It’s a Good Idea to Test, before Putting Them to the Test. 
Work Sample Testing and Recruitment
An interesting item appeared in last week's New Zealand Herald. A trucking company boss sacked an employee because of obesity. During the dismissal discussion the owner of the company advised the employee to seek stomach stapling. There was also a dispute as to whether the trial period was one week or three months? 
The trucking company owner, in his defense, claimed he was doing the candidate a favour by employing him given his current condition. However, one week into the employment, the employer realised this obese driver who could not operate the vehicle in a safe manner - he had trouble with the gear lever, climbing in and out of the truck and loading/unloading.
Helpfulness, charity and compassion do not rate as self defense when you discover you’ve hired a person who could not perform the role. This situation begs the question, "Why didn't this trucking company owner perform a work sample test prior to hiring?"

What is a work sample test? Work sample tests are basically simple demonstrations by the prospective employee that they can perform a core job task. A popular earlier example of this is the typing test - this is usually a bad work sample test as it is not standardised, subjectively scored and probably not very informative. McLachlan (1973) argues the case for work sample tests: “If you want to know how well a person can drive a car, sample his ability to do so by giving him a driving test".
Cook (1998) states that work sample tests are justified by behavioural theory which states two principles: "past behaviour is the best predictor of future behaviour", and "like predicts like". However, true work sample tests can only be used if the person has already mastered the jobs skills; it's clearly pointless giving a typing test to someone who can't type.

Work sample tests have two limitations. Because they are samples of work, they need to be job specific. With so many different jobs and different tasks within jobs it can become expensive and predictive validity can suffer through tests that are not specific to the overall job role or concentrate on one aspect of skill without consideration to future ability. Also, work sample tests whilst easy to construct, for say a production worker, becomes more difficult to formulate for positions like supervisors and managers.

Let's get back to our trucking company manager. I am sure if this employer had conducted a simple driving test, for example asking this obese person to drive him around for 30 minutes, or go on a delivery round, he would have identified these problems before committing to hire this person.

Once again we see a classic case of a poor employment practice. This not only cost the company $14,000 but also the hidden cost of time wastage and emotional stress for both parties.

A work sample test can be a valuable adjunct to your structured selection process. Many of our clients have designed and validated such tests. These can be as simple or complex as the job requires, but need to be job specific and the results used in balance with the other “tests” in the employment process. Feel free to discuss ideas with the author.
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