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ABSTRACT

This paper discusses how and why the field of personnel selection has made a long-lasting mark in work
and organizational psychology. We start by outlining the importance and relevance of the well-
established analytical framework (criterion-related validity, incremental validity, utility) for examining
the impact of selection at the individual (job performance) level. We also document the substantive
criterion-related validities of most common selection procedures on the basis of cumulative meta-
analytic research. Next, we review more recent research that investigated the impact of selection at
the more macro organizational (firm performance) level. We show that the positive relationship between
selection and performance at the individual-level translates to the organizational-level. Finally, we draw
upon a longstanding project on situational judgement tests to exemplify the tradition of implementing
interventions for improving the way selection is done in specific settings. We reflect on the reasons for
this programme’s impact on the selection process and its decision makers. We end with recommenda-
tions to researchers in personnel selection and other fields for increasing the impact of their research
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“Applied psychology grew from a desire to make the world
a better place, and selection was the field in which the movement
gained traction.” (Ployhart et al., 2017, p. 291)

This quote comes from a recent review of selected research. It
illustrates that selection is generally considered to be a field where
academics are not only influential by virtue of their publication
record and academic citations but can also have a profound and
sustainable impact on individuals, team, and organizations. In the
field of personnel selection, impact is typically broadly defined
(Pulakos, 2005). One key criterion is related to the ability to ade-
quately estimate the quality of the future hires. This is then
evidenced by high performance and low turnover of the hires
but also by better performance of the teams/departments they
work in and the organization as a whole. As another criterion,
personnel selection serves as an important lever in establishing
a diverse organization. That explains why selection procedures are
no longer rank ordered only in terms of how valid they are but also
in terms of the subgroup differences they exhibit (e.g., gender,
ethnicity, etc.). Apart from the quality and diversity of the selected
applicants, the applicant experience during the selection process
(e.g., their perceptions of these selection process) has also received
growing attention to gauge the impact of selection. Due to the
rise of employer branding, it has increasingly become important
for hiring organizations that applicants are not only taking part in
a job-related and fair process but that they are also engaged and
have “fun” in the often technologically driven selection process so
that it reflects on the organizations’ image as an employer. Finally,
the impact of selection can be assessed via a host of pragmatic
criteria such as the ability to reduce costs.

We were pleased to be given the opportunity to write a paper
about the impact of selection research. As it is an impossible task
to be exhaustive and comprehensive on this account, we had to
make some hard decisions. One such decision is that we mainly
address the first criterion (validity), although we acknowledge that
all other criteria are also of key importance. Second, we decided to
tackle only three main themes that exemplify the impact of
selection research. First, we focus on the most traditional theme:
we outline the well-documented and established impact of selec-
tion (in terms of criterion-related validity, incremental validity, and
utility) at the level of individual job performance. The second
section reviews the strand of studies that have taken a macro
multilevel angle in examining the effects of selection beyond
individual job performance to firm performance. Third, the last
major section shifts the focus to a concrete example, namely our
longstanding cumulative line of work on SJTs as a series of inter-
ventions to change selection procedures so that they exert more
impact on a variety of outcomes.

Impact of selection on individual job performance

The centrepiece of examining the impact of selection at the
individual level consists of estimating the relationship between
scores on a predictor (e.g., cognitive ability test, personality inven-
tory) and a wide array of key outcomes (e.g. indices of job
performance, turnover, training performance, organizational citi-
zenship, various forms of counterproductive work behaviour, such
as theft, various forms of withdrawal, such as attrition and
absence, customer service or other outcomes). Historically, the
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correlation coefficient has been used to document the strength of
this relationship, with such correlations labelled as indices of
“criterion-related validity”. Importantly, a finding of non-zero criter-
ion-related validity reveals the impact of using a given selection
predictor because it shows it is possible to raise the mean perfor-
mance of selected individuals by using this predictor in the selec-
tion process. Criterion-related validity research has been common
practice for over a century (for reviews, see Ployhart et al., 2017;
Ryan & Ployhart, 2014; Sackett & Lievens, 2008; Sackett et al., 2017).

As many studies are done with sample sizes smaller than 100
(Cascio & Aguinis, 2008), criterion-related validity is often esti-
mated with substantial uncertainty. For example, even
a sample of 100 results in a correlation with a 95% confidence
interval of +.20. Pooling data across studies via meta-analysis
emerged as a key solution to the sampling error problem. Since
the 1970s (Schmidt & Hunter, 1977), there have been hundreds
of meta-analyses of different predictor-criterion relationships.
One highly influential paper is Schmidt and Hunter (1998)
compilation of meta-analyses of various predictors of job per-
formance. It contains a table giving the mean correlation with
performance for all of these predictors (corrected for range
restriction and unreliability in the performance measure).
Table 1 updates Schmidt and Hunter’s table. Generally, it attests
to the substantive validities obtained in selection.

The above focuses on the validity of individual predictors.
However, to examine incremental validity multiple predictors can
be used, either sequentially, or combined into a composite.
Schmidt and Hunter (1998) focus was on cognitive ability, and
for each predictor they computed the validity of a regression-
weighted composite pairing that predictor and cognitive ability.

As such, the highest composite validities to be obtained can rise to
about .65. In short, we have strong evidence regarding the avail-
ability of a wide range of predictors that show substantial relation-
ships with job performance, either alone (criterion-related validity)
or in combination with other predictors (incremental validity).

Closely linked to the issue of validity is the pragmatic issue of
utility, namely the value to the organization of using a selection
system. As an illustration, we focus here on a straightforward
model for estimating utility in the case of continuous criteria,
put forward by Naylor and Shine (1965). In their formulation, the
criterion is presented in standard score form (i.e., z scores with
mean = 0 and standard deviation = 1). The improvement in
mean criterion performance due to testing is the product of two
variables: (a) the validity of the predictor, and (b) a value reflect-
ing the selection ratio (i.e. the percentage of candidates
screened in), specifically, the mean predictor score, in z score
form, among those selected by the test. Table 2 shows the
product of validity and mean test score among those selected
for various selection ratios and levels of validity. The highest
mean criterion performance is observed when higher validity is
paired with lower selection ratios. Even a highly valid predictor
will have only a very small effect on criterion performance when
the organization faces a high selection ratio.

An appealing feature of the Naylor-Shine approach is that it
expresses the value of selection in a standard score metric,
permitting a direct comparison with the effect of other organi-
zational interventions that use a Cohen’s d metric (e.g., the
effect of a training intervention, for example). For a treatment
of less technical alternate metrics and visualization approaches,
we refer to Kuncel and Rigdon (2012).

Table 1. Summary of corrected correlations between predictors and job performance.

Source (k)

Predictor Validity corrected
Cognitive ability test 51
Job knowledge test 48
C (generic personality test) 27
C (contextualized personality test) .30
Biographical data inventory 33
Integrity test .18

Structured interview

.25 (level 3)2.44 (level 4)°

Unstructured interview .16
SJT (knowledge) .26
SJT (behavioural tendency) .26
Work sample 33
AC (overall assessment rating) 44
Interests .16
Interest congruence 32
Reference check .26
Work experience .06
Educational level .09
Person—organization fit 15
Job tryout 44
Peer ratings 49
T&E point method 1
T&E behavioural consistency method 11
Graphology .02
Age .03

Hunter (1980; k =, p. 151)
Hunter and Hunter (1984; k =, p. 10)
Mount and Barrick (1995; k =, p. 172)
Shaffer and Postlethwaite (2012; k =, p. 22)
Rothstein et al. (1990°)
Van Iddekinge et al. (2012, k =, p. 74)
Huffcutt et al. (2014; k=, p. 2)

Huffcutt et al. (2014; k =, p. 8)
Huffcutt et al. (2014; k=, p. 9)
McDaniel et al. (2011; k =, p. 96)
McDaniel et al. (2011; k =, p. 22)
Roth et al. (2005; k =, p. 54)
Sackett et al. (2017; k =, p. 17)
Nye et al. (2017; k =, p. 92)
Nye et al. (2017; k =, p. 92)
Hunter and Hunter (1984; k =, p. 10)
C. Van Iddekinge et al. (2019; k =, p. 44)
Ng and Feldman (2009; k =, p. 85)
Arthur et al. (2006; k =, p. 36)
Hunter and Hunter (1984; k =, p. 20)
Hunter and Hunter (1984; k =, p. 31)
McDaniel et al. (1988; k =, p. 91)
McDaniel et al. (1988; k =, p. 15)
Bar-Hillel and Ben-Shakhar (1986); Ben-Shakhar (1989);

Ben-Shakhar et al. (1986); Neter and Ben-Shakhar (1989)b
Sturman (2003; k =, p. 115)

Notes. k = number of effect sizes, C = conscientiousness, T&E = training & experience, SJT = situational judgement test, AC = assessment centre.
3Level of standardization in interviews, with higher values denoting higher standardization.

bObtained from Schmidt and Hunter (1998).

“As the.33 was aggregated from multiple meta-analyses, there was no exact k.
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Table 2. Product of validity and mean test scores at various hypothetical selection
ratios and levels of validity.

Mean Criterion Score Among Those Selected
When

Mean Predictor

Selection  Score Among Those

Ratio Selected Validity = .50 Validity = .30 Validity =.10
0.01 2.52 1.26 0.76 0.25
0.05 2.05 1.03 0.62 0.21
0.10 1.76 0.88 0.53 0.18
0.20 1.40 0.70 0.42 0.14
0.30 1.16 0.58 0.35 0.12
0.40 0.97 0.49 0.29 0.10
0.50 0.80 0.40 0.24 0.08
0.60 0.64 0.32 0.19 0.06
0.70 0.50 0.25 0.15 0.05
0.80 035 0.18 0.1 0.04
0.90 0.20 0.10 0.06 0.02
0.95 0.11 0.06 0.03 0.01
0.99 0.03 0.02 0.01 0.00
1.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

We end this section with the observation that the documen-
tation of criterion-related validity is now a routine part of the
work of industrial/organizational psychologists. Many consult-
ing firms will conduct a local study, sample size permitting, as
part of their work with a client organization. Such studies do
not appear in the peer-reviewed literature: documenting the
value of a selection system for a specific organization is of value
to that organization, but not seen as a general contribution to
knowledge. For instance, Ones et al.’s (1993) meta-analysis of
integrity tests located 695 validity coefficients. Only 67 came
from the published literature; others were provided by test
publishers from their work with organizations.

Impact of selection on firm performance

The prior section convincingly demonstrates the validity and
utility of selection for predicting performance at the individual
level (e.g., Schmidt & Hunter, 1998). Much of this research is
based on the fundamental assumption that the effectiveness of
selection practices ultimately translates to higher levels, namely
team success and especially organizational success. Therefore,
researchers have asserted the importance of incorporating
higher-level outcomes or using multilevel perspectives in inves-
tigating the effect of individual-level selection on organiza-
tional performance (e.g., Fulmer & Ployhart, 2014; Lepak et al.,
2012; Ployhart, 2012b, 2012a; Ployhart & Moliterno, 2011;
Renkema et al., 2016; Schneider et al., 2012, 2000). Below we
therefore review this important stream of research for demon-
strating the impact of selection.

Empirical support for the selection-firm performance
relationship

Empirical examination of the selection-performance link has
taken several different approaches. In one approach, selection
practices are examined either as an individual HR practice (so
that the effect of selection can be isolated) or under the
umbrella term “staffing”, wherein selection is combined with
other activities such as recruitment. Terpstra and Rozell (1993)
conducted one of the first studies using this approach. They
surveyed the HR department heads about staffing practices

among 201 companies, including the follow-up studies of
recruitment sources, validation studies of selection predictors,
and the use of structured, standardized interviews, cognitive
ability tests, and biographical data. They found that the number
of distinct staffing practices implemented was positively
related to higher annual profit and profit growth, and the
relationship was moderated by industry and firm size. Since
then, the correlational links between selection and organiza-
tional financial performance (Delery & Gupta, 2016; Skaggs &
Youndt, 2004), labour productivity and quality (Koch &
McGrath, 1996; Macduffie, 1995), operational performance
(Ahmad & Schroeder, 2003), and perceived performance
(Singh, 2004; Vlachos, 2008) have been repeatedly established.
Aggregating over 15 effect sizes, Combs et al. (2006) reported
a corrected correlation of .14 between staffing selectivity and
firm performance.

Another stream of studies takes a systems-approach and
scrutinizes selection practices as embedded within HR systems
alongside non-selection practices (e.g., training, compensation,
job design) and how they relate to firm-level performance as
a whole. HR systems that have been studied the most are high-
performance work systems (HPWS; Huselid, 1995; Zacharatos
et al.,, 2005), which can consist of any number of effective HR
practices, including selective staffing, training and develop-
ment, compensation and incentives, performance appraisals,
employee involvement, and information sharing (Lepak et al.,
2006). This body of research has largely supported the positive
relationship between some selection-included HR systems and
organizational performance. A seminal study by Huselid (1995)
cross-sectionally surveyed 968 firms on their use of high-
performance work practices (HPWPs). They factor analysed 13
practices and obtained two factors: 1) practices intended to
enhance employee skills, such as information sharing pro-
grammes, job analysis, attitude surveys, and training, and 2)
organizational structures which included selection procedures
and those intended to enhance employee motivation, such as
performance appraisals and performance-based promotions.
Results showed a positive relationship between HPWS as
a whole and organizational financial performance. Combs
et al. (2006) meta-analytically reviewed this research and
reported that a one standard deviation increase in use of
HPWPs was associated with a .20 standard deviation increase
in firm performance. Similarly, Rabl et al. (2014) found an overall
positive relationship between HPWS and business performance
(o = .28), a link that varied in magnitude across nations but
remained positive in all 29 countries included.

Longitudinal evidence for selection-firm performance link

There is no doubt that some type of relationship exists between
selection practices and firm-level performance. However, over-
reliance on cross-sectional designs makes it difficult to under-
stand the nature of this relationship (Godard & Delaney, 2000;
Wall & Wood, 2005). In fact, some studies found that the
relationship between staffing activities and organizational per-
formance disappeared once other non-selection HR practices
(e.g., Absar et al., 2012; Singh, 2004) or prior performance was
accounted for (Guest et al.,, 2003; Wright et al., 2005). So, do
more effective selection practices cause better organizational
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outcomes or are they simply an indication of overall firm suc-
cess (e.g., Becker & Gerhart, 1996; Huselid & Becker, 1996)?

Three larger studies shed light on this. While Wright et al.
(2005) found that past and concurrent performance largely
accounted for the relationship between HR practices and
future performance, Saridakis et al. (2017) conducted a meta-
analysis of eight longitudinal studies and reported a corrected
correlation of .29 between the HPWS at time 1 and firm
performance at time 2, supporting the causal effect of HR
practices. Kim and Ployhart (2014) further explored the selec-
tion-performance link and examined whether it was depen-
dent on the economic context. Using the Great Recession as
a naturalistic experiment, they demonstrated that selective
staffing, operationalized as the selection ratio, was predictive
of profit growth indirectly through productivity. Furthermore,
results showed that training was more beneficial for prereces-
sion profitability, whereas staffing was more beneficial for
postrecession recovery. So, selective staffing seems to accu-
mulate generic human capital which aids organizations in
adapting to environmental changes. Other longitudinal stu-
dies also supported the effects of selection and training prac-
tices on unit-level performance (Ployhart et al., 2011; Van
Iddekinge et al., 2009).

Empirical investigation of the “Black box”

To examine the “black box” of how selection practices exert
influence on firm-level criteria, several theoretical frameworks
have identified a number of mediators of the selection—-perfor-
mance relationship. The ability, motivation, and opportunity
(AMO) model specifies three possible pathways through which
HR practices can result in organizational success, namely ability-
enhancing (e.g. recruitment, selection, training), motivation-
enhancing (e.g., compensation, performance appraisal), and
opportunity-enhancing (e.g, job design, involvement)
(Appelbaum et al., 2000; Boxall & Purcell, 2003). Consistent with
the AMO model, selection activities have been found to contri-
bute to organizational success by increasing workforce’s knowl-
edge, skills, and abilities (KSAs). Hatch and Dyer (2004) showed
that manufacturing firms that screened applicants on education
level and technical skills performed better because employees
were able to “learn by doing” or reduce the amount of manu-
facturing defects more quickly. Similarly, Katou and Budhwar
(2010) found that the positive association between selection
and development policies and organizational performance was
fully mediated by employee skill (see also Jiang et al., 2012)

Besides enhancing employee KSAs, selection practices can
also affect employee attitudes. Studies found that organiza-
tional commitment mediated the link between selection and
firm performance (Ahmad & Schroeder, 2003; Wright et al,,
2003). Messersmith et al. (2011) further showed that the med-
iating effect of organizational commitment was explained by its
effect on organizational citizenship behaviour.

Other than exploring mediators of the selection-performance
relationship, a separate body of research investigated employee
attributes that are typical results of selection practices as pre-
dictors of organizational performance. Consistent with
Schneider’s (1987) attraction—selection-attrition (ASA) model,
these individual attributes were found to emerge as more

homogeneous within than between groups or organizations,
such as personality (Giberson et al., 2005; Jordan et al., 1991;
Oh et al., 2015; Ployhart et al.,, 2006; Schaubroeck et al., 1998;
Schneider et al., 1998; Slaughter et al., 2004) and aptitude. Often,
such attributes are referred to as human capital (conceptualized
as unit-level KSAOs), capturing the collective characteristics of an
organization’s workforce (Ployhart et al, 2006), and used as
explanatory mechanisms for the selection-performance relation-
ship. This is in line with the resource-based view of the firm
(Barney, 1991), which attributes inter-organization performance
differences to the heterogeneity in their resources, a central type
of which is human capital. Taking the human capital perspective,
Cabello-Medina et al. (2011) found that selection based on learn-
ing potential and interpersonal skills enhanced the uniqueness
of human capital or employee skills, and in turn improved inno-
vation and overall firm performance.

Indirectly demonstrating the importance of human capital,
a study conducted by Li et al. (2015) in China found that human
capital-enhancing HR practices, including selective staffing,
were especially beneficial for firms in regions with a lower
proportion of highly educated people and education invest-
ment. In such cases, HR practices are an alternative approach of
enhancing an organization’s human capital. Chowdhury et al.
(2014) reported that the relationship between job-related
experience and revenue productivity was stronger in firms in
which employees held higher levels of formal education.
Similar results were found in a longitudinal study by Ployhart
et al. (2009). Changes in human capital, operationalized as unit-
level service orientation, resulted in subsequent changes in
unit-level effectiveness. Furthermore, the effect of human capi-
tal was greater among units with consistently high unit service
orientation flows. To sum up this literature, a meta-analysis
(Crook et al., 2011) found an overall positive relationship
between human capital and firm performance (o = .21). The
link was stronger for more proximal measures: Firm-specific
human capital measures (p = .24) were more predictive than
general human capital ones (p = .14), and human capital pre-
dicted operational performance measures (o = .26) more
strongly than global performance measures (o = .15).

Situational judgement tests and high-stakes selection: a
10-year research programme

This last section focuses on a third theme that shows the
impact of selection. Specifically, interventions are often imple-
mented to alter the way selection is done in a specific setting.
To this end, we review a large-scale project about the use of
Situational Judgement Tests (SJTs) in high-stakes selection con-
texts (in this case the admissions process to college/university).
SJTs are selection procedures that present candidates with
a hypothetical situation and ask what to do in that situation
(Motowidlo et al., 1990).

We chose this longstanding project because it serves as
a concrete example of interventions to make modifications to
selection procedures in light of various considerations (e.g.,
validity improvement, diversity, cost reduction, candidate
experience). Finally, results obtained in this large-scale project
had direct ramifications for the actual design of the admissions
process. In turn, the outcomes of this admissions process were
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high-stakes: they had substantial impact at the individual (e.g.,
people’s careers), school (e.g., inflow and demographic make-
up of candidates), and societal level (e.g., diversity of future
physician population). So, many stakeholders were involved
and critically evaluated the admissions process and the tests
used. Obviously, this project is just one possible illustration
about how some (but not all) aspects from the two prior
reviews can generate real-world impact. That is, we will mainly
discuss the impact of selection at the individual level, although
some broader level implications will also be mentioned.

Background

In the late 90s, practitioners and researchers had embraced SJTs
because they seemed “psychometric alchemy” (Landy, 2007,
p. 418). That is, meta-analytic criterion-related validities were
acceptable, subgroup differences seemed to be lower than for
cognitive ability tests, and the candidate experience was
favourable. Yet, most studies had been conducted in employ-
ment settings and especially with incumbents in organizations.
A key unresolved question was whether SJTs could also be used
as supplements to more traditional cognitive ability tests in
high-stakes contexts (like college admissions). After all,
a major challenge in admissions settings was to uncover reli-
able and valid selection procedures for assessing interpersonal
skills (aka “soft” skills or “21st-century” skills) among large
candidate pools. Assessing such interpersonal skills among
medical students early on (in the admissions stage) could also
reduce the gap that in those years often existed between the
objectives underlying the curricula of medical schools (i.e.,
highlighting both cognitive and interpersonal competencies)
and their actual medical selection and training practices (i.e.,
mostly focused on cognitive and clinical skills).

When the board overseeing the Flemish admissions exam
challenged us with this very question, we posited that we
hypothesized video-based SJTs to be useful approaches for
capturing interpersonal skills for at least three reasons. First,
assessing people’s interpersonal procedural knowledge (i.e.,
knowing how to act in interpersonal situations) via video-
based situations might serve as precursor of their interpersonal
behaviour in actual interactions (e.g., during internships, on the
job). Second, selecting students on their interpersonal proce-
dural knowledge at the time of admission might facilitate
future interpersonal skills training. Third, we expected the rea-
listic job-related situations inherent in video-based SJTs to
receive favourable candidate reactions.

Validating the basic set up

We received the funding to develop and implement SJTs. The
first results were disappointing, though. The interpersonal SJT
scores did not predict GPA. The picture changed when we used
interpersonal courses as criterion measures (Lievens, Buyse, &
Sackett, 2005a, 2005b; This was confirmed in a longitudinal and
multiple-cohort study (Lievens, 2013; Lievens & Sackett, 2012):
Whereas cognitive tests emerged as the best predictors of GPA,
the interpersonal skills assessment via SJTs had significant
added value over cognitive tests for predicting interpersonal
GPA. In fact, the SJT scores became more valid over the years

and were able to predict physicians’ job performance nine
years later. The interpersonal skills training received during
medical education did not seem to negate selecting students
on interpersonal skills in the first place. Moreover, the candi-
date experience was a good one. Students perceived the inter-
personal SJT as significantly more face valid than the cognitive
tests (Lievens, 2013). This was also critical in view of the high-
stakes and the high visibility of the admission exam. The most
direct impact of these results was that SJTs remained an inte-
gral part of the admissions process.

Generating evidence-based knowledge via field
experiments

Once these validity and candidate experience results had
removed initial scepticism regarding the role of interpersonal
SJTs in the admissions process, the attention shifted towards
cutting costs and streamlining the SJTs, as demanded by the
board. Yet, at the same time, it also opened a window of oppor-
tunity for us to set up interventions via field experiments and
gather evidence-based information in support of potential
changes to the SJTs. Below, we discuss two such interventions.
One pressing question of the board was whether a video format
was really necessary. If a traditional written version had equal
validity, then the costly investments in the design and logistics
related to video-based SJTs could be avoided. At that time,
a laboratory experiment of Chan and Schmitt (1997) had
shown that students perceived video-based SJTs to be more
face valid than the written SJT (see also Richman-Hirsch et al.,
2000). In addition, subgroup differences were lower for the
video-based SJT. However, the effects of presentation format
(video vs. written) on criterion-related validity were still
unknown. Therefore, we set up a field experiment. We trans-
formed the video-based SJT that was used in a prior year in the
admissions exam in a written format, holding SJT verbal content
constant (Lievens & Sackett, 2006). The cohort of students com-
pleting the SJTs across the years was similar. Results showed that
the interpersonal video-based SJT had a significantly lower cog-
nitive loading and significantly higher predictive validity for pre-
dicting interpersonally oriented criteria than the written SJT (see
also the later meta-analysis of Christian et al., 2010). This result
had direct impact on how the SJT was administered to thousands
of candidates because it provided the evidence needed to con-
tinue the video-based SJT.

Another lingering debate related to which response instruc-
tion format to use in SJTs. Generally, two broad response
instruction formats are distinguished: (a) a knowledge instruc-
tion (aka “should do” instruction), asking candidates to show
whether they know what the most effective answer is, and (b)
a behavioural tendency instruction (aka “would do” instruc-
tions) that requires candidates to report how they typically
behave. In prior research, the response instruction format
affected the amount of response distortion in SJTs (M.A.
McDaniel et al., 2007; Nguyen et al.,, 2005). SJTs with beha-
vioural tendency instructions were found to be more suscep-
tible to response distortion than SJTs with knowledge
instructions. Yet almost all research on these two response
instructions had been conducted with incumbents. Clearly,
the motivation to self-present is quite different in low-stakes
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incumbent settings than in high-stakes applicant settings. As
the response instruction issue was a long-standing debate in
the board overseeing the admission exam, the board agreed to
let us randomly assign candidates to one of two formats (with
the SJT content being exactly the same across them).
A contingency plan was in place to equate scores in case
substantial mean score differences were found. In line with
prior research, the knowledge instruction SJT correlated more
highly with cognitive ability than did the behavioural tendency
SJT and there was no difference between the SJT criterion-
related validity under the response instruction sets. Yet, con-
trary to prior research in low-stakes settings, there were no
meaningfully important differences between mean scores for
the response instruction sets. In essence, candidates presented
with “would do” instructions ignored the instructions and gave
socially desirable “should do” responses. So, the type of
response instructions did not matter much in a high-stakes
context for reducing response distortion (Lievens et al., 2009).
So, our advice to the board was to use knowledge instructions
because they make faking a non-issue.

Ensuring sustained impact over time

Once the use of SJTs became established and their design was
systematically improved in this high-stakes setting, new chal-
lenges emerged. The SJT development and implementation
process had to stand the test of time. One challenge related
to the possibility of people retaking the SJTs. Therefore, it was
important to ascertain the size of the retest effects. We found
that retest effects on SJTs were in the same range as with
cognitive tests (Lievens et al., 2005a). Due to retesting, it also
became crucial to develop alternate forms of SJTs. Although
there existed standard alternate test development procedures,
this was not the case for SJTs. Moreover, we faced the challenge
that the law precluded us from pretesting the items. This is
because the law did not allow putting pilot items (that would
ultimately not be used in computing people’s test scores) into
the actual SJT. Therefore, we started experimenting with var-
ious SJT alternate-form development approaches (i.e., random
assignment, incident isomorphism, and item isomorphism).
Generally, results revealed that even small changes in the con-
text of the situations presented resulted in significantly lower
alternate-form consistency. Conversely, placing more con-
straints on the alternate-form development process (as in clon-
ing approaches) proved beneficial (Lievens & Sackett, 2007).
This was another evidence-based recommendation that was
adopted in the design of SJTs in high-stakes settings.

Another challenge over time was that (just like other tests
used in high-stakes situations) SJTs became the subject of
commercially available coaching programmes. This invoked
a whole set of new questions. First, to assess the size of the
effects of commercial coaching we compared the pre- and
post-coaching SJT scores of individuals who had failed the
overall exams once, sought commercial coaching, and then
retook the exams later (Lievens et al, 2012): With coaching,
SJT scores improved sizably (d = 0.59). A second issue is that
coaching is commonly viewed as a source of unfairness. People
with more financial resources are more able to access these
coaching programmes and thus obtain a competitive

advantage. So, we examined the effects of organizationally
provided coaching. Such coaching is made freely available to
all, thus addressing the disparity in access to coaching (Stemig
et al,, 2015). We found that the most effective coaching proce-
dures were freely available, officially sanctioned, and involved
practice with items similar to those on the actual SJT. In addi-
tion, SJT scores’ criterion-related validity was not degraded by
coaching. So, it then became important to make less advan-
taged students aware of the value of this free coaching.

Finally, technological innovations have to be taken into
account. In the past, many organizations adhered to the classic
multiple-choice (MC) format given its ease of administration
and scoring. Yet, the availability of text analytics makes it nowa-
days possible to quickly score constructed (aka open-ended)
responses. In addition, constructed response format might
leverage diversity effects due to their lower cognitive load.
Therefore, in a related research project outside of academia
(at that time logistics precluded implementing this in the med-
ical admission process), we randomly assigned people to two
constructed response formats (Lievens et al., 2015, 2019). In one
format, people typed their answers to multimedia interpersonal
situations in a text box, whereas in another format they reacted
via a webcam. In terms of promoting a more diverse inflow, the
two constructed response formats outperformed the MC for-
mat because the MC format led to unwanted cognitive
demands. Among the two constructed response formats, the
webcam format was the winner because it led to a more diverse
candidate intake. There were no differences among the
response formats in predictive power. So, constructed response
formats and especially webcam formats benefit organizations
that strive to increase diversity inflow while maintaining valid
predictions. This is important because success in predicting
outcomes of interest is no longer the only issue in designing
and evaluating selection. Many organizations also value diver-
sity as an outcome, and there is a large literature on balancing
the sometimes-competing values of maximizing the perfor-
mance vs. maximizing the diversity of those selected (see De
Corte et al., 2011 for techniques for examining trade-offs
between such competing objectives).

Reflections

In sum, the impact of this longstanding research programme
on the effectiveness of Situational Judgement Tests as mea-
sures of interpersonal skills is multifold. First, the results were
not only published in top-tier journals but were also covered by
the media. This informed the general public about the validity
of the process. Second, the impact of the use of SJTs went
beyond the level of individual performance. As the SJT focused
on interpersonal skills, it made clear to medical universities that
students should also further sharpen their interpersonal and
communication skills once in medical school. So, a couple of
years after SJTs became part of the admission exam, we noticed
that medical schools started changing their curricula, thereby
increasing the number and weight of interpersonal courses.
Third, the results had a direct impact on generating scientific
evidence and best practices on how SJTs in an admissions
process were to be developed, implemented, scored, and main-
tained. Partially on the basis of this pioneering work in Flanders,



450 (&) F.LIEVENS ET AL.

universities across the world started (or considered) using SJTs
for assessing interpersonal skills in admissions (USA, UK,
Australia, Switzerland, Germany, Austria, the Netherlands,
etc.).Fourth, the results of our field experiments exemplified
how working together with the board in tweaking existing
SJT design led to direct actionable implications for selection
practice. These field experiments also inspired various other
studies that systematically manipulated SJT building blocks
(although mostly in lab experiments, for a review of these
studies, see Lievens & Sackett, 2017).

We conclude with some reflections about why we think this
project affected how SJTs are used and developed in high-
stakes settings. First, there was pressure from the society at
large (general public) and media to prove that the admissions
process (including SJTs) really worked given the ramifications it
had for people’s future lives and careers. Second, it was the
right time to conduct this kind of research because scientific
evidence was urgently needed. Prior research was conducted
mostly in employment settings and there were a lot of
unknowns (e.g., the validity to be expected and the effects of
presentation format, response format, instruction format,
retesting, coaching). The urge to provide answers to these
unresolved questions stemmed not only from a local need
but also from a global need because many colleges around
the world were struggling with them. In fact, at that time,
across the world, there was a striking discrepancy between
medical school objectives and the admissions process.
Although the objectives of curricula acknowledged the impor-
tance of interpersonal skills, most formal medical school admis-
sions tended to primarily assess academic achievement in
science domains and cognitive abilities. Therefore, an editorial
in the leading medical journal Lancet suggested that, “a more
holistic and sophisticated approach to selection — based on
predictors of care that are both valid and patient-relevant -
needs to be developed and applied” (Barr, 2010). Our project
showed that SJTs (in their various formats) implement part of
such an approach.

In hindsight, the impact might also have stemmed from
the strategy we used for involving the board and communi-
cating with it. At the outset, the board that consisted of 90%
of professors in a specific medical field was mostly ignorant
with respect to tests and psychometric theory. As an example,
they often mentioned that a test was essentially similar to an
exam (“it is something you design in one evening, right”). This
serves as a good illustration of the acknowledged gap
between our scientific knowledge base and the beliefs of
applied human resource practitioners. More generally, Rynes
et al. (2002) documented a large gap between what HR prac-
titioners believe and the actual findings from research. For
example, many HR practitioners seem to believe that ability
testing is less effective than the research base shows them to
be. Thus, potentially valuable selection tools do not become
part of the selection systems in some organizations due to
lack of knowledge or disbelief about selection practice
effectiveness.

To address this science-practice gap, each year, we pre-
sented our test design approach and research results, thereby
taking ample time for discussion with the board. Along the
years, the board’s interest in test and psychometric issues

grew. Moreover, at the end of our presentations, we also sig-
nalled key unresolved issues to the board, thereby triggering
questions on how to address them in the future. This strategy
worked well because we were talking to medical professors,
physicians, and specialists who were positively inclined to evi-
dence-based research and hence open to interventions and
field experiments. This was best exemplified by their endorse-
ment to implement the instruction format manipulation.
Generally, our strategy created an awareness for pressing issues
to be investigated, a shared commitment to address them via
field experiments, and a curiosity for the outcomes. This fits
well with strategies of Muchinsky (2004) to successfully imple-
ment psychometrically straightforward test development prin-
ciples in organizational contexts. He referred to his strategy as
a balancing act wherein he combined strategies of education,
shared responsibility, negotiation, respect, and recognition of
available knowledge of all stakeholders.

We want to end with several cautionary notes, though. We
were not always successful in persuading the board. For exam-
ple, we explained above that our scientific evidence favoured
a video-based format over the traditional written format. That
was also the reason why the board supported to keep investing
in a video-based SJT for several years. However, the video-based
SJT was ultimately replaced by a written one due to electricity
breakdowns caused by the number of large screens needed to
project the video clips to over 7,000 candidates. So, eventually
logistics were regarded as more important than scientific evi-
dence. As another example, we also encountered situations
where our message to the board was too complex. For instance,
we could not convince them of the importance of range restric-
tion issues so that the predictor composites in the admission
exam were not optimally computed (Sackett et al., 2007). This
bears resemblance to the difficulty of persuading managers of
utility calculations (Latham & Whyte, 1994). Finally, although the
SJT was still to be used as part of the admissions process, the
funding to examine the SJT suddenly stopped after about ten
years. Apart from budget constraints imposed by the govern-
ment, a key reason was that the board and the Ministry felt that
“they had confidence in SJTs and they knew SJTs worked". This
was a pity because test construction is a never-ending process.

Discussion
Impact outside of academia in selection: main conclusions

This paper reviewed why selection is one of the success stories
in work and organizational psychology. As one reason, there
exist well-established paradigms and analytics for investigating
the impact of selection. Estimating the criterion-related validity
of selection has become common practice and has cemented
the view that carefully selecting people adds above random
selection. Moreover, incremental validity examinations docu-
ment the added value of selection procedures over already
existing ones, whereas utility frameworks enable converting
the benefits of selection into financial metrics and comparing
them to other HR interventions.

As a second reason for the impact of selection, a myriad of
meta-analyses has documented the criterion-related validity of
selection procedures. In fact, almost each selection procedure
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has its own meta-analysis in terms of the predictive power of that
procedure for various criteria and settings. We should be proud of
this rich evidence base and promote the validities of selection
procedures as key testaments of our ability to predict human
performance at work (also known as the “supreme problem;”
Hall, 1917; Ployhart et al., 2017). Along these lines, Schmitt (2014)
concluded: “Some authors are critical of the personnel selection field,
given the magnitude of the validities reported. However, if one con-
siders the complexity of the job performance phenomena and the
organizational constraints on performance and our ability to define
and measure performance, the size of the coefficients actually repre-
sents one of the most remarkable achievements of psychology.” (pp.
58). Others compared the criterion-related validities of selection
procedures to the validities of medical procedures. Generally, the
criterion-related validities of selection procedures had the same or
higher validities than those of common medical procedures (e.g.,
histamine, ibuprofen, Viagra; Meyer et al., 2001).

Third, besides support of the validity/utility of selection prac-
tices at the micro (individual) level and the interventions to
improve selection procedures, empirical evidence at the macro
(organizational) level demonstrated that selection also contributes
to firm success. A large body of empirical work suggests that the
positive relationship between HR practices (selection) and perfor-
mance at the individual-level translates to the organizational-level,
contrary to the groundless claims that HR is irrelevant and worth-
less (e.g., Hammonds, 2005). As noted by Kaufman (2014), “it
would be difficult to overstate how influential and energizing this
line of research has been to modern HRM" (p. 211).

Fourth, in selection, researchers often work closely together
with practitioners (also referred to as the scientist-practitioner
model) to further improve the way selection is done in specific
settings. We exemplified this intervention-based approach with
our longstanding project on developing SJTs for admissions. The
opportunity to set up experiments in the field enabled us to
conduct rigorous selection research, while at the same time
addressing problems that selection practitioners care about and
struggle with.

Undoubtedly, our ability to establish the impact of selection at
these different levels is quintessential and valuable as the world of
selection evolves to embrace new developments in gamification,
mobile technology, statistical methods, machine learning, artificial
intelligence, and Big Data (Landers et al., 2018; Putka et al., 2018;
Sajjadiani et al., 2019). So, we are convinced that personnel selec-
tion will remain an exciting and impactful field of study.

Impact outside of academia in domains other than
selection: recommendations

We hope that this paper serves as a strong illustration of the
practical and sustained impact that academic work can have
“outside of academia”. We do not see specific reasons why the
field of personnel selection would be better suited for academics
than other fields to make a sustained, real-world impact outside
of academia. Generally, we believe that applied, actionable
impact will be most direct and most feasible for topic research
areas where there is a clear link to an area of professional practice
(e.g. selection, training, compensation, employee attitudes),
where new work and organizational psychology graduates can

find employment, and where target consumers of the research
can be clearly identified. Academics from such organizational
psychology areas should be able to meet academic/publication
criteria and practical client needs (e.g., have an impact on orga-
nizations). Interestingly, in his role as SIOP president, Frank
Landy, wrote a letter to former US president Barrack Obama:
This letter mentioned all the different fields in work and organi-
zational psychology that academics could have an impact on.
On the basis of our longstanding experiences in the selec-
tion field, we end with painting some broad-brush recommen-
dations for academics in fields other than selection to conduct
rigorous, publication-worthy research as well as to make an
impact outside of academia. First of all, building one’s publica-
tion record and one’s reputation of expertise in a domain
increases the frequency with which one is approached with
invitations to participate in (or lead) important projects with
organizations (like developing SJTs for admissions). So, having
established research expertise in a specific domain and com-
municating about it seems like an important precondition.
Second, there is the adage of “choosing wisely” both in terms
of the type of practical project and the partners involved.
Regarding the latter, it is important for the longevity of the
project to establish a network of “stable” practitioners with
whom one works. One of the problems we have experienced
is that when a practical project is finally under way our linking
pin in the organization moves jobs or even leaves the organiza-
tion. Relatedly, the decision to invest in a practical project
should be based on the ability of the project to generate
a large and relevant sample size for testing the key research
questions. If a project will not generate sufficient “power” to
draw conclusive results, it might not be the one that will lead to
a publication. A final criterion is that one should be wary of
investing in practical projects that are essentially nothing more
than “applied problem solving” (Hollenbeck, 2008). This means
that one implements an already well-established solution in an
organization. Clearly, such projects are worthwhile for organi-
zations but they often fail to generate new knowledge. It is
better to start with “interesting” research questions that for
example, pit various competing perspectives against each
other or that deviate from current practices. We thus suggest
to get especially involved in practical projects that enable to set
up field experiments. Along these lines, our longstanding SJT
admissions project gave some excellent suggestions on how to
generate curiosity among the organization involved and create
a spirit of experimentation and evidence-based management.
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