selecting themselves out of the applicant pool. 
These same test developers have also normed their assessments in most Western countries. The three major tests used at AssessSystems have been translated and normed into many languages. As an example, we have just completed a validation study using JobCLUES in simple Chinese with a major Chinese communications organisation. ASSESS has also been translated and normed and currently used in 7 non-speaking English countries. Naturally items have been adjusted to ensure cultural fit.
As an example, when we introduced Rembrandt into New Zealand some 8 years ago Dr Hillary Bennett and myself scrutinised every test item to ensure Kiwi and Ozzie understanding. If memory serves me right we made two ‘cultural’ changes. One was on a sporting item in the abilities section. Baseball was changed to cricket ball. The other was an adjective that was not widely used here. Not bad for 140 questions.
The argument that a Kiwi developed test is better than British or American ones, based on language, is emotional at best. 
It is easy to confuse lay people about the benefits of one test over another or the validity, reliability argument. However, it’s a bigger sin for a professional in the field to make incorrect statements on basic psychological issues.   
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